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ABSTRACT 

Stories engage a form of virtual play. Though they incorporate language and abstractions, 

stories engage many of the same biological systems and produce many of the same anatomical 

responses as simpler games. Like peek-a-boo or tickle play, stories stage dangerous or 

unpleasant scenarios in a controlled setting. In this way, they help develop cognitive strategies to 

tolerate, manage, and even enjoy uncertainty. One means is by inspiring confidence in difficult 

situations by tactical self-distraction. Another is to reframe negative or uncertain situations as 

learning opportunities, that is, to ascribe meaning to them. While both strategies are useful, each 

has limitations. In William Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale, a king succumbs to the desire to 

make meaning where there is none, and nearly ruins himself in a self-composed tragedy. His 

friend restores his confidence and enables a happy ending—but only by deceiving him. This 

deception is benign, but the heroine of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa is nearly ruined by her 

abductor’s confidence game. Her “happy ending” is made possible only by reframing her rape 

and death as redemptive transfiguration—which, as many of her readers suggest, is a dubious 

affair. The hero of Herman Melville’s The Confidence-Man spends the first half of the novel 

eliciting his companions’ confidence in order to swindle them, and the second half trying to 

inspire himself with the same confidence. The novel ends with an ominous impasse: one must 

trust, but one ought not to. For Samuel Beckett, this impasse is productive. In his middle novels, 

thought itself emerges from the interplay of spontaneous bouts of irrational confidence and 

distortive, after-the-fact impositions of spurious meaning. Stories create (illusory) identities, 

elicit (dubious) hopes, and reinforce (false) assumptions in order to help us cope with the agonies 

of anticipation and loss, and to transform misfortune, accident, and misery into reward, 

retribution, and meaning—that is, in a comedy of trauma.   
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PREFACE 

MONUMENTS OF USEFUL STUPIDITY 

It is tempting to attribute the unique success of humanity to superior intelligence. As far 

as we know, no other form of life is capable of sautéing asparagus, solving quadratic equations, 

composing Star Trek erotic fan fiction, or mass-producing tiny rubber balls. These and related 

skills have allowed us to compensate for our conspicuous shortcomings and dominate larger, 

faster, stronger, more nimble animals, many plants, and even some microbes.  

The key to this intelligence, of course, is language. Language requires a specifically 

human kind of cognition, though its uniqueness is easy to overstate.1 There is no special organ, 

no single brain region that enables abstract linguistic thought, and if it is of an immaterial entity 

that, soul-like, transcends its material dross, it cannot be proven. Language and the kind of 

thought it enables emerges from the coordination of an array of cognitive, conative, and affective 

processes, almost all of which are present in some form in other species. There is very likely a 

great deal of overlap between the conscious experiences of humankind and, at the very least, 

other social mammals.2 Other animals communicate, and occasionally with complexity and 

nuance. Still, no other species employs the dexterity and flexibility of articulate thought that 

humans do.3 

But it is not only intelligence that this faculty enables. We use language to convey 

thoughtful insights, complex instructions, and factual information (Pinker and Jackendoff). We 

also, and perhaps more frequently, use language for other things, such as innocuous small talk, 

rumor mongering, and deception (Redhead and Dunbar). Moreover, there is a case to be made 

that these other uses confer some of language’s greatest advantages. Human success depends on 

forming cooperative cultures that exceed the bounds of kinship or acquaintance. Small talk 

signals shared concerns that create and reinforce social bonds (Dunbar). Rumor mongering—
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factual or otherwise—can serve to refine and reconfigure social alliances (McAndrew and 

Milenkovic), as can deception (Byrne and Whiten). Language also facilitates the shared beliefs 

in imaginary deities and cultural myths that have historically undergirded collaborative and 

exploitative practices, empowering and oppressive social stratifications, and the care, feeding, 

and enforced misery of billions. Human success depends not only on superior intelligence, but 

also on a profound and useful stupidity.  

Western literature is, among other things, a monument to this stupidity. Among its 

foundational texts, one is a description of a temper tantrum in an ill-conceived war with no real 

winners, and the other a fastidious account of history’s chosen people’s eternally recurrent folly 

(with a divisive sequel that cumulates in the ritual execution of the man sent by God Himself to 

redeem them). Many so-called great works follow suit: Greek tragedy chronicles grandiose error, 

while its comedy celebrates it; Dante’s long poem eventually gets him to heaven, but is most 

memorable for its exhaustive taxonomy of foibles; Cervantes’s Don Quixote suffers from a 

delusional psychosis; Shakespeare’s Hamlet is a feckless narcissist, his Othello a credulous and 

capricious puppet, and Lear a senile ass. As Western philosophy can be conceived as the 

fractured footnotes of Plato, its literature is the fractured footnotes of folly.  

Of the irreducible and myriad forms of stupidity chronicled in literature, two are 

particularly useful. The first goes by any number of names—hope, trust, faith—but “confidence” 

perhaps best connotes its precariousness. It is the essential stuff of any cooperative endeavor, but 

it is equally indispensable for exploitation. It leads to disappointment and distress, but at the 

same time, in a counterintuitive probabilistic fashion, it increases the chances of success and 

happiness. It is a singular belief in myriad forms: that this god will not forsake me; that this 

president will not destroy the world; that this used car is in good working order; that this 
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donation really will help the rainforest; that my romantic partner will not exploit me for pleasure 

or profit; that this coin is not clipped, this cash not counterfeit, this card not stolen. The 

“confidence” in question here is ultimately groundless, and can appear in the direst 

circumstances. It is, at bottom, an intuitive response to uncertainty that, irrespective of 

appearances, things will somehow end well.  

In comedy, confidence is—often implausibly—rewarded. With shocking hubris, 

Aristophanes’s Pisthetaerus challenges the Olympian gods, and wins. He forces Zeus into 

submission, and takes his title, scepter, and consort. Similarly, an obscure carpenter quits his job, 

becomes a mendicant preacher, declares himself the son of God, and is summarily executed—

only to validate his outrageous claim through resurrection. Ovid’s Pygmalion fashions a statue, 

falls passionately in love with it, and, courtesy of Venus’s whimsy, is able to consummate his 

love with his statue made flesh. Most conspicuously, scores of ill-matched lovers confront 

insurmountable obstacles to find matrimonial bliss in genres from Greek New Comedies to 

twentieth-first-century RomComs, just as they do in the plays, romances, amatory fictions, 

romance novels, and screwball comedies between them. 

The history of this kind of narrative is shadowed by its condemnation. Plato’s Socrates 

complained that comedies carried an implicit anti-Delphic imperative to “by no means know 

thyself” (95). G.W.F. Hegel considered comedy superior to tragedy, but philosophy has by in 

large disapproved of irrational comic confidence and the works that celebrate it. Moralists from 

traditions as divergent as seventeenth-century Puritans to twentieth-century feminists have also 

disparaged the genre. In general, comic heroes make poor moral exemplars: the comic hero is 

typically impulsive, thoughtless, and unreflective, and the most memorable include lunatics, 

rapists, infidels, cozeners, and petty criminals. What is worst, however, is that they are stupid. In 



 

12 

Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the lovers Lysander and Hermia openly defy 

Hermia’s father—and the king—and, without plan or provisions, flee into the woods for an 

impromptu elopement. Just before departing, they outline their rationale:  

Lys: Ay me! For aught that I could ever read, 

Could ever hear by tale or history,  

The course of true love never did run smooth; 

But either it was different in blood— 

Her: O cross! too high to be enthrall’d to low. 

Lys: Or else misgraffed in respect of years— 

Her: O spite! too old to be engag’d to young. 

Lys: Or else it stood upon the choice of friends— 

Her: O hell! to choose by another’s eyes.  

. . . .   

Her: If then true lovers have been ever cross’d,  

It stands as an edict in destiny. (1.1.132-140, 150-51) 

Lysander and Hermia, alluding to their vast knowledge of comedies, curiously conclude that 

“true love” will, as “an edict of destiny,” succeed if (and only if) it is impossible. Sophisticated 

comic works typically treat this kind of confidence with gently mocking reprimands, as in 

Cervantes’s narrator’s ambivalent condemnation of Don Quixote’s antics, Jane Austen’s 

playfully satirical rebuke of Catherine’s gothic idealism in Northanger Abbey, or the sentimental 

comedies of Molière and Charlie Chaplin.  

In didactic fictions and tragedy, however, this kind of irrational confidence is—often 

ruthlessly—condemned. For every Pisthetaerus there are scores of Icaruses, Arachnes, and 
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Satans. The proto-romance novels of the seventeenth century co-emerged with erotic warning 

tales of rape, ruin, abandonment, and death at the hands of seducers in the comic hero mold. In 

works like these, confidence must be negated—or at least supplemented—by prudence, caution, 

and care. The world of these works is stable, stratified, and impeccably ordered. Humans ought 

not to challenge the gods; servants and ladies ought not to fraternize with gentleman rakes; rules 

exist for good reason, and ought to be obeyed—or else.  

In this view, positive outcomes are possible, but they do not result from simply wanting 

something and hoping for the best; rather, good things come from careful planning, diligent 

application, and most importantly, humility and virtue. Aeneas was destined to found Rome, he 

obeys his divine instructions, rejects Dido’s comforts, embodies the Roman virtue of pietas 

above all else, and founds Rome. In Bleak House, Dickens’s Esther Summerson overcomes 

illegitimate birth, childhood neglect, and smallpox to achieve the happiest of endings by 

subordinating her personal desires, cheerfully accepting difficulties, and wholeheartedly 

dedicating herself to her domestic duties.  

In works like these, through what eighteenth-century English moralists called “poetical 

justice,” virtue is rewarded and vice punished. The appeal of these stories, however, is ultimately 

not even that the world is just, but rather that it is comprehensible. Oedipus is not punished 

because he is evil, but regardless of his intentions, according to divine order of the world he 

inhabits, his punishment is necessary. As Northrop Frye has argued, the essence of tragedy is not 

that it ends unwell, but rather in the exposition of underlying workings of necessity, Providence, 

Nature, or other transcendent deterministic force (450-60). Of course, this necessity only 

becomes intelligible when it is too late for the tragic hero, but for the audience, it comes just in 

time. If comedy finds a pleasure in vicarious wish-fulfillment, tragedy finds one in an after the 



 

14 

fact affirmation of prior understanding.  

This ostensible understanding has a drawback, albeit a minor one: it is mostly wrong. It is 

not for nothing that necessity’s truths are more palpable in parables, allegories, and fictions than 

in real-life observations. Imposing order on chaos is made easiest by oversimplification and 

distortion. Shakespeare’s Edmund is not the most reliable source of moral advice, but he has a 

point when he describes “the excellent foppery of the world” as the disposition to “make guilty 

of our disasters the sun, the moon and the stars.” Edmund is not critiquing astrology per se, but 

rather the impulse to attribute life’s contingencies to a system of “necessity” dictated by “a 

divine thrusting on” (Lear 1.2.118-126). For Edmund, we ascribe meaning and purpose to the ad 

hoc cacophony of existence to deflect personal responsibility and, in the sense T.S. Eliot ascribed 

to Othello, cheer ourselves up.4  

Though no proof of Edmund’s misanthropic nihilism, the muddle of everyday events can 

confound even the best models. There may well be some god, pantheon of gods, or cosmic force 

ordering existence, but it is obscure in lived experience. Theoretical models based on empirical 

data are less obtuse, but have the distinct disadvantage of having to account for errant empirical 

data. Leptons and apples obey different rules, it occasionally rains despite a 0% chance of 

precipitation, and no joke is universally appreciated. To be sure, some models are considerably 

less correct than others, but in the final analysis, no one really knows exactly what happened. 

None of these limitations, however, impede the compulsion to shoehorn all we can into our 

favorite schemata, and overlook what we cannot.  

This second great stupidity also goes by a number of names—purpose, meaning, 

significance—but “reason” perhaps best connotes its versatility. Reason is, of course, not always 

stupid. Many causes reliably produce certain effects, and a good number of explanations are 
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valid, or at least valid enough. Many of us have learned that sticking a finger in a light socket 

produces a painful shock, and have since desisted from the practice. Less useful is the tendency 

to misattribute causes, such as imputing a hurricane to homosexuality. Reason is essential for 

discovery, insight, and productive discourse, but it is as essential to prejudice, superstition, and 

paranoid fantasies. Everything we know about our world is because of reason, but so is 

everything we think we know.  

But reason, even when incorrect, is not entirely worthless. There are situations in which 

an invalid assessment leads to immanent peril, but they are relatively rare. For proximate 

purposes, if I have the functional understanding of storms and shelter of a stray dog, it matters 

little whether I believe the storm is the result of sinful government, excessive carbon emissions, 

or a butterfly’s wayward flap. I may be remarkably wrong and yet remain dry; my 

misunderstanding of ultimate causes is immaterial if I correctly recognize proximate effects. My 

ostensibly deeper understanding, however, confers several benefits. It facilitates my ability to 

identify causes and effects, assign and reassign blame, ascribe cultural significance, and convey 

those ideas in communicable, meaningful chunks. Most proximately, it allows me to negotiate 

storms and associated mishaps with the assurance of assumed understanding. Reason has a 

particular feeling independent of its veracity: the satisfaction of a believer beholding a miracle 

very closely resembles that of a skeptic debunking it, and both serve the same purpose. Reason 

facilitates the sharing of beliefs, the creation of culture, and the formulation of complex ideas, 

but it first creates the feeling that an uncertain situation is comprehensible and navigable.  

Confidence too, even when it is irrational, confers advantages. Whatever the objective 

probabilities of a happy ending, cheerfulness and resiliency often prove more useful than 

despondency and distrust. Confidence and reason exist by virtue of evolutionary advantage. The 
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capability of facing uncertainty with optimism and equanimity confers substantial reproductive 

advantages over reacting to every rustling bush with confused panic and despair. Of course, it 

can also be dangerously stupid. Still, the most egregious acts of irrational confidence are, one 

way or the other, quickly corrected. Patently false explanations that explicitly contradict 

empirical experience are, as often as not, eventually modified.  

We are all born ignorant, but our particular modes of expression are tuned by our 

environments and experience. Maternal bonding and rough-and-tumble games lay the foundation 

for intimacy and trust, and conceptual play involving hypothetical scenarios, shifting roles, and 

the incorporation of objects help to develop the functional schemata that orient experience. 

Children incorporate spontaneous storytelling into their games, building upon, elaborating, and 

abstracting the rules of conceptual tactile play. Adult storytelling refines this childish 

compulsion, adding further nuance and complexity, and literature perfects it.5 At bottom, 

however, the role of literature does not stray far from the role of tickle games: to find ways to 

face uncertainty with aplomb, and to impose a shared understanding on the blooming buzzing 

confusion of lived experience.  

What follows is an investigation of how nature, nurture, and culture conspire to raise 

innate stupidity to sublime literary heights.  

 

1 As so-called affect theorists have argued, many of the traditional tools of the humanities 

are ill equipped to study pre- or non-linguistic phenomena. According to Donovan O. Schaefer, 

“The humanities after the linguistic turn have erected for themselves a cloudy comfort zone in 

which our primary objects of study are held to be linguistic artifacts determined by local 
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circumstances of culture and power” (37-38). Motives and behaviors that operate without the 

mediation of language (or related cultural practice) are dismissed as “essentialist.” Against this 

“linguistic fallacy,” thinkers like Elizabeth Grosz, Brian Massumi, Karen Barad, Elizabeth A. 

Wilson, Sara Ahmed, Adam Frank, and Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick have advocated for the 

inclusion of affect and “animality” into the humanities’ discourses. While my argument diverges 

in specifics from much of these affect theorists’ works, it does so in a sympathetic spirit. 

2 Useful recent introductions to the contentious field of animal cognition include, Carl 

Safina, Beyond Words; Franz DeWall, Are We Smart Enough to Know How Smart Animals Are?; 

and Daniel Wegner and Kurt Grey, The Mind Club.  

3 See Stephen Pinker, The Language Instinct and The Stuff of Thought ; Douglas Hofstadter 

and Emmanuel Sander, Surfaces and Essences; and John H. McWhorter, The Language Hoax for 

primers on the relationship between thought and language I employ here. 

4 In his commentary on Othello’s “last great speech,” Eliot explains: “What Othello seems 

to me to be doing in making this speech is cheering himself up. He is endeavouring to escape 

reality, he has ceased to think about Desdemona, and is thinking about himself. Humility is the 

most difficult of all virtues to achieve; nothing dies harder than the desire to think well of 

oneself. Othello succeeds in turning himself into a pathetic figure, by adopting an aesthetic rather 

than a moral attitude, dramatising himself against his environment. He takes in the spectator, but 

the human motive is primarily to take in himself. I do not believe that any writer has ever 

exposed this bovarysme, the human will to see things as they are not, more clearly than 

Shakespeare” (110-11). 

5 The idea that stories are akin to games, of course, not new. Drama in particular has 

probably always been implicitly understood as a mode of play, and critics have long 
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characterized poetry and fanciful narratives as idle entertainments—play in effect if not in name. 

More recently, theoreticians and philosophers have explicitly linked the ideas of art and play. 

Immanuel Kant, for instance, believed aesthetic enjoyment depended on “the free play of the 

faculties of cognition” (103). Influential twentieth-century literary thinkers such as Wolfgang 

Iser and Hans-Gerog Gadamer have also variously toyed with the notion (See Iser’s Prospecting, 

249-61 and Gadamer’s Truth and Method, 101-10.). Sigmund Freud, Jacques Lacan, and their 

numberless acolytes, commenters, and critics have explored the connection of infant and toddler 

games in storytelling (Freud’s grandson’s fort/da game is elucidated in Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle. Lacan elaborates in The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis and 

elsewhere. Todd Dufresne’s edition of Beyond the Pleasure Principle has a useful guide to some 

of the more famous thinkers who tinkered with Ernst’s game. For an explicit link to narrative, 

see Peter Brooks’s “Freud’s Masterplot”). More recently, critics like Joseph Meeker, Ellen 

Dissanayake, and Brian Boyd have proposed that the evolutionary function of narrative is 

connected to animal and child play, and Paul B. Armstrong has proposed a functional 

neuroanatomy linking the play of harmony and dissonance to narrative pleasure.  
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CHAPTER 1 

ON THE ORIGINS OF SPECIOUS 
 

The imagination is sometimes said to be tickled by a ludicrous idea; and 

this so-called tickling of the mind is curiously analogous with that of the 

body. . . . From the fact that a child can hardly tickle itself, or in a much 

less degree than when tickled by another person, it seems that the precise 

point to be touched must not be known; so with the mind, something 

unexpected—a novel or incongruous idea which breaks through the 

habitual train of thought—appears to be a strong element in the 

ludicrous.  

 

—Charles Darwin, The Expression of Emotion in Animals  

 

Emma is eight months old. By all indications, she is perfectly healthy. In fact, by 

anecdotal report, she is “precocious,” “ingenious,” and “adorable.” Her parents, though quirky 

and decidedly imperfect, are available, loving, and have not burdened her with any glaring 

genetic impairments. She was well-nourished and protected from alcohol, tobacco, unfiltered 

water, and almost any food lacking an “Organic” label since before she was conceived. When 

she is not being breast-fed, napping, soiling her diapers, or listening to French, German, 

Mandarin, and Spanish language-learning recordings, Emma seems to enjoy cooing, garbling, 

gazing, and coming to grips with her body and senses.  

At this moment, she is reclining on a pillow, watching her mother’s face. She is recently 

fed, freshly changed, newly burped, adequately cuddled, and well rested. Physiologically 

speaking, Emma is, or ought to be, perfectly content. But, much to her weary mother’s chagrin, 

she is not. She is fussy: she gropes aimlessly, rocks side to side, and emits a kind of half-groan, 

half-cry. Her mother—sleep-deprived, socially exiled, and exasperated—eyes her with 

something less than unconditional maternal devotion. After a deep breath, with a distinct whiff of 

mischievousness in her voice, she sing-songs “Emmmyyyy.”  

Suddenly, her mother disappears. 

Emma’s chief source of nourishment, warmth, attention, and love, has vanished. She is 
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completely helpless and utterly vulnerable. This ought to be a catastrophe. But it is not a 

catastrophe. We cannot tell what Emma is thinking, or precisely what she is feeling, but what we 

can see in her face does not resemble an expression of terror. She is not smiling, but she is 

decidedly engaged, her attention focused, her eyes performing measured sweeps around the area 

her mother was last seen. Her groping, rocking, and groaning have ceased entirely.  

After just over three seconds, her mother suddenly reappears from behind the playpen 

headboard: “Peek-a-boo!” Emma’s face explodes into a huge, beaming smile.  

Why Emma enjoys this moment is no mystery. By all indications, Emma likes her 

mother’s company. Like other social mammals, she is inherently averse to maternal separation, 

and experiences something pleasurable in her mother’s appearance. It is better to have her 

mother—and the love and security that she embodies—than to not.  

More mysterious is Emma’s evident desire to do it again.  

In order to survive, every living thing must maintain what the nineteenth-century 

biologist Claude Bernard called its interior milieu (milieu intérior). Life can only be alive if, on a 

cellular level, it maintains its salinity, pH, oxygen and carbon dioxide levels, temperature, 

hydration, and essential nutrients within a narrow scope. For the physiologist Walter Cannon, the 

ideal interior state is “homeostatic,” and its process is “homeostasis.” When homeostasis is 

compromised, the organism must remedy it, or it dies. Emma has inherited an evolved array of 

intricate automatic physiological functions (e.g., breathing, sweating) and semi-conscious 

impulses (e.g., hunger, pain) to regulate her interior milieu. Emma’s brain is also endowed with 

an array of punitive mechanisms and rewards that make those activities conducive to 

homeostasis pleasant and those that endanger it unpleasant.1 Hence peek-a-boo’s oddity: 

vanishing mothers crucially compromise homeostatic security. Why, when all is well, does 
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Emma willfully court distress and danger?  

The short answer is that, in spite of the dangers, there is something innately delightful 

about absent mothers—provided they do not remain absent. As Darwin once observed, infant 

chimpanzees emit “a kind of barking noise” that “the keepers call a laugh” upon “the return of 

any one to whom they are attached.” Darwin was unable to distinguish between “the expression 

of pleasure or joy from that of affection” in the young apes, a supposed a deep underlying 

commonality between them (132). The exuberant expression of both requires the presence of a 

caregiver, but also that the presence be preceded by an absence. Primate infants do not become 

overjoyed at their mothers’ presence, but rather their reappearance. Homeostasis may be 

perfectly pleasant, but it is only joyous after it has been compromised.  

One reason for this may be the feeling of relief or triumph in having overcome adversity. 

Accordingly, Emma enjoys repeating the quasi-disaster of peek-a-boo because she expects it to 

end happily. When it does, it not only restores her mother, but also confirms her expectations. 

Peek-a-boo is thus an exercise in mastery, a confirmation of the predictive power of Emma’s 

developing cognitive functions (e.g., “object permanence,” that is, understanding that objects 

continue to exist even when unseen). Just as adults appreciate the “illusion of control” and a 

belief in their predictive powers when gambling or facing other uncertain situations, infants—

especially in their first year—show the most pronounced smiles and laughter when Mommy 

appears where they expect (Parrott and Gleitman 300-1).  

There is, however, a limit to the pleasure of predictive power. Sigmund Freud, when 

watching his eighteen-month old grandson Ernst at play, noticed something troubling. As Freud 

recounts in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, Ernst’s game involved a spool, which he would cast 

out of his playpen to the tune of “fort!” (“gone!”), and then retrieve to a “da!” (“there!”). Freud 
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surmised that Ernst was simulating peek-a-boo with the spool representing his mother. Initially, 

he read Ernst’s game as an instance of wish-fulfillment and imagined mastery. Upon closer 

inspection, he found something that would turn his theoretical edifice on its head. Thereafter, he 

would abandon his view that all fantasies fulfill unconscious wishes, radically rethink his 

conception of repression, and formulate his theory of the death-drives. Ernst, in addition to 

enjoying the da!, also seemed to relish the act of casting the spool away.2 He even occasionally 

failed to retrieve the spool at all, symbolically leaving himself maternally abandoned (57-58). 

Ernst not only enjoyed overcoming uncertainty, but also uncertainty itself.  

Ernst is no exception. Rehearsing certainty is a pleasure, but it is also a bore. Infants, 

toddlers, and their caregivers must constantly add nuances to the game to keep it interesting. 

Changing reappearance locations, varying the time-lag between disappearance and reappearance, 

switching the active and passive roles, and adding more elaborate narrative scenarios are only a 

few of the possible variations. As one research team observed, “infants like to have their 

expectations in the peekaboo game confirmed, but only if there is some kind of challenge 

involved. When the game becomes too predictable, infants quickly lose interest” (Fernald and 

O’Neil 277). At the same time, infants “are not always amused by any deviation from their 

expectations, but prefer deviations that can be reinterpreted in a way that makes sense” (Parrott 

and Gleitman 308). Peek-a-boo’s pleasures are not in mastering uncertainty, but by provoking, 

evading, and grappling with it. Its particular admixture of anticipation, anxiety, relief, distress, 

and joy derives from its simulated flirtation with the intolerable. 

In this respect, peek-a-boo is very much like the novels, films, plays, and other narratives 

enjoyed by older humans. Adults also willingly subject themselves to spurious terror, grief, 

despair, confusion, and loss—and for largely the same reasons as Emma. Peek-a-boo stages a 
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pre-linguistic ur-story, erecting the affective scaffolding for the myriad delights of more nuanced 

narratives. But peek-a-boo itself elaborates even deeper delectations. The enjoyment of 

uncertainty does not require language or abstraction, and depends more on bodily responses than 

concepts and ideas. The pleasures of the text begin in the tactile interactions of tickle games and 

rough-and-tumble animal play.  

 

Cognitive Tickling 

 

Philosophers have long troubled themselves with certain recurring, elusive questions: 

What is existence? How do we know? What constitutes the good life? Free will or determinism? 

What of life, death, love, the divine? Why can we not tickle ourselves?  

The tickling problem has been confronted by many of the European tradition’s finest 

minds: Plato, Aristotle, Descartes, Spinoza, Bacon, Freud, and Lacan are only a few of the more 

notable names.3 More recently, a comparatively banal approach to the problem has yielded a 

ready, albeit merely proximate, answer: we cannot tickle ourselves because, as Jaak Panksepp 

has explained, “the critical brain systems are controlled by the unpredictability of social 

interactions” (“Infant Emotions” 155). When attention is focused by ambiguous intimate 

proximity, the touch of another creates a discrepancy between expectation and sensation in areas 

such as the cerebellum, somatosensory cortex, and the anterior cingulate cortex, which can 

trigger involuntary muted protest behaviors and, often enough, giggling. When we attempt the 

same on ourselves, our prediction and sensation match perfectly, the brain’s tactile incongruity 

alarm system does not activate, and we are not tickled (Blakemore et al.). In short, the tickle is 

the brain’s response to intensely localized interpersonal tactile uncertainty. Of course, the 

philosophical difficulty lies less in the tickle’s anatomical effect than in its particular problem of 

pleasure, its titillating agony. Why do we experience another’s touch with such exquisite 
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ambivalence? Even this question, however, can be illuminated by a closer look at the tickle’s 

functional anatomy.  

When performed by a mischievous sibling or even a well-meaning stranger, tickling can 

be decidedly unpleasant—or worse (Provine 100). Though no cases of being tickled to death 

have been confirmed, the prospect has at least stirred social anxieties in a number of cultures: 

history and literature are littered with anecdotes of tickling to perverse extremes. Roman 

torturers supposedly executed prisoners by dipping their restrained feet in salted water, which 

goats licked until the sufferers’ deaths (Gavin 346). By repute, Moravian Anabaptists executed 

transgressing members with excessive tickling (Gould and Pyle 540), and tickle torture was also 

reportedly utilized in Nazi Germany, ancient Japan, and Han China. Russian mythology includes 

the leshii and rusalki, both of whom tickle their victims to death.4 In last few hundred years, 

stories of tickling intrigue abound in folklore, urban legend, minor literatures, and pornography. 

One particularly egregious example was a pantomime made famous by a review by Stéphane 

Mallarmé and a commentary by Jacques Derrida. In the pantomime, a man murders his wife with 

a savage tickling, and she returns the favor from the grave.5  

When performed with affection and care, however, tickling can be delightful. Tickle 

games are a particularly intimate form of the rough-and-tumble play that many mammals partake 

in. Tickling games and related play obeys ritualistic forms. It typically commences with a 

pseudo-threatening cue: a bark, a nip, a nudge, or, as with Emma, an “I’m gonna get the baby!” 

Next comes the play proper: one puppy leaps upon the other, which rolls over, exposing its 

vulnerable throat and responding with gentle gnawing and friendly growling; a playful scientist 

fingers the nape of a laboratory rat pup’s neck, which responds with delighted ultrasonic chirps; 

Emma’s mother gently attacks her child’s ribs, and Emma responds with a gaping smile and 
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garbled laughter. After whatever repetitions, pauses, variations, and reversals the players deem 

appropriate, the ordeal ends: the dogs break off, the scientist withdraws his hand, and Emma’s 

mother relents—leaving dog, rat, and infant alike panting in a relieved daze.  

Such play may develop essential life skills in young animals such as predation and 

predation avoidance, and it is also thought to help establish dominance hierarchies and teach the 

nuances of social interaction including “nascent aggressive, courting, sexual, and in some 

species, competitive and perhaps even parenting skills” (Panksepp and Biven 354). According to 

Sergio and Vivian Pellis, however, these “improvements in motor, cognitive, and social skills” 

result from play’s most important underlying function: “refining the calibration of . . . emotional 

responses to unexpected events” (162). Similarly, for Marek Špinka and colleagues, play helps 

animals “develop flexible kinetic and emotional responses to unexpected events in which they 

experience a sudden loss of control.” By feigning clumsiness or by “putting themselves in 

disadvantageous positions and situations,” through play, “animals actively seek out and create 

unexpected situations.” This staging of contingency and “self-handicapping” occurs 

spontaneously, and despite the bullying that play can occasionally devolve into, the outcome of 

most play is “having fun” (141, 144). In a similar fashion, tickling teaches infants how to 

manage the inherent uncertainty of intimate tactile interactions by fine-tuning their provocations 

of and responses to pro-social touch. 

As with everything that animals enjoy, play stimulates areas in the brain that produce 

pleasure. The particularly rich, nuanced, and multifaceted manner that it does so explains much 

of how and why uncertainty, ambiguity, and even distress can be fascinating and, on occasion, 

enjoyable. 

When Peter Milner and James Olds misplaced an electrode in a rat’s skull in 1953, they 
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made a curious discovery. When the electrode was activated, whatever activity the rat was doing 

was “reinforced,” that is, it functioned as a “reward” in the classical behavioral sense. When 

given access to a lever that activated the electrode, the rats lost interest in everything else—

including their pups, grooming, sex, eating, and drinking. Humans given the same opportunity by 

implant accidents and ethically dubious experiments replicated the rats’ behaviors.6 The logic of 

pleasure thus seemed straightforward: things like eating and having sex stimulate these “reward 

centers,” so animals do those things. When able to short-circuit the system with things like 

electrodes and narcotics, more roundabout means of acquiring “rewards” lose their appeal. The 

behaviors of humans and other animals are, despite their variations and intricacies, very basic: 

(1) avoid discomfort and pain; and (2) pursue objects and ends that stimulate the reward center.  

Play, however, does not seem to be a specifically goal-oriented activity per se. Whatever 

its ultimate end, much of play’s pleasure is in the perpetuation of its means. Freud intuited much 

of this pleasure of pursuit, which he called Triebe. Though translated as “instincts” in the 

Standard Edition, many of Freud’s followers preferred the term “drives” to distinguish them 

from innate object-driven desires such as hunger, thirst, and sexual desire. Unlike desire proper, 

a drive is curiously indifferent to its “object” (Objekt), though it retains a distinctive “aim” (Ziel). 

It is the particular pleasure of doing. As the philosopher Alenka Zupančič has explained, a drive 

is “satisfied” when pursuing its object, but is extinguished when it acquires it (242).7 It only 

seeks an ephemeral fleeting encounter, that is, to tickle or be tickled by its object. Play, it would 

seem, involves something like this kind of pleasure. 

Kent Berridge and Terry Robinson have dubbed the classical reward response “liking,” 

but have also explored this pleasure in doing, which they describe as “wanting.”8 “Liking” 

behaves just as the behaviorist model predicts: when a desire is fulfilled, corresponding “hedonic 
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hot spots” are stimulated by a release of endogenous drug-like chemicals such as opioids, 

cannabinoids, and GABA-benzodiazepines. For example, eating a cookie can trigger a release of 

opioids in one of these hot spots in the shell of the nucleaus accumbens (Pecina and Berridge). 

The particular enjoyments associated with things like sex, beauty, loved ones, drugs, art, and 

money all evoke similar responses in many of the same areas of the brain.9  

“Wanting” involves many of the same hedonic hot spots implicated in “liking,” and there 

is a great deal of overlap between the two systems. Unsurprisingly, animals often “like” and 

“want” many of the same things. “Wanting,” however, involves a distinct neurochemistry. 

Whereas “liking” relies on opioids and the like, “wanting” involves the neurotransmitter 

dopamine, particularly in the several areas of the brain collectively known as the medial 

forebrain bundle.10 Rats with impaired dopamine systems “like” sugary treats as much as ever, 

but they will not seek them out (Ikemoto and Panksepp). Conversely, stimulating a rat’s 

dopamine system will prompt it to eat much more, but enjoy its food less (Berridge and 

Valenstein). Proximity increases “wanting,” but only to a point. As with the Freudian drives, 

once the cookie, narcotic, or the like is acquired, the system shuts off (Panksepp and Biven 122). 

When it is active, however, it is a powerful motivator: behavioral and chemical addictions have 

more to do with “wanting” than “liking.” Berridge and Morton Kringelbach have even plausibly 

suggested that the rat and human implant addicts may not have even “liked” the experience; 

rather, the electrodes triggered a compulsive and insatiable “want” (658).  

To be sure, mammals “like” to play: playing releases opioids (e.g., endorphins) and 

cannabinoids.11 At the same time, play relies upon a dopaminergic “wanting” response (Siviy), 

which accounts for its exploratory and improvisational nature. The dopamine system can be 

conditioned by homeostatic imbalances like hunger, thirst, loneliness, or heroine withdrawal, but 
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it does not intrinsically “want” anything in particular. For Panksepp, the relevant dopaminergic 

functions are better characterized as the “Seeking system.” The Seeking system is stimulated by 

novelty, and can occasionally seem to “want” uncertainty. Dopamine can prompt hunting, 

foraging, and courting, but also exploring, reckless sexual behavior, speeding, and gambling12—

even in reclusive Parkinson’s patients (Voon et al.). Under the right conditions, the Seeking 

system is perfectly willing to risk homeostatic security in pursuit of nothing in particular. At its 

core, it is an objectless motive; it “provides an affective reward in the form of a euphoric general 

state of expectation . . . . Initially, it is just a goad without a goal” (Panksepp and Biven 109).  

The system is always on, but it is especially stimulated by unfamiliar environments, 

uncertain encounters, and ambiguous circumstances. Emma, for example, is much more 

intrigued with toys that defy gravity or appear to pass through walls than those bound by the 

laws of physics (Stahl and Feigenson). Seeking is not necessarily a pleasurable feeling; it is, in 

fact, often not. It is a feeling of interested unease, the opposite of contented indifference. Many 

things, however, are the opposite of contented indifference, including terror, grief, anxiety, 

affection, or sexual arousal—and all involve dopamine. The Seeking system focuses attention, 

but the nature of that attention depends on interaction with other affective systems.  

The mock-threat involved in rough-and-tumble play tickles the affective systems 

concerned with sex, fear, and/or anger, which focuses and stimulates the Seeking system. 

Without a measure of uncertainty that the perceived risk inspires, players quickly become bored. 

If Emma’s mother’s playful threat is entirely unconvincing, her touch will fail to elicit a tickle. 

To be sure, caresses can be pleasant,13 but they are less apt to command the kind of intimate 

ambiguity that tickling requires. Tickles that fail to elicit playful resistance and quasi-protest are 

unsatisfying for both the tickler and the tickled (Pellis and Pellis 42). Just as important as 
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avoiding the Scylla of soothing caress, however, is skirting the Charybdis of the painful pinch. If 

the tickling is nonconsensual or not obviously playful, or if the intensity and/or duration exceeds 

her tolerance, Emma will balk (Provine 102-3). Play’s underlying threat must be mitigated by a 

familiar, nurturing environment and a conscientious playmate (Panksepp, “Social Joy” 242). If 

Emma suspects her mother of malignity, she will protest. If, however, Emma trusts her mother, 

and her mother does not betray that trust, Emma will, to all appearances, enjoy it. 

This trust depends on what Panksepp calls the “Care system.” All mammals are hard-

wired with a Care system, but fine tuning that system depends on experience, epigenetic 

expression, and genetic inheritance. If Emma, her mother, or possibly even grandmother, 

suffered from abandonment, abuse, or severe neglect, she may be incapable of forming close 

intimate bonds with her mother or anyone else.14 Similarly, if she has inherited, say, the 

paralimbic system of a psychopath, she may be able to feign intimacy but will never feel it 

(Kiehl; Juárez, et al.). Provided that the basic necessities of the Care system are present, 

however, the tickle game will help to fine-tune how she expresses and receives intimate touch 

throughout her life.15  

The fine-tuning of the Care system involves numerous brain areas and chemicals like 

prolactin, vasopressin, and oxytocin. Oxytocin in particular has been the subject of a great deal 

of attention, if not always of the best sort.16 Like all neuropeptides and neurotransmitters, its 

activity is nuanced and multifaceted. In many mammals, oxytocin plays an important role in 

childbirth, lactation, and mother-infant bonding. It has also been found to assuage separation 

distress in rat pups, facilitate monogamy in female voles, increase pro-social behavior in 

macaque newborns, and promote mother-infant bonding in sheep. In humans, oxytocin’s effects 

in the brain are less well understood, but studies have attempted to link it to trust, generosity, 
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gullibility, mind-reading, empathy, social sensitivity, female orgasms, responses to laugher and 

cries, intimacy of adult-child interactions, and possibly play.17 It does not, however, infallibly 

induce empathy, love, cuddling, or altruism. Other studies have found oxytocin to worsen bipolar 

disorder, increase envy and Schadenfreude, decrease the ability to “feel” others’ pain, and foster 

discrimination against out-group members.18  

Oxytocin seems to inspire these various and contradictory behaviors by selective 

inhibition. One of the most striking, robust, and replicable effects of oxytocin involves female 

rats’ behavior toward infants. Oxytocin-impaired rat mothers ignore their pups, while virgin rat 

females spontaneously adopt pups when infused with oxytocin.19 In these cases, oxytocin tunes 

the rats’ auditory cortex to focus on infant distress calls, which increases their valence and 

prompts the rats to respond. It does this inhibiting the brain’s response to other stimuli (Marlin et 

al.). Like a pickpocket or magician, oxytocin manipulates the brain’s responses by redirecting its 

attention (Owen et al.). In these and analogous scenarios, anxiety-provoking perceptions and 

thoughts may be among the noise that gets filtered out, which would account for its more general 

apparent tendency to reduce social anxiety and fear.20 For Sue Carter, this response serves as a 

“physiological metaphor for safety,”21 and for Panksepp and Biven, its effect is best described as 

“confidence” (263). By these and related means, the Care system can inspire the confidence 

necessary to enjoy tickling.  

For Panksepp and Jeff Burgorf, tickle games in humans “pave the way for peek-a-boo 

games” by conditioning the affective systems for games with more complex forms of 

unpredictability (542). Peek-a-boo uses the same structure as the tickle game and builds upon the 

same basic affective architecture, but with a twist. Like the tickle game, it commences with a 

perceived threat: Emma’s mother’s fort engages Emma’s dopamine system, focusing her 



 

31 

attention and providing just enough activation of the fear and grief systems to make things 

interesting. If Emma’s Care system is primed, her trepidation and discomfort are mediated by an 

underlying confidence in a positive outcome. With her mother’s da, opioids or the like reward 

Emma’s trust. She squeals with delight, and it all begins again. Like tactile play, peek-a-boo 

stages a threatening scenario and simultaneously stimulates and desensitizes the affective 

responses, creating a precariously ambivalent delight. It is, in short, a form of cognitive tickling.  

Most mammals rough-and-tumble play, at least several tickle, but few are known to 

spontaneously engage in peek-a-boo proper. Chimpanzees can be found “looming”—a precursor 

to peek-a-boo in which a mother moves her face toward and away from an infant—and captive 

chimps have occasionally been observed playing full-fledged peek-a-boo, but only in humans is 

it a near universal practice.22 Rough-and-tumble play, though it is known to help develop 

complex cognitive functions, does not require them. Mammal brains are uniquely equipped with 

a cortex in which their so-called higher faculties primarily reside (birds have a homologous 

structure). None of these are needed for tactile play. Removing a rat’s entire cortex neither 

dampens its propensity for play nor its delight in being tickled (Pellis and Pellis 48-51), and 

some human children born without cortices readily laugh and play (Merker 78-80). Peek-a-boo, 

however, seems to involve the specific type of cognition that the human cortex is particularly 

well adapted to produce. Whereas tactile tickling involves managing a potentially unbearable 

presence, cognitive tickling involves a potentially unbearable absence. Both kinds of tickling 

involve the same subcortical affective brain structures and neurochemistries, but the cognitive 

type also requires something more. To solve the problem of peek-a-boo, especially in the more 

elaborate variations she will prefer as her brain develops, Emma must develop and refer to an 

implicit understanding of her environment; form and revise cognizant expectations regarding 
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objects, motion, and the behavior of herself and others; and rewire her brain to induce dopamine, 

oxytocin, and opioids from abstractions and simulations. She will find the same rewards as in 

tickling and peek-a-boo, but she will learn novel ways of acquiring them.  

 

Virtual Play 

 

Emma is now four years old. The day is hot, but the bower through which she is toddling 

is cool. The air is thick with the smell of dampness and earthworms, and the ground beneath her 

is speckled with patches of thick yellow light. Her mother has disappeared somewhere behind a 

cavernous opening in a hedge. Emma approaches cautiously, her eyebrows raised. As in peek-a-

boo games, her mother’s absence has triggered a complex response in Emma’s brain. There is a 

tinge of trepidation consistent with separation distress, but only enough to ward off boredom. 

There is also, as in peek-a-boo, a surge of dopamine in her medial forebrain bundle, and Emma is 

focused with anticipatory unrest.  

There is little that adult humans can feel that Emma cannot, even when she was a 

newborn. Despite twentieth-century behaviorist lore, human infants do feel physical and 

psychological pains and pleasures. The subcortical systems and their associated affects change 

little from infancy to adulthood. If anything, as Panksepp has suggested, without learned 

methods of modulating their responses, infants’ emotional experiences may well be more intense 

than those of adults (“Infant Emotions” 141). Emma’s experience of those feelings changes, 

however, as her cortex develops. This development not only dampens the visceral impact of 

Emma’s emotional responses, but also allows her to situate them in increasingly complex and 

abstract cognitive frames.  

Central to these executive functions is a cognitive component of the Seeking system. Two 

key areas of the cognitive Seeking system are the anterior cingulate cortex and the prefrontal 
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cortex. The first of these, the anterior cingulate cortex (ACC), alerts the other areas of the brain 

when it detects a problem. Any apprehended uncertainty, incongruity, or novelty activates the 

ACC. The greater the disturbance or more glaring the error, the stronger the activation: curious 

events elicit a small response, surprising more, and events deemed impossible the most. Tickling 

and peek-a-boo activate it, as do threats, promises, joke set-ups, magic tricks, and mysteries. In 

this role, the ACC helps to coordinate affect and reason. It connects the subcortical systems to 

the prefrontal cortex and the executive functions. If, for example, a bump in the night triggers the 

panic system, the ACC alerts the prefrontal cortex. The prefrontal cortex can then identify the 

threat, determine a course of action, and respond appropriately (Ko, et al.; Cho and Strafella).  

This affective-cognitive circuit, however, works both ways. Just as the affect systems can 

alert the prefrontal cortex to a problem, the opposite is also true. If the prefrontal cortex finds, for 

example, an error in its understanding of the world, it alerts the ACC (Silton et al.). The ACC in 

turn activates the appropriate affect system. Thus, even an abstract incongruity can cause actual 

distress. The idea of a ghost has no material reality, but can nonetheless terrify Emma. To the 

same end, ideas such as Darwin’s and Galileo’s met such resistance because they caused real 

affective distress, though they presented no immediate bodily threats. By means of its direct line 

to the affect systems, the ACC can make cognitive dissonance truly distressing (Van Veen et al.). 

It apprehends both visceral and abstract uncertainty and incongruity with exquisite sensitivity. It 

is, in short, what cognitive tickling tickles.  

It is the task of the prefrontal cortex to relieve the anterior cingulate cortex’s tickling 

(Fugelsang and Dunbar; Van Veen and Carter). Much of this work takes place automatically and 

unconsciously. Most spatial and sensory discrepancies are sorted out without our awareness, as 

are trivial abstract incongruities. Especially interesting or challenging problems such as those 
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presented by mathematics (Dehaene et al.), choosing between commodities (Izuma et al.), or 

magic tricks (Parris et al.), however, recruit the dorsolateral region of the prefrontal cortex 

(DLPFC). All cognition arises from the coordinated interaction of numerous regions throughout 

the brain, but conscious deliberation requires the involvement of the DLPFC. Together, the ACC 

and the DLPFC form a functional cognitive loop that helps coordinate automatic bodily 

responses and deliberative awareness.  

Even before Emma could consciously deliberate, however, her ACC-DLPFC loop was 

already solving problems.23 It was impossible to ascertain exactly what Emma was thinking at 

six-months, but her facial expressions and brain activity pointed to some interesting possibilities. 

When playing peek-a-boo or being approached by a stranger, EEC (electroencephalogram) brain 

scans showed that when the right side of Emma’s prefrontal cortex was engaged, she made 

distressed faces or, when the area was especially active, cried. When the left side of her 

prefrontal cortex was active, however, she gave every indication of being quite pleased.24 It is 

difficult to determine exactly why this is so, but it most certainly is not merely that the right 

prefrontal cortex is associated with bad feelings while the left dwells exclusively on the positive, 

or at least not exactly.  

In most people, the right prefrontal cortex, a site of empirically-based spatial reasoning, 

compares the situation to a visual cognitive schema that Emma uses to guide her understanding 

of the world. She knows, for example, that a mother who disappears behind a tree is most likely 

behind that tree, even if she is currently out of sight. When her mother reappears from the other 

side of the tree, Emma is not surprised. If, as in peek-a-boo, her mother reappears where she 

ought to, Emma’s expectation matches her experience, her anterior cingulate cortex shuts down, 

and she is rewarded with opioids. Here is the joy of the unambiguous happy ending, banal wish-
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fulfillment, cognitive consonance, and homeostasis restored.  

If, however, Emma approaches the tree and looks behind it only to find that her mother is 

in fact not there, the right prefrontal cortex cannot resolve the problem. As a result, the over-

tickled anterior cingulate cortex can alert the panic system, which induces withdrawal, distress, 

anxiety, fear, or terror. The right hemisphere’s cognitive schemata are spatially organized and 

empirically based, and if the right prefrontal cortex cannot resolve the incongruity right away, it 

probably will not be able to at all. Indeed, disproportionately high activity in the right prefrontal 

cortex coincides with depression and the irrational repetitive rituals associated with Obsessive 

Compulsive Disorder (Grimm et al.; Christian et al.).  

Fortunately for Emma, she also has a left prefrontal cortex. When primates’ left 

prefrontal cortices are active, they are euphoric, engaged, and very often happy. They are more 

sociable, affectionate, outgoing, and self-assured. They approach strangers with aplomb, readily 

explore novel environments, and are more inclined to fight rather than flee if provoked (they are 

also more prone to uncontrolled anger and the disinhibition and intrepidity characteristic of 

bipolar mania and psychopathy). Something in the left prefrontal cortex is conducive to a 

positive appraisal of one’s chances in the face of uncertainty, that is, something that inspires 

confidence (Davidson). Exactly what these left prefrontal processes do in nonhuman primates 

and infants is a matter of conjecture. At least some of these processes, however, are evident in 

human verbal reasoning.  

Many aspects of verbal reasoning take place in what the neuroscientist Michael 

Gazzaniga has called the “interpretive module” or “left hemisphere interpreter” in the left frontal 

and prefrontal areas of the cortex (Wolford et al.). This interpreter’s functions are especially 

visible in the commissurotomized or “split-brain” patients. A “split-brain” results from a surgical 
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procedure used to treat seizures that severs the corpus collosum and prevents the left and right 

hemispheres of the brain from communicating. For the most part, individuals with this surgery 

feel and think just as they did before the surgery. As long as both hemispheres perceive objects 

and information, the brain seems to operate relatively normally. If, however, a person’s visual 

field is divided, each hemisphere only has access to one eye’s field of vision. 

In one test, Gazzaniga showed a picture of a chicken claw to a patient’s left hemisphere 

and a snow scene to his right. The subject was then asked to pick an associated object from a 

series of cards. Dutifully, his left hemisphere chose a photograph of a chicken to go with the 

chicken claw. At the same time, his right hemisphere selected a snow shovel to go with the 

winter scene. When asked why he chose the chicken, the subject readily explained the chicken 

claw goes with the chicken. This is not surprising, as the verbal reasoning facilities lie in the left 

hemisphere (in most people). He was also able to explain why he chose the shovel. This is more 

surprising. Although the right hemisphere is perfectly capable of making this kind of association 

and even following complex instructions, the split-brain subject will have no conscious 

awareness of its doing so. The subject had no recollection of either the snow scene or the 

perfectly correct process by which he selected the shovel. Nonetheless, and without hesitation, he 

explained, “You need a shovel to clean out the chicken shed.”25  

The man was not consciously lying; if anything, he was being lied to. The left 

hemisphere interpreter is constantly producing such little white lies or what Gazzaniga has called 

“post hoc confabulations” to conceal potentially troubling incongruities from our anterior 

cingulate cortex’s alarm system—and not only in split-brain patients (Tramo et al.). For example, 

when we encounter information that threatens our political beliefs, specialized functions in the 

medial and superior areas of the left prefrontal cortex can explain it away, and largely without 
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our conscious awareness (Weston et al.). Another part of the prefrontal cortex, the left inferior 

frontal gyrus, excels in disregarding bad news (Sharot et al.). Processes like these may help to 

explain why left prefrontal activation coincides with pleasant feelings and confidence.  

Of course, more deliberative functions are also associated with verbal reasoning. These 

functions can also relieve cognitive tickling. By means of what researches call “cognitive 

avoidance,” the mere act of abstraction diverts our attention from threatening or disturbing 

situations and reduces our bodily fear responses (Vrana et al.). This holds true even if we are 

thinking about an imminent threat (Borkovec et al.). Instead of directly engaging with the matter 

at hand, the left prefrontal cortex considers, interprets, and ruminates upon it. Here, the left 

DLPFC encodes the abstracted verbal information into palpable, memorable, and communicable 

chunks (Kelley et al.)—and this is true for both honest accounts and lies (Ito et al.). In 

conjunction with other brain areas, the efforts of the left prefrontal cortex situate abstract verbal 

chunks within a cognitive framework with known parameters and a set of defined possible 

outcomes. In other words, it creates a story.  

Emma, searching for her mother in the bower, is weaving just such a story. She is a bit 

trepidatious: she has never been in this bower alone, and though she has played hide-and-seek 

numerous times, she has never done so here. For the moment, however, she is also calm. She is, 

spontaneously and semi-consciously, situating her dilemma in a network of related stories. Not 

only is she comparing it to previous lived experience, but also familiar fictional scenarios. The 

bower recalls an episode of Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles in which Raphael is attacked by a 

mutated plant in Upstate New York, as well as an illustration of “Hansel and Gretel” in her copy 

of Grimm’s Fairy Tales. The task most clearly recalls a hide-and-seek game with her father in 

the basement of her grandmother’s house, but also Buzz Lightyear’s attempt to find Woody in 
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Toy Story 3. Finally, however, she adopts, with some modifications, the role of Mirida trying to 

find her mother (who has turned into a bear) from the animated film Brave.  

Emma’s storytelling is motivated by the same affective prompts as tactile play and peek-

a-boo, and can elicit many of the same pleasures. By employing many of the same brain 

faculties, simulated threats and uncertainties can activate the Seeking system just as real ones 

can. Emotionally compelling events sustain our attention and engage our Care systems, and we 

are further soothed by the coherence of the story for its own sake.26 If the resulting narrative 

proceeds satisfactorily, our hedonic hotspots “like” it in much the same way as they do sugar, 

drugs, and money. Story can both simulate and stimulate the pleasures of play.  

Just as in play, a story must negotiate the two pleasure systems that operate by different 

logics, and often not to the same end. One the one hand, the Seeking system is activated by the 

perception of novelty. Under the right conditions, other parts of the brain make the experience of 

“wanting” pleasurable. Every story, in some form or another, must have a fort (“gone”) moment 

that simulates the apprehension of uncertainty. This uncertainty must be distressing enough to be 

interesting. On the other hand, the story must also negotiate with the homeostatic systems. These 

“liking” systems find little pleasure in pursuit, and are perfectly content to leave well enough 

alone. In fact, they can be decidedly averse to uncertainty, and can generate anxiety, fear, or 

distress to express their displeasure. These systems are far more interested in the story’s 

resolution, the da (“there”) moment that negates the ambiguity of the situation and restores 

cognitive homeostasis. To keep both systems positively engaged, the fort must be interesting but 

not terrifying, and the da must be predictable enough to suggest concordance with Emma’s 

understanding of the world—but not so predictable as to confirm it absolutely. The story must 

tickle, but not too much, and in just the right way.  
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Adjunctive Reasoning  

 

Emma, now five years old, is sitting alone on a brown vinyl chair in a grey-walled room. 

In the corner, a camera is trained on her. Directly in front of her, on a small red plate, is a Peanut 

Butter Cup. Emma does not get Peanut Butter Cups often, and she is intensely interested in 

consuming this particular specimen. A glimpse into her brain now would reveal an intense 

activation of the “wanting” circuit in her medial forebrain bundle. Emma, however, is refraining.  

She is refraining because of a dilemma. She has been told, by a friendly looking stranger, 

that if she does not eat the Peanut Butter Cup, in ten minutes then she will receive a second one 

and be free to eat both. She is not sure what ten minutes is, exactly, but to her mind the wait is 

essentially interminable. Nevertheless, and to the quiet surprise of her mother, Emma is, eight 

minutes into her ordeal, succeeding.  

She is succeeding because she has spontaneously adopted a strategy that most children 

who succeed in this task tend to. It is not a novel strategy, but rather an extension of an automatic 

response she used as an infant playing peek-a-boo: when things became too distressing or simply 

too intense, she would mitigate its emotional impact by simply looking away (Stifter and 

Moyer). With her present cognitive sophistication, however, she must devise more elaborate 

means of averting her attention. So far, she has fidgeted, squirmed, covered her eyes, kicked the 

table, flipped her ears, picked her nose, twiddled her thumbs, twirled across the room, repeatedly 

puffed her cheeks and popped them by slapping them, and sang the first verse and chorus of 

“What A Wonderful World” no less than eleven times.27  

Afterwards, she is not able to give much of an account of what happened. It resembled an 

Aristophanic comedy, a vaudeville performance, or a Monty Python film: there were gags, some 

singing, a bit of dancing, and a good deal of goofing. Though entertaining and pleasurable, there 
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is little impression of logical or temporal cohesion, cause-effect sequencing, character 

consistency, or thematic congruity. The events are unrelated, the devices banal and predictable, 

and the ending, by the dictates of causal reasoning, is incongruent and superfluous. The ordeal 

was not really a story at all, but rather a series of shifts and stratagems devised to distract her 

long enough for the happy ending to more or less occur on its own.  

Two floors below her a rat is going through a similar trial. This rat, known as 851, is 

hungry. He is about 83% of his ideal weight. Other than that, he is fairly well cared for. He lives 

what is called an “enriched” environment with toys and places to play. He also has access to 

water, which, like all food-deprived rats, he rarely drinks.  

At the moment, 851 is in a smallish box. The box has a lever in it. As he learned months 

ago, pressing the lever results in the appearance of a bit of food in a hamper. Recently, however, 

the lever has become somewhat unreliable. It still delivers food, but only after a delay. During 

this delay, 851 runs to his water bottle and starts drinking. If unabated, he will drink almost half 

of his body weight. He is not particularly thirsty, and he only drinks like this in the interim 

between pressing the lever and receiving the food. The behavior, as the first scientist to describe 

the effect has noted, is “absurd”:  

It [is] absurd because heating a large quantity of room-temperature water to body heat 

and expelling it as copious urine is wasteful for an animal already pressed for energy 

stores by food deprivation. It is absurd for an animal to drink itself into a dilution 

hyponatremia bordering on water intoxication. But perhaps most absurd [is] . . . the lack 

of an acceptable behavioral account. That is, the behavior is absurd in the sense of 

philosophical existentialism. (Falk, “Nature and Determinants” 577) 

Other animals (including humans) placed in similar conditions perform similarly absurd, 
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unrelated, and biologically useless tasks: they might furiously run on an exercise wheel, pace, 

smack a fist into an open hand, dance, gnaw on wood chips, or furiously and without provocation 

attack nearby animals. In the behaviorist tradition, these and like behaviors are termed 

“adjunctive.”28 Adjunctive behaviors are not, strictly speaking, responses to hunger; rather, they 

arise whenever the Seeking system is activated but cannot locate or pursue a specific object. 

They emerge spontaneously as a response to intensely focused uncertainty.  

It is not clear why animals behave this way, but if their motivation is anything like 

Emma’s, it is for diversion. Adjunctive behaviors may be “absurd,” but they are not arbitrary. 

Indeed, they normally mimic pleasurable behaviors: drinking, exercising, dancing, playing, 

singing, or even winning a fight can stimulate the brain’s reward centers. Self-biting, plucking, 

and related self-harming behaviors are occasionally associated with adjunctive behaviors, but for 

the most part, inherently unpleasant activities do not seem to function as well. Emma can 

strengthen her resolve by imaging pleasing scenarios, but if she imagines distressing ones she 

will quickly re-avert her gaze to the treat and, usually, eat it (Mischel et al.). Typically, 

adjunctive behaviors seem to be a spontaneous involuntary redirection of attention to comforting 

and pleasing thoughts and actions by ignoring or deferring the problem at hand.  

Emma’s ability to regulate emotions by redirecting her attention has its advantages. 

Children who cannot effectively distract themselves with adjunctive behaviors are more violent 

and more prone to drug addiction and mental illness later in life. Those adept at self-distraction 

grow up to score higher on college entrance exams, function better socially, and have better jobs, 

more satisfying relationships, and greater self-esteem. More generally, the ability to regulate 

negative affects reduces stress responses, mitigates anxiety, and promotes emotional well-

being.29 
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Nevertheless, adjunctive behaviors can be maladaptive. If 851’s delayed food never 

comes, he will die sooner for having burned precious calories in binge drinking or compulsive 

wheel-running. The stakes are lower for Emma, but as she is not privy to the experimental 

protocol, she is simply operating on the belief that the strange graduate student that promised her 

a second Peanut Butter Cup is trustworthy. Further, the adjunctive activities have no causal 

relation with the desired outcome. No amount of thumb-twiddling will bring a second sugary 

treat. Adjunctive behaviors are, strictly speaking, irrational. They are contingent upon the payoff 

of an implied existential wager that, despite a situation’s incomprehensibility, somehow things 

will turn out well. They are costly and inefficacious, and are, in this sense, truly “absurd.”  

The nuances of that absurdity become more obvious when adjunctive behaviors become 

chronic and intractable. Mice with genetically enhanced dopamine systems engage in long bouts 

of biting, picking, and excessive grooming in specific fixed sequences that in many ways appear 

to be ritualistic (McGrath et al.; Berridge et al.). Likewise, rats given a dopamine stimulator 

(agonist) compulsively check and re-check their preferred areas and objects (Szechtman et al.). 

As Panksepp and Biven note, “it seems that when the [Seeking] system is over-stimulated, it 

automatically promotes repetitive and ritualistic behaviors” (111).  

In humans, Obsessive Compulsive Disorder (OCD) is a particularly egregious example of 

pathological adjunctive reasoning. Those with the disorder are particularly sensitive to cognitive 

tickling: OCD involves an abnormality in the paralimbic network and is, among other things, 

characterized by sensitive dopamine systems and hyperactivity in the anterior cingulate cortex.30 

These abnormalities can trigger chronic and acute anxiety. At the same time, those with OCD are 

unable to alleviate the anxiety with verbal reasoning. Instead, they rely on adjunctive behaviors 

such as excessive ritualistic grooming (e.g., hand washing) or checking (e.g., door locks).31 It is 
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not that those with the disorder are incapable of reason. Most know they are behaving 

irrationally, but their reason lacks the valence to assuage their acute anxiety. A man with OCD 

typically knows that he does need to check the stove thirty times, remove the knobs, and lock 

them in his car’s glove box to ensure that his house does not explode, but nonetheless cannot 

relieve his anxiety until he performs the ritual (APA 238-39). 

These pathological examples illustrate a practical limitation of adjunctive behavior: its 

incompatibility with the dictates of causal reasoning. Adjunctive behaviors can effectively defer 

anxiety, but they do nothing to resolve it. They require a passive, credulous, and potentially 

fragile reliance on an uncertain situation to, in effect, rectify itself. If an incomprehensible 

benevolent force does not deliver food pellets or Peanut Butter Cups, none will be forthcoming. 

A more durable means of managing an uncertain situation is to make it less uncertain, that is, to 

comprehend it. Emma’s ordeal, for instance, would cease to be a mere confidence game if she 

knew the experiment’s protocols. She would see that her ten-minute wait and her suffering had a 

higher purpose. Her uncertainty, she would understand now, was merely an effect of her limited 

perspective. She would thus be transformed from a passive dependent to an active protagonist in 

an overarching narrative with a definite purpose and deeper meaning.  

Explanatory Autoshaping 

 

A hungry silver king pigeon, 1359, stands in a box similar to the one 851 nearly drank 

himself to death in. This box, however, has no levers—but it does have a food hamper. By 

apparent chance, 1359 turns her head slightly to the left. Suddenly, a bit of food appears. She 

quickly pecks it up, and examines the hamper. After a few seconds of doing nothing, she again 

turns her head to the left, and looks at the hamper. Sure enough, after a few seconds, a bit of food 

appears. She tries it again, but this time, nothing. After a glance at the hamper, she exaggerates 
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the gesture, this time turning her entire body a bit to the left. Food appears. By like gradations, 

1359 eventually performs a two-minute dance in which she spins her head and body to the left 

and hops from the right to the left foot, which reliably procures food. What 1359 does not know, 

however, is that the food will appear no matter what she does. It is on a time schedule of slowly 

increasing duration that is completely indifferent to her extravagant dance (Skinner).  

In some ways, 1359’s performance resembles adjunctive behaviors: It is superfluous, 

unproductive, and the result of an overstimulated Seeking system (Cardinal, et al.; Phillips, et 

al.). In other ways, however, it is very different. 1359 is not managing her anxiety by distracting 

herself; rather, she is trying to, in a manner, make sense of an odd situation—that is, by 

implicitly schematizing her behavior in a functional causal network. As far as 1359 can tell, her 

actions reliably produce rewards. Deviously manipulating poor 1359’s environment made her 

look silly, but what B.F. Skinner ridiculed as “superstition” was based on sound premises.  

1359 will also perform a related behavior known as “contrafreeloading.” After being 

trained to deliver food by pecking a key, a dish of free food is placed in her cage. 1359 could 

simply relax and eat. Instead, she continues to peck the key that delivers smaller portions of the 

same food that is sitting in the dish. All animals (except house cats) that have been tested will 

similarly work in the presence of free food by pressing levers, exploring mazes, solving puzzles, 

writing books, or the like—but only under certain conditions. If 1359 is distressed, she will forgo 

the extra work and settle for the free meal. Further, if the task becomes mundane and too 

predictable, she will gradually desist. As long as the task is novel or ambiguous enough, 

however, she will continue to interact with her environment in purposeful ways. For I.R. Inglis 

and colleagues, such behavior helps animals “maintain an accurate and reliable cognitive model” 

of their environment and their relation to it through empirical testing and functional induction 
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(1186).32  

Emma exploits this inbuilt inductive reasoning to add a bit of fun to an amusement park 

ride. The ride consists of twelve pods connected by long arms to a spinning center tower. The 

pods not only go around the tower, but also, at variable intervals, are raised and lowered by the 

ride’s operating computer. Emma enjoys this ride, particularly when her pod changes altitude. In 

the cockpit of the ride are two button-shaped lights: one green, the other red. The green light 

signals that the pod is about to go up; and the red alerts the rider that the ship is about to go 

down. Though these lights resemble buttons, they are not, and pressing them does not alter the 

course of the pod. Nonetheless, whenever the green or red light turns on, Emma “presses” the 

light and proceeds as if she were controlling the altitude of her spaceship.  

Scientists call this type of behavior “sign tracking” or “autoshaping,” and, like 

contrafreeloading, every animal that has been tested has performed it (Panksepp and Biven 111). 

In the classic scenario, a key light or other cue signals that food is about to appear. Though the 

reward appears regardless of the animal’s actions, the animal will spontaneously begin 

performing a task it associates with feeding, but directs the task on the signal (Brown and 

Jenkins). For example, a pigeon that has learned that key pecking can procure food will peck a 

key light (Steinhauer et al.); a cuttlefish will stalk and attack a cue light (Purdy et al.); dogs will 

approach, nudge, and beg from the signaling apparatus (Jenkins, et al.); monkeys trained to pull 

levers will pull levers (Sidan and Fletcher); and Emma, who has learned from playing on her 

father’s iPad that pressing lighted cues does things, presses the lights.  

In this respect, autoshaping is an animal’s attempt to participate in a recognizable 

sequence while ignorant of the actual operations at work. It is an understandable foible. Pigeons 

did not survive the gauntlet of natural selection by passively waiting for food to appear. Instead, 
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they explored their environment for cues that food was nearby and responded to those cues in a 

manner that reliably resulted in a meal. Not pecking when she knows food is forthcoming would 

require the pigeon to fundamentally alter her implicit understanding of how the world works; it 

would subtract her own contribution to the food-procuring process. Though futile, pecking the 

key light allows the pigeon to proceed as if her actions mattered. It is an erroneous retroactive 

imposition of agency on an indifferent outcome, that is, autoshaping. 

When Emma performs a like act, it typifies what the psychologist Ellen Langer called 

“the illusion of control.” As Helena Matute and Fernando Blanco define it, “the illusion of 

control is the belief that our behavior produces an effect that is actually independent from it” 

(1087). Though it was initially conceived of as overoptimistic self-delusion, the belief may 

reflect a more basic attempt to make sense of a difficult situation. As Paul Presson and Victor 

Benassi have argued, the phenomenon may be better described as “illusory judgment”: less an 

overestimation of agency than an overvaluation of understanding. It is an erroneous retroactive 

imposition of comprehension on uncertainty, that is, explanatory autoshaping.  

Like adjunctive behaviors, explanatory autoshaping mitigates uncertainty by adopting 

incorrect beliefs, but those beliefs significantly differ. Adjunctive behaviors do not reflect any 

attempt at understanding or manipulating a given situation, but rather serve as distractions while 

the benevolence of being sees to the details. For this reason, adjunctive strategies are only 

sustainable with empirical reinforcement: that is, they are uniquely adapted to serve happy 

endings. When things do not turn out well on their own accord, animals and humans will 

terminate their adjunctive rituals. Without a basic underlying optimism (as in OCD), adjunctive 

behaviors lose their efficacy. When faced with cognitive tickling, adjunctive strategies play 

along. This playing along, however, requires implicit confidence.  
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Autoshaping requires no such confidence. Explanatory autoshaping may evoke 

incomprehensible forces, but it does not rely on them. Instead, it depends primarily on the 

explanatory power of functional understanding. Rather than playing along with the tickling 

game, autoshaping negates it. Emma can neutralize tactile tickling by placing her hand on her 

mother’s. Emma’s somatosensory map of her body can then anticipate her mother’s touch, which 

eliminates that tactile incongruity that results in tickling. Likewise, autoshaping aligns her 

cognitive map with the discordant event, effectively eliminating the uncertainty. This forecloses 

the possibility of a high-reward surprise, but more predictable outcomes activate the same 

hedonic centers—albeit less intensely (Mobbs et al.; Amir et al). By a process that the 

psychologist Alison Gopnik has called “explanation as orgasm,” the brain “likes” resolving 

incongruities, and imposing coherence can be a pleasure in itself.33 To be sure, autoshaping 

humans prefer happy endings (i.e., positive reinforcement), but they do not require them 

(McKenna; Rudski). In fact, under certain conditions, an unhappy ending (i.e., negative 

reinforcement) can induce explanatory autoshaping.34 Autoshaping is primarily concerned with 

coherence, and ultimately prefers perspicuous outcomes to propitious ones.  

Autoshaping hijacks the reward system that facilitates learning and applies it to abstract 

situations; however, because autoshaping is rewarded by abstract resolutions, it can facilitate a 

break with reality. Autoshaping is at its core a dissonance-reducing activity, and it privileges 

coherence above all other considerations. It is less concerned with how the world works than 

how it ought to, and it invariably involves distorting or omitting incongruent facts. Most often, 

this process proceeds in the manner of “split-brain” subjects’ post hoc confabulations: 

automatically, innocuously, and without conscious awareness. Occasionally, however, the same 

process results in the spontaneous creation of elaborate scenarios with no grounding in reality, as 
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is the case in schizophrenia and related disorders (APA 99-100).  

Just as OCD reflects unchecked adjunctive compulsions, psychosis involves hyperactive 

autoshaping. Both disorders involve dopamine system dysfunction, and both can be treated with 

dopamine antagonists (i.e., atypical antipsychotics). In some ways, however, schizophrenia is the 

obverse of OCD. OCD involves hyperactivity of the anterior cingulate cortex and a 

corresponding feeling of overwhelming uncertainty. In schizophrenia, the anterior cingulate 

cortex is impaired, along with its ability to detect errors and uncertainties (Kerns, et al.). 

Psychotic delusions are accordingly only too sure of themselves. In OCD, areas associated with 

empirical testing (e.g., the right DLPFC) are disproportionately active, while the verbal 

reasoning faculties (e.g., the left DLPFC) underperform. The result is compulsive reality testing 

(e.g., checking) with no viable rationale. In schizophrenia, the situation is reversed. The reality 

testing functions are impaired, while overactive left hemisphere functions spin coherent but 

delusional narratives.35  

In less pathological forms, adjunctive reasoning and explanatory autoshaping work 

together to spin entertaining, coherent, and even edifying narratives. Adjunctive narratives 

delight by engaging the Seeking system, directing attention, and eliciting powerful affective 

responses. They are an exercise in induced cognitive tickling, and typically proceed with a series 

of episodes designed to elicit benign anxiety tempered with familiar tropes that evoke laugher, 

cheer, comfort, and confidence. Most often, they conclude with an improbable or even 

impossible happy ending that was, of course, expected all along.  

Of course, the didactic utility of adjunctive reasoning is, at best, suspect. In Charles 

Dickens’s Bleak House, Tony Jobling illustrates its potential pitfalls. When asked how he has 

become debt-ridden and unemployable, he explains, “I had confident expectations that things 
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would come round and all be square.” This is, of course, precisely the belief that adjunctive 

reasoning sustains, which Dickens’s narrator derides as “that very popular trust in flat things 

coming round! Not in their being beaten round, or worked round, but in their ‘coming’ round! As 

though a lunatic should trust in the world’s ‘coming’ triangular!” (127). In this framework, the 

world is incomprehensible, actions are inconsequential, and events just happen. Such a world can 

be delightful, but it is essentially meaningless.  

In explanatory autoshaping, everything is causally, logically, and temporally connected: 

uncertainty is illusory; causes have effects; and actions affect outcomes. Everything has a cause; 

nothing just happens. To be sure, this world is mysterious in its own way. Effects may well 

require the intervention of a deus ex machina, a cosmic ordering principle, or other supernatural 

force—but they can always be accounted for. It is the cognitive process Shakespeare’s Theseus 

in A Midsummer Night’s Dream ascribes to poets, lovers, and madmen: the “forms of things 

unknown” are assigned “a local habitation and a name,” every joy has a bringer, and every bush 

supposed a bear (5.1.4-22). Explanatory autoshaping is often not correct, but it is always 

instructive. Everything has didactic consequence. The world may or may not be benevolent or 

just, but it is sound, coherent, predictable, and above all, meaningful.  

Even the most complex, rich, nuanced, and difficult literary works build upon the 

affective architecture of tickle games and peek-a-boo. To be sure, literary works lend profound 

insights into historical moments, contest and/or reify specific ideological positions, and resonate 

with literary, philosophical, and religious traditions; however, they do so by the same means as 

the play of infants: by regulating the affective responses to uncertainty, that is, by staging 

contingency. Comic devices provoke anxiety, elicit irrational confidence, and employ adjunctive 

reasoning to assuage the tedium of delayed gratification. By employing explanatory autoshaping, 
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tragic retrospection imbues distress, suffering, and death with coherence and purpose. Authors 

such as Shakespeare, Richardson, Melville, and Beckett explore and exploit the tension between 

comedy and tragedy, romance and didacticism, confidence and experience, and incoherence and 

confabulation—that is, the various guises of adjunctive reasoning and explanatory autoshaping. 

Between these irreconcilable irrationalities, stories emerge.  

 

Notes

1 Several of these mechanisms pertain directly to the prospect of maternal abandonment. In 

many social animals, separation from the mother or surrogate triggers a reaction that piggybacks 

on primitive pain networks in the brain stem. It also can activate the brain’s fear system—

including areas in the hypothalamus and amygdala—that induces stress, anxiety, and panic. See 

Jaak Panksepp, “Infant Emotions,” esp. 142-46, 152. 

2 Infants typically begin to smile in the absence phase of the game around twelve months 

(Fernald and O’Neill 269). 

3 See Aaron Schuster for a lively discussion on the history of tickling in philosophy. 

4  For Nazi Germany, see Heinz Heger, 84. For Han China and ancient Japan, see Irene 

Thompson, 183. 

5 The pantomime was by Mallarmé’s cousin Paul Margueritte. See Derrida, 189-96. 

6 See Charles Moan and Robert Heath for the ethically dubious experiment and Russel 

Portenoy et al. for implant accidents.  

7 See Freud’s discussion in “Instincts and their Vicissitudes” as well as in Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle. For desire vs. drives in Lacanian psychoanalysis, see Slavoj Žižek’s The 

Ticklish Subject, 350-73; Zupančič, 238-45; and Jacque Lacan’s The Four Fundamental 
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Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 167-69. 

8 Berridge and Robinson use quotation marks for “liking” and “wanting” to sidestep 

objections that animals lack the self-awareness necessary for liking or wanting without quotes. 

For more recent discussions of “liking” vs. “wanting,” see Berridge, Robinson, and J. Wayne 

Aldridge and Berridge and Morton Kringelbach.  

9 For a discussion and relevant references for overlapping pleasures, see Berridge and 

Kringelbach, 649-51.  

10 Dopamine was once considered to be a classical “reward” chemical, but this appears to be 

erroneus. See 656 in Berridge and Kringelbach for the recent abandonment of the “dopamine 

pleasure hypothesis.” For a general discussion of the roles of dopamine in pleasure, see Marco 

Layton. 

11 See Louk Vanderschuren et al., as well as Viviana Tressa and Vanderschuren’s 

“Cannabinoid and Opioid Modulation” and “Divergent Effects.”  

12 For a recent discussion on dopamine and risk, wee Rigoli et al.  

13 Social touch can elicit opioid release. See Lauri Nummenmaa et al.  

14 For parental deprivation, see Katherine Hildyard and David Wolfe. For epigenetic gene 

expression, see Miho Ishida and Gundrun Moore and also Ian Weaver et al. 

15 See Cort Pederson and Maria Boccia; Francis Champagne; Champagne et al.; and 

Champagne and Michael Meaney. 

16 See Michael McCullough, et al.; Hasse Walum, et al.; John Conlisk; and Gareth Leng and 

Mike Ludwig for discussions on widespread problems in oxytocin studies, particularly those 

involving intranasal oxytocin in humans.  

17 For assuaged separation distress, see Panksepp, Affective Neuroscience, 262. For macaque 
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newborns, see Elizabeth Simpson et al. See Heather Ross and Larry Young for a comprehensive 

review of the supposed effects of oxytocin. For response to crying, see Madelon Riem et al, 

“Oxytocin Modulates” and Marian Bakermans-Kranenburg et al.; for laughter, see Riem et al., 

“No Laughing Matter.” For a general discussion of mother-infant bonds and oxytocin, see 

Megan Galbally et al. At the time of this writing, no studies have attempted to link rough-and-

tumble play and oxytocin, but Ruth Feldman et al. have suggested that it would explain the 

mutual positive reactions children and fathers have when engaging in it (1134), and Fabienne 

Naber et al. have found oxytocin to increase paternal attention to infants in general. 

18 For bipolar disorder, see Jennifer Bartz et al. For envy, see Simone Shamay-Tsoory et al. 

For decreased empathy, see Peter Bos et al. For discrimination, see Femke Van Teldon et al.; 

Carsten De Dreu et al.; and De Dreu and Mariska Kret.  

19 See E. van Leengoed et al. for oxytocin depravation and Cort Pederson et al. for 

supplementation in rats.  

20 See Patricia Churchland and Piotr Winkelman; Inga Neumann and David Slatterly; and 

Thomas Baumgartner et al.. 

21 Qtd. in Churchland and Winkelman 396. 

22 Human infants do not typically partake in peek-a-boo until five to six months, but 

“looming” play begins around three months (see Anne Fernald and Daniela O’Neil, 269-70). For 

chimpanzee peek-a-boo, see Hideko Takeshita and Jan Van Hoo. For the near-universality of 

peek-a-boo in human cultures, see Fernald and O’Neil, 266. 

23 Other mammals—including rats—have functional homologues of the DLPFC (Uylings et 

al.; Seamans et al.). 

24 See Kristin Buss et al. for EEC, peek-a-boo, and approaching strangers. EEC lacks the 



 

53 

                                                                                                                                                             

spatial specificity to determine the precise location of the increased activity in the prefrontal 

cortex. Diego Pizzagalli et al. has localized this phenomenon in the dorsolateral area, though 

others have had conflicting results. See Eddie Harmon-Jones et al., esp. 458-59, for discussion. 

25  The classic experiment, widely considered to be one of the foundational findings of 

cognitive neuroscience, is recounted in at least dozens of works, several by Gazzaniga. Here, I 

quote from his “Spheres of Influence.”  

26 At the time of this writing, there has been no studies pertaining to specifically verbal 

narratives with the release of oxytocin. The neuroeconomist Paul Zak and colleagues have 

studied short film narratives and have found that emotionally-laden filmic narratives activate and 

respond to the system in which oxytocin is thought to play a major role, though not always 

oxytocin. See Jorge Barraza and Zak, Barraza et al., and Pei-Ying Lin et al. for relevant studies. 

27 For a recent rendition of the famous “marshmallow experiment” on which this scenario is 

based, see Walter Mischel. For original experiment, see Mischel et al.. 

28 See Peter Killeen and Ricardo Pellón for a recent summary and discussion of adjunctive 

behaviors. For humans, see Ralph Kachanoff et al. and Falk, “Schedule-Induced Behavior.” 

29 For a short discussion and summary of the relevant studies, see Mischel 5-6. 

30 For paralimbic abnormalities, see Hans Breiter et al. and Hae Won Kim et al.; for 

dopamine sensitivity, see Nic van der Wee et al.; for ACC hyperactivity, see David Rosenburg 

and Matcheri Keshevan; Philip Szeszko et al.; and Stefan Ursu et al.. 

31 Those with OCD may have excessive activity in the empirical testing areas of the brain 

(e.g., the right DLPFC) and impairment in areas important to deliberate verbal reasoning (e.g., 

the left DLPFC)(van der Heuval; Christian et al.).  

32 See Inglis et al. for a discussion and review of contrafreeloading behaviors.  
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33 See Anjan Chatterjee, chapter 5, for a discussion. 

34 See Helena Matute, “Learned Helplessness” and “Human Reactions” and Matute Fernando 

Blanco. 

35 For relevant studies, see Dara Manoach et al.; Claude Braun and Sabrina Suffren; and Orin 

Devinsky. 
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CHAPTER 2 

AFFECTING IMPOSSIBLITY IN SHAKESPEARE’S THE WINTER’S TALE 

 

Colostomies are unpleasant affairs. They involve the removal of a portion of the colon 

and insertion of a bypass so that so that feces, instead of passing through the rectum in the usual 

manner, are diverted into a bag placed in as convenient a location as possible. It is a painful 

procedure, and one that forces significant life changes that are almost always extremely difficult 

to adapt to (Backes et al).  

Even still, for long-term happiness and well-being of a patient, there are bad colostomies 

and worse colostomies. The distinction is made palpable by the respective permanence of the 

procedures, as many can later be reversed. When compared to patients with irreversible 

colostomies, those with the potentially reversible variety reported higher “life satisfaction” and 

“quality of life” a week after surgery. Over time, however, the opposite becomes the case. By the 

time six months have passed, those that are certain of their colon’s fate are, by their own 

admission, a happier and healthier lot than those tormented by the possibility of restored normal 

bowel function (Smith et al.). When properly framed, hope can be debilitating. 

And not only for colostomy patients. In Henry Fielding’s The History of Tom Jones 

(1749), the foundling Jones falls in love with a squire’s daughter Sophia Western. Unfortunately, 

their social distance make legitimate love untenable. To make matters worse, Sophia’s father has, 

like many seventeenth-century fictional fathers, elected to force a vile suitor upon her. Further, 

Jones, the victim of his rival’s conspiracy, has been banished from his benefactor. Nevertheless, 

Jones awaits a message from his beloved’s maid. As the narrator explains, 

In the situation that he and his mistress were in at this time, there were scarce any 

grounds for him to hope that he should hear any good news; yet he was as impatient to 
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see Mrs Honour as if he had expected she would bring him a letter with an assignation in 

it from Sophia, and bore the disappointment as ill. (588) 

In order to account for this irrational behavior, the narrator ostensibly wonders if “this 

impatience arose from that natural weakness of the human mind, which makes it desirous to 

know the worst, and renders uncertainty the most intolerable of pains” (588). In the parlance of 

present-day pop psychology, the narrator wonders if Jones seeks “closure,” whatever the cost.  

This diagnosis proves to not be Jones’s case, but there are times when “the human mind” 

does seem to apprehend uncertainty as “the most intolerable of pains.” One such situation seems 

to be imprisonment by a notorious shadowy intelligence organization. According to a 

declassified CIA interrogation manual, 

The threat of coercion usually weakens or destroys resistance more effectively than 

coercion itself. . . . The same principle holds for other fears: sustained long enough, a 

strong fear of anything vague or unknown induces regression, whereas the materialization 

of the fear, the infliction of some form of punishment, is likely to come as a relief. (90-

91) 

This is perhaps not surprising when a torture and/or death more horrible than can be imagined 

seems a distinct possibility, but the tendency holds in less dire circumstances as well. Social 

scientists with a fondness for administering electrical shocks to undergraduates have found that 

most prefer regularly scheduled inflictions to intermittent ones (Lovibond). Similarly, others 

have found self-administered shocks are preferable to randomly generated shocks, and some will 

even shock themselves twice to avert a single random shock (Ball and Vogler). Many can even 

be manipulated into choosing an immediate shock of longer duration to waiting for a shorter one 

(Bertilson and Dengerink). In these cases, there is a general preference for predictable pain, even 
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for predictable pain of greater intensity. In certain cases, the understanding that accompanies 

certainty in misfortune seems preferable to ambiguity of potential trouble.  

 Not all uncertainty is unpleasant, however. If tormented undergraduates, political 

prisoners, and colostomy patients occasionally succumb to an irrational aversion to uncertainty 

as such, an opposite vice can be equally troublesome. Jones, for instance, does not fear 

uncertainty; rather, he craves it. After proposing the “natural weakness of the human mind” 

hypothesis, Fielding’s narrator offers an alternative explanation for Jones’s agitation: 

Whether this impatience arose from that natural weakness of the human mind, which 

makes it desirous to know the worst, and renders uncertainty the most intolerable of 

pains; or whether he still flattered himself with some secret hopes, we will not determine. 

But that it might be the last, whoever has loved cannot but know. For of all the powers 

exercised by this passion over our minds, one of the most wonderful is that of supporting 

hope in the midst of despair. Difficulties, improbabilities, nay, impossibilities, are quite 

overlooked by it; so that to any man extremely in love, may be applied what Addison 

says of Caesar, “The Alps, and Pyrenaeans, sink before him!” (588) 

A favorable outcome is not within Jones’s reasonable realm of possibilities. Aside from the 

improbable interventions that facilitate the eventual comic resolution, there is no possible way 

for his love for Sophia to be favorable reciprocated in any way that does not lead to the ruin of 

both. Jones knows this, feels it thoroughly, and yet for all that, cannot succumb to it.  

Fielding’s narrator attributes this groundless, irrational, pathological optimism to “love,” 

but it also appertains to soberer minds and less tender passions. George Eliot’s Daniel Deronda 

(1876) opens with Deronda gazing at Gwendalyn Harcourt. His gaze unnerves Gwendolen as she 

takes a series of losses at the roulette table: 
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Her stake was gone. No matter; she had been winning ever since she took to roulette with 

a few napoleons at command, and had a considerable reserve. She had begun to believe 

in her luck, others had begun to believe in it . . . . Her friend and chaperon who had not 

wished her to play at first was beginning to approve, only administering the prudent 

advice to stop at the right moment and carry money back to England. . . . For reply 

Gwendolen put ten louis on the same spot: she was in that mood of defiance in which the 

mind loses sight of any end beyond the satisfaction of enraged resistance; and with the 

puerile stupidity of a dominant impulse includes luck among its objects of defiance. . . . 

Such a drama takes no long while to play out: development and catastrophe can often be 

measured by nothing clumsier than the moment-hand. “Faites votre jeu, mesdames et 

messieurs,” said the automatic voice of destiny from between the mustache and imperial 

of the croupier: and Gwendolen’s arm was stretched to deposit her last poor heap of 

napoleons. “Le jeu ne va plus,” said destiny. (6)  

Gwendolen’s losses matter little. According to her, she cares only for “the excitement of play, 

not the winnings” (6). Upon returning to her rooms, however, she finds that she is less well off 

than she suspected. A letter informs her that, due to failed investments, she and her family are 

“totally ruined” (10). 

Gwendolen finds the news “half-stupefying,” as she really cannot imagine herself in 

poverty. Pity, either for her family or herself, eludes her,  

But it was anger, it was resistance that possessed her; it was bitter vexation that she had 

lost her gains at roulette, whereas if her luck had continued through this one day she 

would have had a handsome sum to carry home, or she might have gone on playing and 

won enough to support them all. Even now was it not possible? She had only four 
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napoleons left in her purse, but she possessed some ornaments which she could sell . . . . 

With ten louis at her disposal and a return of her former luck, which seemed probable, 

what could she do better than go on playing for a few days? . . . Gwendolen’s imagination 

dwelt on this course and created agreeable consequences, but not with unbroken 

confidence and rising certainty as it would have done if she had been touched with the 

gambler’s mania . . . : her mind was still sanely capable of picturing balanced 

probabilities, and while the chance of winning allured her, the chance of losing thrust 

itself on her with alternate strength and made a vision from which her pride sank 

sensitively. (11-12) 

Initially, Gwendolen was relatively composed regarding her gambling losses, as she viewed them 

merely as lost gains. With her change of circumstance, however, her reference point shifts, and 

she now conceives them as net losses. Instead of serving as a warning against the dangers of 

gambling, Gwendolen’s losses prompt further risk-seeking—and at a distinctly imprudent time. 

Though not disoriented by love or “the gambler’s mania,” and ostensibly “still sanely capable of 

picturing balanced probabilities,” Gwendolen, after careful consideration, acts as if she really 

were consumed by addiction or compulsion, and pawns her necklace.  

In theoretical models, controlled experiments, and real life, behavioral economists 

describe this kind of behavior as a “break-even effect” (Thaler and Johnson) or, more recently, a 

“desperation effect” (Schneider et al). In certain contexts, looming threats, insurmountable 

obstacles, and sure disaster inspire a desperation that, for all intents and purposes, is 

indiscernible from exuberant optimism.  

Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale examines both the colostomy patient’s irrational 

aversion to uncertainty and the stifled lover’s desperate confidence, and even posits a 
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relationship between the two. The play opens with the Bohemian courtier Archidamus’s 

seemingly trifling remark: “You shall see,” he informs his Sicilian counterpart Camillo, “great 

difference betwixt our Bohemia and your Sicilia” (1.1.3-4).1 In particular, he finds what he calls 

the “entertainment” to be imposing: “We cannot with such magnificence – in so rare – I know 

not what to say” (II.7, 12-13). His speechlessness proves both prescient and prudent in light of 

the action that follows. The Sicilian king Leontes is seized by a fit that convinces him that his 

boyhood friend Polixenes, his wife Hermione, and his court have conspired to cuckold him. 

Preferring sure catastrophe to the uncertainty, Leontes endeavors to, like Othello, prove his love 

a whore. He fails, but only after attempting Polixenes’s murder, imprisoning Hermione, 

banishing his infant daughter, and rejecting the oracle’s proclamation of Hermione’s innocence. 

Upon the last of these transgressions, a messenger appears with news of Leontes’s son’s death 

and Hermione faints, apparently fatally. With only his implacable remorse to buoy him, Leontes 

begins his new life as a penitent, sadder but wiser. 

The play follows Leontes’s daughter to Bohemia, where everything changes. The tone 

becomes light and playful as the action charts a prince and shepherdess’s never-smoothly 

running course of true love. Foreboding, paranoia, and regret dissolve into a pastoral haze of 

cheerful expectation; however, the play’s action gives little cause for confidence. The lovers are 

discovered, betrayed, and entrapped by their only confidant. Meanwhile, a self-admitted rogue 

traverses the countryside and callously cozens Bohemia’s amiable rustics with impunity. 

Nevertheless, something in Bohemia inspires carefree credulity, both in its inhabitants and its 

spectators. 

The secret to Bohemian cheer, according to Archidamus, is simple. With the candor of a 

confidence man who knows his sincerity will be mistaken for jest, he readily reveals it: “We will 
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give you sleepy drinks, that your senses, unintelligent of our insufficience, may, though they 

cannot praise us, as little accuse us” (II.13-16). By these and other means, the spectator becomes 

what in Elizabethan underworld cant was called a “cony”—that is, a tame and easily eaten rabbit, 

female genitals, or a dupe. In the art of “cony-catching” (cozening), as described in the 

pamphlets of the day, the cony catcher begins by engineering a spectacle to direct the cony’s 

attention. Next, he—or sometimes she—simulates camaraderie and cheer to gain the cony’s 

confidence. Finally, befuddled by goodwill, trust, and other “sleepy drinks,” the cony readily 

accedes to whatever scheme the cozener conjures. In The Winter’s Tale, Shakespeare and his 

accomplices use similar means to transform misgiving into belief and desperation into delight. 

“May’t be / Affect[at]ion?”  

 

Some things ought not to be believed. In Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, Troilus, 

when confronted with ocular proof of his lover’s infidelity, simply rejects it: “Let it not be 

believed, for womanhood! / Think, we had mothers” (5.2.135-36). For Troilus, the implications 

are too important to be influenced by mere fact. Cressid is not Cressid; it must not be believed. 

The Winter’s Tale’s Hermione is another such paragon. The Sicilian king Leontes—after 

watching a playful exchange of palms and smiles between Hermione, his wife, and his boyhood 

friend Polixenes—is seized with a suspicion that the two are lovers. When Leontes shares his 

suspicions, his Lord Camillo retorts, “I cannot / Believe this crack to be in my dread mistress” 

(1.2.319-20). Whether there is or is not such a crack, the prospect is unthinkable. Another of 

Leontes’s servants, Antigonus, offers to “geld” his own daughters and stable his wife “if it prove 

/ [Hermione is] otherwise” than spotless. His conclusion: “every dram of woman’s flesh, is false 

/ If she be” (2.1.133-39). In these cases, the empirical sexual fidelity of a given woman is almost 

beside the point: Cressid and Hermione must be thought honest not because they really are, but 
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because the alternative is intolerable.  

For critics, the prospect of Hermione’s infidelity is similarly taboo. Though several have 

found Leontes’s suspicions understandable, almost no serious critic is on record as really 

doubting Hermione. The most notable near-exception is Howard Felperin, who has suggested 

that the text offers no absolute proof one way or the other. Kenneth Bennett, while 

acknowledging Felperin’s point, offers a counter-argument worthy of Troilus: 

If she has overstepped the bounds of decency, then the supportive courtiers, especially 

Paulina, were sadly mistaken and remain so. And, especially difficult to swallow, if 

Hermione and Polixenes actually have been having an affair, then Perdita would be 

heading for incest at the end and Leontes will have done penance to no purpose but to be 

reunited with a sullied wife as a cuckold. The possibility of Hermione’s guilt, in light of 

the ending – especially its tone – is unthinkable by Act 5. (83) 

In the face of undecidability, Bennett suggests a kind of Pascalian wager based on the 

hypothetical consequences of each position. If Hermione was slippery, the play is a dark, 

disturbing tale of incest, betrayal, and intrigue; if not, it is a pastoral comedy. In the absence of 

proof, the ending’s happiness is wholly contingent upon the ability to sustain this confidence in 

the face of uncertainty.  

Leontes, however, finds himself thinking the unthinkable and doubting his wife. The 

proximate problem, as Othello frames it, is “That we can call these delicate creatures ours / but 

not their appetites” (3.3.273-4). The ultimate problem, however, extends beyond the confines of 

heteronormative pair bond. As Troilus suggests, the problem can be extended to infant-caregiver 

relations, and, as Stanley Cavell has argued, for belief in general. For Cavell, “the existence or 

occurrence of the woman’s satisfaction” is “the essential object or event of the skeptical 
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question” (34-35), and for Leontes, it proves so.  

At the precipice of Leontes’s crisis is a passage that more than one critic has identified as 

the most difficult in Shakespeare. It is a passage with a curious history: it has been obsessed over 

by critics but is habitually heavily cut, omitted, altered, or rambled through incomprehensibly in 

most major post-Jacobean productions.2 Here is how it appears in most twentieth-century 

editions:  

Affection! Thy intention stabs the center. [Or “Affection, thy . . . ] 

Thou dost make possible things not so held, 

Communicat’st with dreams—how can this be?— 

With what’s unreal thou coactive art, 

And fellow’st nothing. Then ‘tis very credent 

Thou mayst co-join with something, and thou dost, 

And that beyond commission, and I find it, 

And that to the infection of my brains, 

And hardening of my brows. (1.2.138-46, Kermode’s edition) 

Editors, even those that warn against prose paraphrases, nearly always provide something in the 

way of translation. Frank Kermode’s paraphrase is characteristic: 

Passion! [or “Affectio!” for Hallett Smith] Your desire for fulfillment [or “intensity” for 

Pafford] can pierce to the heart of things. You deal with matters normally thought of as 

illusory—with dreams and fantasies, impossible as that sounds. You collaborate with the 

unreal; so it isn’t improbable that you should do so with what really exists; this is what 

has happened, as my mental disturbance and cuckold’s horns indicate” (note 138-46).  

With minor variations, the standard reading is as an apostrophe to “affection” in its sense of 
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“passion” or “imagination.”  

One of the keys to this reading is the placement of a question mark. The normally 

unobtrusive Nicholas Rowe altered the Folio’s “Affection?” to “Imagination!” and nearly all 

subsequent editions have followed suit, at least in regards to punctuation. As Steven Orgel has 

noted, the alteration shifts “affection” from being the predicate nominative of “may’t be / 

Affection?” in the Folio to the vocative subject of “may’t be? / Affection!” (434). Cogent cases 

have been made by Orgel, David Ward, and John Pitcher to revert to the Folio’s punctuation. 

These de-revisionists include the sentence in which “affection” is the predicate nominative in 

their references to the passage: “Can thy dam, may’t be / Affection?”  

Despite the correction of what Orgel calls this “radical repointing,” these critics’ readings 

of the passage have not changed much, as in Ward: 

Could your mother [really commit adultery, or] may it be Affection? [which pushes me 

involuntarily towards this conclusion?—O Affection] the way in which you intensify 

[every passion, every bodily symptom of emotion] wounds and disables the centre [of my 

being, the soul].” (549-50, Ward’s brackets) 

Pitcher, whose Arden edition retains the Folio’s question mark, also manages to recover the 

speech as an apostrophe to “affection” as “brain fever” (Introduction 39-42). 

Backing up a bit more complicates the matter. The passage begins with Leontes 

addressing his son Mamillius, half-questioning his familial resemblance, and briefly considering 

the possibility of a conspiracy to falsely convince him of that resemblance. Leontes’s oscillation 

between direct address to his son and soliloquy to himself in the first part of the passage presents 

its own difficulties, but Leontes conclusion is unambiguous enough: “yet were it true, / To say 

this Boy were like me.” To corroborate this conclusion, he shifts his address back to Mamillius: 
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Come (Sir Page) 

Looke on me with your Welkin eye: sweet Villiane, 

Most dear’st, my Collop: Can thy Dam, may’t be 

Affection? (135-38, Folio’s punctuation) 

Leontes’s imperative to his son to look him in the eye for verification is apparently confirmed by 

his subsequent outburst of affectionate nicknaming. The “Can thy Dam” refers back to the 

imperative to look Leontes in the eye. If the object of Leontes’s hypothetical interrogative is 

“look me in the eye,” then the sense of “affection” becomes even further complicated.  

Shakespeare’s use of “affection” is not limited to our current use of “gentle feeling or 

liking” (as Camillo uses the word in 1.1.24). Most editors argue Leontes’s use here is in the 

sense of “irrational behavior, overwhelming passion, lust and animosity.” Pitcher, however, cites 

a 1624 definition of “the lively representment of any passion whatsoever, as if the figures stood 

not upon a cloth or board, but as if they were acting upon a stage.” The OED’s accompanying 

definition is “the external manifestation or representation of a feeling or emotion” (n.1.1.c). For 

Pitcher, this definition highlights “the word’s larger meaning, of emotional or mental states 

produced by internal or external influences” (“Introduction” 39). The definition, however, also 

points to a sense of “affection” as “affected,” that is a “representment” of a passion acted or 

overacted “as if . . . upon a stage.” Later in The Winter’s Tale, the steward uses it in this sense, 

noting that Perdita showed “the affection of nobleness which nature shows above her breeding” 

(5.2.36). Of course, anything that can be acted can also be feigned. Here, “affection” is close the 

more modern sense of “affectation,” another common use of the term in Shakespeare’s English.3 

For example, in Love’s Labour’s Lost, Sir Nathaniel praises Holofernes for being “witty without 

affection” (5.1.4) and Biron’s “spruce affection” is typically emended to “spruce affectation” 
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(5.2.408). “Affection,” like Jacques Derrida’s pharmakon or Freud’s unheimliche, is its own 

antonym: it can mean the (honest) involuntary overflow of powerful emotion, or the tranquilly 

calculated dissemblance thereof.  

This sense of affection is pertinent to what Leontes calls “this entertainment” he has just 

witnessed: “paddling palms and pinching fingers,” along with “making practised smiles / As in a 

looking-glass; and then to sigh, as ‘twere / The mort o’the’ deer” (1.2.111-18). Smiles are 

practiced; sighs are expressed only “as ‘twere” they signified incurable love. Even if Polixenes 

and Hermione are only being polite, the consolation is pyrrhic. Leontes finds himself in an 

especially troublesome double bind: either his wife is not dissembling affectionate feelings for 

Polixenes, or she is. If the former, she is in love with Polixenes; if the latter, he cannot be sure of 

whether or not she has ever had real affection for himself. These little “practised” love trifles are 

no trifling matter for Leontes: “Is whispering nothing?” he asks Camillo, 

Is leaning cheek to cheek? Is meeting noses? 

Kissing with inside lip? Stopping the career 

Of laughter with a sigh? – A note infallible 

Of breaking honesty. Horsing foot on foot? 

Skulking in corners? Wishing clocks more swift? 

Hours, minutes? Noon, midnight? And all eyes 

Blind with the pin and web but theirs, theirs only, 

That would unseen be wicked? Is this nothing? 

Why then the world and all that’s in’t is nothing, 

The covering sky is nothing, Bohemia nothing, 

My wife nothing, nor nothing have these nothings, 
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If this be nothing (1.2.283-94). 

Here, Leontes seems to be recalling his own lived experience. The problem is not only the 

possibility that his wife has indulged in these nothings with Polixenes, but also that these 

nothings are all insignificant sound and fury. Leontes revisits the point at Hermione’s trial:  

Praise her but for this her without-door form –  

Which on my faith deserves high speech – and straight 

The shrug, the hum or ha, these petty brands 

That calumny must use – O, I am out! (2.1.69-72) 

In short, Leontes suspects his wife of dissemblance, that is, acting. Her notes infallible may not 

be so infallible. Whether or not they are sincere any particular case, they can be acted, feigned, 

affected. 

This sense of “affection” untangles the question of whose or what’s “affectation” it is 

(Ward 550). To gloss and emend: “Can thy dam [look me in the eye, and if so] may’t be / 

Affec[ta]tion?” Is Hermione, hypothetically looking into his eye, affecting her affection for her 

husband? If Leontes’s description of her palm-paddling is reliable, she’s either faking it with 

Polixenes, Leontes, or both. How can he be sure she’s faking it in the right place? Is there a right 

place for faking it? Leontes’s reaction is histrionic, paranoiac, confused, and disproportionate, 

but is it madness?  

Leontes’s behavior was incomprehensible to most seventeenth- and eighteenth-century 

critics,4 but later thinkers found it plausible, if not justified. William Hazlitt marveled at the true-

to-life presentation of the outburst in its very irrationality (171-72). Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 

who was unable to find a single cause of Iago’s malice, proved much more sympathetic to 

Leontes’s. He painstakingly traced the psychological progression of Leontes’s jealousy from “an 
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excitability by the most inadequate causes, and an eagerness to snatch at proofs” and cumulating 

in “a spirit of selfish vindictiveness” (166-67). More recently, Nevill Coghill has suggested that 

Polixenes’s opening lines suggest to the audience that Polixenes is responsible for Hermione’s 

“burden” that has been “nine changes of the watery star” in coming (32-33). Similarly, William 

Matchett has found enough double entendre in Polixenes and Hermione’s witticisms to declare 

that, “far from feeling that Leontes is too rapidly jealous, we should feel that he has been very 

slow about it” (95, 97). The implications have not been ignored in productions. Terry Hands’ 

1986 production staged—and the Royal Shakespeare Company’s 2011 New York production 

reprised—the “practised smiles” and “palm paddling” Leontes describes.  

Unlike her immediate precursors Marina and Imogen, Hermione’s innocence is never 

proven by a harrowing trial. To be sure, Hermione is no Cressida, Gertrude, Dark Lady, Venus, 

or Titania—but Shakespeare’s treatment never closes the question completely. Hermione’s most 

evident analogue, Desdemona, gives a hint of the barely palpable touch of ambiguity she shares 

with Hermione. After Lodovico intervenes on her behalf against her rampaging husband, 

Desdemona observes that “this Lodovico is a proper man” (4.3.34). Shortly thereafter, 

Desdemona asks her chambermaid Emilia, regarding the adultery she is charged with, if “there 

be women that abuse their husbands / In such gross kind?” as if the possibility had recently 

crossed her mind (II.61-62). 

And “there be some such,” as Emilia knows well (II.62). In Leontes’s estimation, 

“Should all despair / That have revolted wives, the tenth of mankind / Would hang themselves” 

(1.2.197-99).5 He has reason to consider himself at risk. Hermione’s affection for her husband is 

much like Cordelia’s unaffected and disinterested filial piety for her father. It may be that such 

devotion is the most reliable, but it is plausible that a husband might be as unpersuaded by it as 
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Lear was. E.M.W. Tillyard has found “nothing strained or hectic about [Hermione’s] love for her 

husband”; it is rather “rooted in habit” (41). Ruth Nevo has also judged Hermione’s “I love thee 

not a jar ‘o th’ clock behind / What lady she her lord” (1.2.42-3), to be “an oddly noncommittal 

claim” (4). It suggests a cool, rationalized calculation, “as if,” Inga-Stina Ewbank has noted, 

“love could be measured out in time units” (85). Worse, Hermione’s attachment has always been 

so. Leontes is tormented by the memory of the “three crabbed months” between his proposal and 

Hermione’s acceptance (1.2.101-5). Such deliberation is hardly associated with the fairy juice-

induced midsummer dream-like experience of true love at first sight. If the sentiment that the 

narrator of William Thackeray’s Vanity Fair attributes to a “cynical Frenchman” is on the mark, 

and “there are two parties to a love-transaction,” Hermione is less “the one who loves” and more 

“the other who condescends to be so treated” (137). 

The point is not that Hermione is slippery, but rather that Shakespeare withholds any 

definite proof one way or the other. Leontes cannot know if he is a cuckold, if he is a potential 

cuckold, if his wife desires Polixenes, if she loves her husband, or if she ever has. Like Leontes, 

we simply cannot be sure of Hermione’s “intention.” To return to the central passage: 

Can thy dam, may’t be 

Affection? thy Intention stabs the Center. 

Thou do’st make possible things not so held, 

Communicat’st with Dreams (how can this be?) 

With what’s unreal: thou coactive art, 

And fellow’st nothing. Then ‘tis very credent, 

Thou may co-joyne with something, and thou do’st, 

(And that beyond Commission) and I find it, 
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(And that to the infection of my Braines, 

And hardning of my Browes.) (Folio’s punctuation) 

If affection is affectation, and the Folio punctuation reliable, the nominally addressed “thy” is not 

the “imagination” (Rowe), “passion” (Kermode), “brain fever” (Pitcher), or involuntary 

“manifestations of the appetite” (Ward), but rather simply Hermione.  

Or it is Hermione, but not so simply. The “thou” is in a sense an abstraction: Hermione is 

intimately bound with her unknowable “intention” and as such is more of a site of indeterminacy 

than the recognizable bundle of idiosyncrasies that constitutes her personhood. This “thou” is the 

chink in homeostatic contentment, a point of indecipherable, irreducible contingency. Thus, 

among the other senses the passage conveys is:  

Can you look me in the eye [and thereby convey authentic affection], my beloved, 

legitimate son? Can your mother, [and if she can,] is she faking it? [Hermione, the 

mystery of] your intention6 [that is, the question of your desire] undoes the very 

foundation of my understanding of the world. Contemplating the indeterminacy that lies 

within you leads to the spontaneous production of unlikely fantasy scenarios, and you 

alter the course of even my non-intentional mental processes like dreams (though I 

cannot pretend to understand how) and other scenarios lacking empirical existence: you 

are coercive,7 and you are able to pair with those hypothetical unrealities [thereby giving 

them a kind of reality]. There is no reason to believe that unrealities are the only things 

you conjoin with, so that one or some of those supposed unrealities may in fact be actual 

(even without you actually committing any action8) and here is an example of just such a 

reality that I have discovered, (much to my consternation.9)  

Leontes is here pointing to what underlies the central crisis of the play. What Shakespeare stages 
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through Leontes’s reading of Hermione’s “intention” is a confrontation with contingency itself. 

It is not Hermione’s possible slipperiness per se that ruffles what Othello calls “content” and 

“tranquil mind” (3.3.351); it is that such content tranquility is unsustainable. In The Winter’s 

Tale, the indeterminacy of “affection” underlies social relations with spouses, children, parents, 

masters, servants, fathers, mothers, lovers, and strangers. In this play, whether or not uncertainty 

can be made bearable turns on the question of whether this affection is affected, that is, whether 

to trust when certainty is not possible. And certainty is never possible. 

“Could man so blench?”: The Secret Stupidity of Tragedy 

 

Leontes’s eruption of jealousy is histrionic, self-indulgent, and violent, but it is not 

wholly irrational. His response to it, however, is more curious. All that he has really discovered 

is that all his evidence, for or against Hermione’s chastity, is irreducibly ambiguous. Absence of 

evidence is not necessarily evidence of absence, but when Leontes accepts it as positive proof, it 

suggests a motive. The pressing question is less “why does he think his wife has cuckolded 

him?” and more “why does he want to think his wife has cuckolded him?” Why, all things being 

equal, decide on the worst of all possible worlds? Leontes himself raises the point to Camillo:  

Dost think I am so muddy, so unsettled, 

To appoint myself in this vexation? 

Sully the purity and whiteness of my sheets— 

Which to preserve is sleep, which being spotted 

Is goads, thorns, nettles, tails of wasps— 

Give scandal to the blood o’th’prince, my son— 

Who I do think is mine, and love as mine— 

Without ripe moving to’t? Would I do this? 
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Could man so blench? (1.2.328-34) 

To paraphrase: “Do you think I’m dense enough to ruin my sanity, my reputation, and my son’s 

if I didn’t have sufficient proof? Is anyone that stupid?” or, more concisely, “Do you think I’m 

an idiot?” Presumably, this question—like his earlier “Is this nothing?”—is intended to be 

rhetorical, with an implied “no, of course not” as the answer. In a joke habitually missed in 

productions, Camillo answers affirmatively: “I must believe you sir” (1.2.335).  

For René Girard, Leontes appoints himself in this vexation in order to stimulate his 

“mimetic desire.” Desire, in Girard’s estimation, is aroused by witnessing another desiring the 

same object, and Leontes is one of Shakespeare’s many self-cuckolding characters who offer 

their lovers to rivals in order to heighten their own anticipation and pleasure (310-11).10 Girard’s 

explanation does not, however, account for a related problem. At least as curious as Leontes’s 

sudden eruption of jealously is its equally abrupt termination, which coincides perfectly with the 

news of his son Mamillius’s death. Stanley Cavell has observed that Leontes’s response to the 

news “reads like the satisfaction of the father’s wish” (196). For Cavell and also Ruth Nevo 

(105), Leontes is at least partially motivated by an unconscious wish to be rid of his real rival for 

Hermione’s affection, her son.  

It may be that perverse voyeuristic desire and latent filicidal wish-fulfillment motivates 

Leontes’s behavior. Alternatively, it could simply reflect the anxiety provoked by a situation that 

has become unbearably incoherent and the relief in finally resolving it. Leontes wants to have 

been cuckolded in the same way that a colostomy patient wants a positive diagnosis of 

irreversibility. The problem of “affection” insures that Leontes can never be certain of 

Hermione’s innocence; but he can, he wagers, be sure of her guilt.  

Leontes’s task is difficult, as he is wholly without empirical evidence. As her suspected 
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lover has fled, he cannot behold her being topped (which, as Much Ado About Nothing’s Claudio 

finds, presents its own difficulties). In lieu of ocular proof, Leontes cobbles together a precarious 

bricolage of conspiracy, intrigue, and deception, extending throughout his court and into the 

sinews of being itself. In this post-fact world, his position is buoyed only by his intuition. In 

response to Antigonus’s defense of Hermione, Leontes counters:  

You smell this business with a sense as cold 

As a dead man’s nose. But I do see’t and feel’t  

As you feel doing thus [laying hold of Antigonus] – and see withal 

The instruments that feel. (2.1.151-54). 

Leontes’s warmer nose sees and feels the “truth” of his perception, a compelling sensation of 

coherence. It is, however, only a feeling. In Othello, Brabantio discovers his daughter’s 

elopement and accuses Othello of seducing her with witchcraft. His evidence: “‘Tis probable, 

and palpable to thinking” (1.3.75). Likewise, for Leontes, the feeling of understanding endows 

his suspicion with what for him is bodily substance. The feeling, however, relies on the internal 

coherence of the explanation, and not necessarily on its correspondence with reality. 

Leontes proceeds accordingly, without regard to popular opinion, reasonable objections, 

or empirical evidence. Rather than conforming his model to reality, he conforms reality to his 

model. One of Freud’s patients described the phenomenon of seeming to shape the outside world 

with internal apprehension as “omnipotence of thought” (Totem and Taboo 107). As with 

Freud’s description of the uncanny feature of this phenomenon (“Uncanny” 147), Leontes finds 

the experience of controlling the world with his desires both exhilarating and terrifying. When 

his man Camillo flees with Polixenes, it confirms Leontes’s suspicion of a conspiracy to cuckold, 

murder, and usurp him. He is left the the ambivalent triumph/defeat of the prophet who sees his 
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doomsday predictions come to pass: 

                                How blest am I  

In my just censure, in my true opinion! 

Alack, for lesser knowledge – how accursed 

In being so blessed. (2.1.36-9) 

For Leontes, however, it is not only a matter of predictive power. He continues this line of 

reasoning, evoking a folk parable rendition of the notion of what you don’t know can’t hurt you:  

There may be in the cup 

A spider steeped, and one may drink, depart, 

And yet partake no venom, for his knowledge 

Is not infected; but if one present  

Th’abhorred ingredient to his eye, make known 

How he hath drunk, he cracks his gorge, his sides, 

With violent hefts. I have drunk, and seen the spider. (2.1.41-7) 

In short, a spider-poisoned beverage will kill you, but only if you know that it is poisoned. It is a 

nonsense notion, to be sure, but Leontes’s delusion eclipses it. Leontes has seen nothing; an 

imaginary spider cracks his gorge. For Leontes, it is not simply a matter of knowing; his thoughts 

create their own reality. “All’s true that is mistrusted,” he triumphantly laments, as if his mistrust 

itself produced truth (2.1.48).  

Leontes creates reality with his thinking, but his thoughts are whimsical, spontaneous, 

and involuntary. The world obeys Leontes’s desires, but those desires do not obey Leontes. As 

the affection speech indicates, Leontes identifies Hermione (as embodied contingency) as the 

“coactive” catalyst of his fantasies, which operate without his volition. As Leontes tells her, 
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“Your actions are my dreams. / You had a bastard by Polixenes, / And I but dreamed it” (3.2.80). 

He fancies that he controls the world with his fantasies, but something not exactly him is 

controlling those fantasies; he is impotent in the face of his own omnipotence. 

Leontes’s madness cumulates in a court of justice, where Leontes pretends to consider 

Hermione’s case “openly” and in “due course” (3.2.5-6). Leontes’s, unswayed by Hermione’s 

protestations, agrees to the death sentence she requests when Apollo’s oracle’s message arrives, 

which reads: 

Hermione is chaste. Polixenes blameless, Camillo a true subject, Leontes a jealous tyrant, 

his innocent babe truly begotten, and the King shall live without an heir, if that which is 

lost be not found. (II.130-33) 

In Shakespeare’s source, Pandasto (Leontes’s model) is instantly chastened by the message. 

Leontes, despite his promise to abide by the oracle’s proclamation, rejects it: “There is no truth at 

all I’th’ oracle” (II.137). The nuance reveals Leontes’s vice to be more than the mere jealous 

insanity of Pandasto. Leontes, with a hubris worthy of proper tragedy, defies the gods 

themselves.  

But not for long. An ostensibly fortuitous appearance of a messenger interrupts him with 

news of his son’s death. Hermione faints, and Leontes responds with “Apollo’s angry, and the 

heavens themselves / Do strike at my injustice” (II.142-43). The lines work in a variety of tones: 

as lamentation, relief, or even triumph—or any combination thereof. In any case, Leontes’s 

delusion instantly ceases, he begs Apollo’s pardon, promises to “new woo” Hermione, and 

conjures a suspiciously coherent narrative exonerating Camillo and Polixenes (II.150-69). 

Leontes’s son’s death, along with the supposedly edifying pedagogical effects of the ordeal, 

frame an outcome typical to tragedy: by means of a traumatic loss, an unstable, chaotic, and 
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contingent state of affairs is rendered orderly.11 The event proves that Leontes’s paranoid fantasy 

was only a paranoid fantasy, his wife is chaste, and the gods are just. That he himself is the 

object of punishment is a trifle: Apollo’s intervention eliminates his uncertainty, assuages his 

angst, and remedies his paranoia.  

Leontes cannot, however, simply return to the status quo. In addition to the unexpected 

death of his son, he has also recently banished his newborn daughter, and he learns from 

Hermione’s chief advocate Paulina that his wife’s faint was fatal. Unlike his son’s death, the 

fates of his wife and daughter really do result from conscious wish-fulfillment: he ordered his 

Lord Camillo to dispose of his daughter and was on the brink of sentencing his wife to death. In 

effect, his wishes are (to his knowledge) carried out, though Apollo’s intervention changes his 

intention after the fact. Nevertheless, in sharp contrast to his earlier state, he remains calm and 

ready to accept responsibility for his errors. He even accepts Paulina’s chastisement with 

something akin to eagerness: “Go on, go on,” he tells Paulina, “I have deserved / All tongues to 

talk their bitterest” (3.2.211-13). The event becomes the organizing principle of Leontes’s new 

life, and he vows to devote himself to daily repentant weeping at the tomb of his wife and son. 

In effect, Leontes manages his anxious uncertainty by constructing a traumatic 

experience. What he was looking for in the proof of Hermione’s infidelity he finds in the 

extinction of his family—and he seems, insofar as his content and tranquil mind are concerned, 

better off for it. The therapeutic possibilities of synthesized trauma are (unintentionally) explored 

in Ellen Bass and Laura Davis’s The Courage to Heal, the best-selling bible of “recovered 

memory therapy.” In this practice, a therapist employs guided imagery exercises, hypnosis, 

and/or amobartibol to “recover” a memory that has been “repressed” due it its traumatic nature. 

Recovering this traumatic memory is both edifying and orienting. As Bass and Davis explain, 
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“When you first remember your abuse or acknowledge its effects, you may feel tremendous 

relief. Finally there is a reason for your problems. There is someone, and something to blame” 

(173). Identifying a trauma imbues the ambiguity and uncertainty of lived experience with a 

malleable body.  

For Bass and Davis, however, identifying the trauma is only the beginning: accepting 

responsibility is the critical next step (174). The individual is no longer a helpless weed drifting 

on a sea of chance: this self-blaming grants a participatory role and a modicum of control. 

Leontes considers himself justly punished for having, as he puts it, “too much believed mine own 

suspicion” (3.2.148). This gives him an ambiguous relationship to the trauma in which he both is 

and is not at fault. Just as Bass and Davis recommend, Leontes lays the blame squarely on his 

inner other, the uncanny originator of his madness. It is an oddly alien “suspicion” that is really 

at fault; Leontes is merely guilty of having been duped, albeit by himself. The event founds a 

coherent self-concept in which Leontes is neither pure victim nor villain. He is, in short, a tragic 

hero, and he readily exchanges proximate happiness for proof of a just world. His madness ends 

not with Mamillius’s death as such, but with his acknowledgement that “the heavens themselves 

/ Do strike at my injustice” (133-34).  

Antigonus, in the meanwhile, performs a parodic synecdoche of the preceding tragedy. 

He initially doubts Leontes’s accusations against Hermione enough to offer to “glib himself” if 

the queen prove “honor-flawed” (though this glibbing were to take place by way of a dubiously 

generous offer to “geld” his daughters and “stable” his wife) (2.1.133-48). Nonetheless, when 

tasked with commending Leontes’s infant daughter “strangely to some place / Where chance 

may nurse or end it” (2.3.180-81), he finds himself, strangely enough, on the proverbially 

inexistent seacoast of Bohemia, infant in hand. He is also normally skeptical of supposed visits 
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from “the spirits o’ th’ dead,” and holds that “dreams are toys” and not to be heeded, but he is 

“for this once” convinced otherwise (3.3.16, 39, 40). Hermione’s spirit, he explains, visited him 

in a dream “so like waking” that he is “squared by” the encounter (II.40-41). He concludes with 

a hermeneutic oversight typical of tragedy: “Hermione has suffered death, and that / Apollo 

would – this being indeed the issue / Of King Polixenes – it should here be laid” (II.42-44). 

Antigonus is not murdering a helpless infant; rather, he is enacting Apollo’s mandate. 

He is, of course, perfectly wrong: Hermione is not dead, the infant is not Polixenes’s, and 

there is no indication that Apollo wishes for her to here be laid. Though Antigonus is mistaken in 

the specifics, the ensuing action seems to confirm his suspicion that a rational and just agent is 

working behind the scenes. His companion, while noting a brewing storm, had just hypothesized 

that “the heavens with that we have in hand are angry / And frown upon us,” to which Antigonus 

replies, “their sacred wills be done” (3.3.5-7). The tragedy cumulates in Antigonus’s last words, 

delivered in appropriately lofty verse: 

                                           I never saw 

The heavens so dim by day. A savage clamour?  

Well may I get aboard. This is the chase: 

I am gone for ever. (3.3.52-55)12 

These sublime heights are made ridiculous by the abrupt entrance of what Sir Arthur Quiller-

Couch has called “a naughty superfluity,” that is, the bear (237). How it played to the Jacobean 

audience is a matter of conjecture, but it is difficult to imagine a staging in which it is not absurd. 

In more recent productions, it invariably provokes at least a chortle. The bear’s superfluity, 

however, is essential; it signals a fundamental crack in the integrity not only of Antigonus’s 

plight, but also the whole tragic edifice. 
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As with Leontes’s fantasy, Antigonus’s dream serves as self-justification for acting 

against his better judgment. Also like Leontes, Antigonus is both perpetrator and victim of his 

own dupery, and his subsequent death both is and is not his fault. At bottom, his fate is the result 

of an equitable world in which, as John Pitcher has explained, “someone had to die for the crime 

against Perdita” (Introduction 30). Here, however, the bear undermines the tragic dignity of the 

moment by highlighting its artifice. Antigonus’s death is less the operation of “sacred wills” 

enacting divine justice than the profane Will fulfilling poetical justice—with a distinct wink.  

Leontes’s tragedy is also the product of artifice, even within the play (Paulina secretly 

staged Hermione’s death). It does not reflect reality; nor, for that matter, do the memories of 

trauma “discovered” in recovered memory therapy. Memories are not “repressed,” nor can they 

be “recovered”: the idea is an artifact of long-debunked theory of how the brain retains 

memories. The techniques employed in recovered memory therapy do not assist in remembering; 

rather, they create new memories.13 Horrible things really do happen, and they can change 

everything, but tragedy—and specific form of trauma that enables it—is fiction.  

Leontes’s trauma enables his escape from his imaginary subjection to the contingency of 

abstract feminine desire, but it results in his real subjection to the certitude of the concrete female 

Paulina. As Jacques Lacan once quipped of the students in the May ‘68 protests in Paris: Leontes 

was hysteric, needed a new master, and found one (XVII 207). The second part of the play 

moves from Sicilia to Bohemia, leaving a deeply repentant Leontes, with no apparent chance for 

happy ending, sworn to not remarry until, as Paulina says, “when your first queen’s again in 

breath.” (5.183). Finally freed of his paranoid fantasy, Leontes places absolute trust in a 

malicious dissimulator actively engineering a conspiracy against his happiness and well-being. In 

short, he finds himself in a properly Bohemian state of affairs.  
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“Apprehend / Nothing but jollity”: The Anatomy of Cony Catching  

 

Just after Antigonus exits with the bear in pursuit, a shepherd wanders on stage, offers a 

quick prayer for luck, and finds the abandoned infant. Soon after, his son joins him, and 

describes the sinking of Antigonus’s ship and details of the bear’s supper. Unlike Antigonus, the 

clown sees no mysterious workings of divine retribution; he offers a more proximate explanation 

of the bear’s behavior: “They are never curst but when they are hungry” (3.3.127-28). The 

shepherd likewise imputes the infant’s abandonment not to the inscrutable machinations of 

Apollo’s will, but rather to “some stair-work, some trunk-work, some behind-door-work” (II.71-

72). Though he is as incorrect as Antigonus in his assessment, the shepherd voices what Molly 

Mahood has called a “natural” amorality, which works to “restore the child’s or the peasant’s 

freedom from morbid preoccupations about good and evil” (156). The rustics regard the hungers 

of animal bodies and the vicissitudes of impersonal events with cheerful indifference. 

Critics over the last century have described this type of drama through variations of what 

Northrop Frye has called “the drama of the green world” (Anatomy 182). For Frye, this drama 

begins in a “normal world” where sexual mores, social norms, and what Ellen Spolksy has called 

an “overdeveloped mental life” hold sway (17). It then moves into a pastoral and dream-like 

“green world,” where desire trumps reason, life triumphs over death, libido overcomes 

prohibition, and chance rewards faith. C. L. Barber has described the experience as a “release” 

(6-10), and for Stanley Cavell it enables a “recovery” from “the response to what skepticism is a 

response to” (198). Naomi Rokonitz has described it as a “pastoral cure,” in which the goal is “to 

abandon abstract knowledge in search of the satisfaction of learning that feels good, like a sunny 

day, good food and sex without guilt” (129).14 When the play finally returns to the normal world, 

bad faith has given way to a belief in the wisdom of desire and the innate benevolence of being.  
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Not all is sunny in Bohemia, however. Lurking beneath its salubrious amorality is a 

tangle of deception, duplicity, and betrayal. The act begins with the disguised king Polixenes and 

his accomplice Camillo scheming to infiltrate the rustics’ sheep-shearing festival in order to 

thwart the suspected illicit courtship of the prince Florizel and the supposed shepherdess Perdita. 

Their suspicions prove valid: the lovers have not only been deceiving Polixenes but also, by 

withholding Florizel’s royal identity, have knowingly placed Perdita’s supposed father (the 

shepherd) in unknowing mortal danger (4.4.452). The shepherd, in turn, has been concealing the 

origins of Perdita (and his mysteriously acquired wealth) from Perdita, Florizel, and everyone 

else excepting his son and coconspirator (the clown). Sure enough, Polixenes discovers the 

lovers and threatens to disinherit Florizel, horrifically disfigure Perdita, and hang the shepherd. 

Perdita nonetheless elopes with Florizel, leaving the shepherd to bear the brunt of Polixenes’s 

vengeance—and the shepherd reciprocates by ignoring her plight and working to acquit only 

himself. Camillo betrays Polixenes by helping Florizel and Perdita escape, then double-crosses 

the lovers by informing Polixenes and setting a trap. Meanwhile, the resident rogue Autolycus, in 

perfect tune with the callous opportunism of Bohemia’s other inhabitants, charms, cozens, and 

robs the festivalgoers before befriending and betraying the shepherd and clown. As he aptly 

concludes, “this is the time that the unjust man doth thrive. . . . We may do anything extempore” 

(II.677-81). 

This state of affairs is strikingly incongruous with the emotional tone of the episode, 

which, for William Hazlitt, “we welcome [as we would] the return of spring” (173). The 

discrepancy between the episode’s action and the delight that so many audiences and critics find 

in it calls for a more nuanced explanation than the green world theorists’ therapeutic models 

provide. Florizel is free of Leontes’s pathological distrust and paranoid fantasies, but he is 
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thereby entrapped by Camillo’s and Polixenes’s conspiratorial plots. Similarly, the rustics have 

no misgivings regarding Autolycus, and he reciprocates by robbing them. One finds trust, belief, 

and faith here, but one is infallibly thus duped. 

Bohemians, in their unwillingness or inability to translate uncertainty into tragedy, avoid 

imposing spurious meaning upon chance events. They instead distort reality by more direct 

means. In response to the clowns description of the deaths of Antigonus and his crew, the 

shepherd acknowledges these “Heavy matters, heavy matters” in passing (3.3.109), but does not 

despair of what cannot be helped (though, the clown makes clear, both catastrophes are still in-

progress). Distracted by the newfound babe and, possibly, the gold that accompanies her, he 

judges the situation accordingly: “‘Tis a lucky day, boy, and we’ll do good deeds on’t” (II.135-

36). In short, he averts tragedy simply by averting his gaze. This shift of attention from “things 

dying” to “things newborn” epitomizes the Bohemian response to adversity (II.110-111).  

The comedy does not, however, dwell on what the gaze is averted to, but on the act of 

averting. The things dying are never absent; they are conspicuously ignored. Bohemians 

accordingly exude what Nevo has called an “unaware awareness” of their situations’ 

precariousness. Bohemia’s genius loci Autolycus introduces himself with an ode to the pleasures 

of ale, lust, aimlessness, and his occupation—that is, “the silly cheat” (i.e., petty crime). As Lee 

Cox has noted, however, Autolycus is a deeply “fearful man,” and his gaiety veneers an 

underlying dread of his profession’s likely consequences (288). “Beating and hanging,” 

Autolycus admits, “are terrors to me” (4.3.27). The following line is even more somber: “For the 

life to come, I sleep out the thought of it” (II.29-30). In performance, the line has tripped up 

more than one Autolycus’s attempt to rollick through its delivery. Readers too have found it 

jarring. For Coleridge, its sentiment “too Macbeth-like,” and he complained of its “not 
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coalescing with that pastoral tint which gives such a charm to this act” (168). However Macbeth-

like it may be, Autolycus’s lucid recklessness coalesces perfectly with the tint of Bohemia’s 

pastoral charm; it is essential to it. 

Like Autolycus, Florizel and Perdita are perfectly aware of law and consequence, but 

nonetheless wager their welfare on the disruption and deferral of both. Early in the act, Perdita 

glimpses something of her own life to come: “Even now I tremble / To think your father by some 

accident / Should pass this way” (4.4.18-20). Florizel’s solution, like the shepherd’s and 

Autolycus’s, involves a strategic redirection of attention: “Apprehend / Nothing but jollity,” he 

advises (II.24-25). Though Perdita continues to worry her pretty little head, Florizel is 

unperturbed:  

To this I am most constant,  

Though destiny says no. Be merry, gentle; 

Strangle such thoughts as these with anything 

That you behold the while. (II.45-48) 

Florizel requires Perdita to awaken her faith, but not just any faith. In Sicilia, faith consists of 

resignation to the “sacred wills” of Apollo’s order. Here, Florizel cajoles Perdita to trust against 

her better judgment and defy the “no” of “destiny.” This Bohemian belief is an anarchistic faith 

in the incalculable potential of uncertainty: because no outcome is absolutely sure, none is 

strictly impossible—especially the one wished for. After his affair is discovered and all seems 

hopeless, Florizel formulates a plan in accord with this precept: “I have / A vessel rides fast by, 

but not prepared / For this design” (II.505-7). In short, he plans to board his ship and hope for the 

best. As he tells Camillo, “we profess / Ourselves to be slaves of chance, and flies / Of every 

wind that blows” (II.544-46). The same uncertainty that paralyzed Leontes has become the 
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lovers’ sole possible means of deliverance.  

Shakespeare not only portrays this belief that, in Steven Mentz’s words, “wanderings will 

go right” (“Wearing Greene” 82), but also produces it—as the responses of critics and audiences 

from at least Hazlitt onward suggest. The upshot of the pastoral encounter is, as Rokonitz has 

argued, to “combat radical skepticism and reground trust” (125). This trust bears, believes, and 

endures all things, and is perfectly indifferent to likelihood, reason, and experience. It is not a 

rational strategy for problem-solving but an attitude to adopt in the face of uncertainty. “At 

bottom,” Rokonitz explains, “it is a matter of confidence, both in oneself and in others” (129).  

As in Leontes’s experience, uncertainty can be debilitating; however, with confidence, it 

is welcome. Many prefer gifts given with no discernible reason, relish a touch of ambiguity in 

(positive) denouements, and are happier when unsure of a secret admirer’s identity (Wilson et 

al.). In itself, uncertainty can be either intolerable or inspiring: a touch of suspense per se only 

intensifies other feelings that accompany it (Bar-Anan et al.). Expectation is malleable: it can be 

manipulated by deploying specific cues that, rightly or wrongly, suggest a favorable outcome. 

Confidence, that is, the particular affective spin that inspires a pleasurable relationship with the 

unknown, can be educed through artifice. There are, as it were, confidence arts. 

There were no confidence artists in Shakespeare’s England, as the term had not yet been 

coined. There were, however, rogues, sturdy beggars, versers, crossbiters, barnacles, taker-ups, 

curbers, lifts, markers, foists, nips, charms, wresters, barnards, and—of course—cony catchers. 

According to the Vagabonds Act of 1572 and the popular “rogue literature” of the day, these 

individuals made their living by gaining the confidence of their victims through various forms of 

duplicity and exploiting it to mercenary ends. The self-described “rogue” Autolycus very much 

belongs to this tradition. In fact, many of his exploits are directly taken from the cony-catching 
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pamphlets of Robert Greene (whose Pandosto provides the play’s plot).15 

The figure of the rogue was especially salient in Shakespeare’s England. The combined 

effects of rising population, changes in monetary policy, enclosure practices, expanding 

commercial webs, skyrocketing prices, declining real wages, and sporadic failed harvests 

produced more displaced vagabonds than perhaps ever before.16 Further, it had been but one 

generation since Henry VIII dissolved the abbeys and confiscated church assets, which not only 

displaced thousands of monks and nuns but also effectively dismantled the social security system 

that sustained the numberless poor.17 These conditions may well have provided incentive for 

creative means of self-sustenance. At the same time, these conditions were rendering large 

swaths of the population more susceptible to swindling. Because cozening stratagems are 

untenable in tight-knit communities policed by common acquaintance and word of mouth, cony 

catchers depend on access to unfamiliar and naïve populations, which the displacement, 

immigration, and urbanization of the age could readily accommodate (Dugatkin). 

 Such conditions may have fostered the rapid development of the rogue arts, though the 

question of the resemblance of literary cony catchers to their actually existing counterparts 

remains open.18 Whatever their historical reality, figural rogues evoked social anxieties, 

including those associated with the era’s well-documented fascination with identity as 

performance (stage actors were grouped among sturdy beggars, magicians, pickpockets, and 

other petty criminals by the Rogue Acts). As Craig Dionne and Steven Mentz have argued, “The 

underclass rogue in many ways inverted the image of the self-fashioned gentleman” (1).19 For 

Dionne, the real problem was not the petty crimes of the sturdy beggars (who feigned 

disabilities), dice-cheats, and stage actors; rather, their “true crime . . . was to remind everyone of 

the ephemeral nature of the social order” (“Fashioning” 55-56). In any case, the same conditions 
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could plausibly give rise to actual rogues preying upon vulnerable populations, literary rogues 

preying upon social anxieties, or, most likely, both. 

The rogue arts adapt to and vary with social, legal, economic, technological, and 

historical conditions. Indeed, these arts require constant adaptation and reconfiguration to stay 

current, convincing, and novel enough to be effective. There is, nonetheless, something abiding 

in what Gãmini Salgãdo described as “the shifts and stratagems of the Elizabethan dice-cheats” 

(37). Sturdy beggars, card sharks, pickpockets, magicians, big-con artists, and Ponzi schemers all 

employ variations of the same basic confidence trick. In Salgãdo’s estimation, “neither the 

practitioners nor the apparatus nor the victims have changed, except outwardly” (37). The 

process that underlies these “shifts and stratagems” have changed little because they engage 

evolved responses that have also changed little. Those schemes that persist are those that reliably 

exploit the quirks, heuristics, and biases inherent in human cognition. In short, they engage and 

hijack their victims’ inherent dispositions to engage in adjunctive play.  

Cony-catchers, like pastoral romancers, must elicit the expectation for a happy ending in 

the face of obvious risk. At the most basic level, they accomplished this by first capturing the 

cony’s attention, and then deftly manipulating it. Magicians call this type of manipulation 

“misdirection.” When focused on something particularly engaging, a cony’s brain suppresses 

neurons devoted to peripheral awareness, creating a “spotlight of attention” (Yao Chen et al.). 

For the neuroscientists Stephen Macknik and Susana Martinez-Conde, “the principle holds true 

for hearing, touch, other sensory systems, and even cognitive functions—for everything your 

brain does” (256). According to the pickpocket Apollo Robbins, the art of misdirection involves 

creating elaborate spatiotemporal objects or what he calls “frames.” For Robbins, “People tend to 

think of misdirection as the art of making someone look to the left while some fast move is 
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pulled on the right, but . . . it is more about force-focusing your spotlight of attention to a 

particular place and at a particular time.”20 Effective misdirection consists of nothing other than 

the production of spectacle. 

Autolycus, in his initial purse pinch, utilizes several overlapping frames that activate and 

manipulate the clown’s attention. To begin, Autolycus takes a lesson from Greene’s Second Part 

of Conny-catching, which notes that “Tearme-time” for the courts of Westminster is the 

“haruest” for “foists” (pickpockets). The reason is that “the poore Countrey Gentleman or 

Farmer is so busied with his causes, and hath his mind so full of cares . . . that the least thing in 

his thought is his purse” (D1v). Such so-called cognitive load can be a potent diversion, as 

humans are demonstrably inept at performing more than one cognitive task simultaneously 

(Lavie). Autolycus finds the bemused clown carefully but clumsily attempting to tally his wool 

profits and calculate quantities of party supplies though, as he admits, he “cannot do’t without 

counters” (4.3.36). Here, in what Macknik et al. has called “top-down attentional modulation,” 

“higher” cognitive processes distract the cony from the catch (875). 

Like any good magician, Autolycus relies on multiple frames. Not everyone is apt to fall 

for the same distractions, and any single misdirection is often insufficient. The second frame, 

also borrowed from Greene, is a “bottom-up” misdirection that engages subcortical affect 

systems. In Greene’s version, a foist (pickpocket) pretends to faint. A farmer comes to his 

assistance and, distracted by altruism, is thus relieved of his purse (Second Part C1r-v).  

The farmer, like most human adults, toddlers, and chimps, shows spontaneous sympathy 

when confronted with convincingly portrayed suffering of a presumed in-group member 

(Warneken et al.). This response is guided by what Panksepp calls the “Care system.” Just as the 

visual system blocks out the periphery when engaged with an especially fascinating object, the 
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Care system can inhibit peripheral awareness and force-focus attention.21 This process also can 

blind the cony to potential threats, reduce social anxiety, mute suspicion, and, in Panksepp and 

Lucy Biven’s judgment, inspire “confidence” (263). In his experience as the dupe of a 

confidence trick, the neuroeconomist Paul Zak recalls having been distracted by “a genuine 

desire to be of assistance. The poor guy . . . looked flustered, down on his luck, almost desperate. 

With the first words out of his mouth he asked for my help” (4). Likewise, when Autolycus sees 

his cony, he falls to ground and groans, “O help me, help me!” (4.3.52). The clown obliges, and 

pays with his purse. 

Autolycus has little trouble picking the clown’s pocket, but he also has a second audience 

to manipulate. With these other conies in mind, he must tread delicately. On the one hand, 

cultural norms influence an individual’s tolerance for sadistic spectacle, and many have enjoyed 

the real and simulated punishment of the supposedly deserving (Baumeister and Campbell 212-

13). Righteous indignation can suppress sympathy (Singer et al.), and Greene frames his rogues’ 

ploys as not entirely unjust punishments of petty vices. Conies are typically cozened by way of 

their own vanity, cupidity, or stupidity (for the pamphleteers, naivety is a justly punishable 

offense). With more virtuous victims, Greene minimizes the cony’s loss or viciously punishes 

the cozener with hanging, gelding, or pillorying—as witnessing a villain’s misfortunes can be, in 

terms of affective response, rewarding (De Quervain et al.; Takahashi et al.).  

On the other hand, these pleasures have limits. Though the moral sense can be persuaded 

to find much suffering justified, most humans do not enjoy observing the undeserved and 

unappeasable misery of a sympathetic in-group member (Batson et al.). Autolycus’s act is 

ambiguous: it exploits the clown’s stupidity, but also his altruism. For Barbara Mowat, “When 

Autolycus pretends to be in need of aid . . . , and when he caps that pretense by robbing the man 
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that ministers to him, he incarnates a figure presented in a host of texts as an evil disruptor” (64). 

Autolycus must use the utmost care, lest the severity of his transgression spoil the act’s pastoral 

tint.  

Ensuring that Autolycus’s mischief will not be perceived as out-and-out villainy requires 

a new frame for a new cony. After his purse-pinch, Autolycus engages the clown with what 

pickpockets call “patter,” supposedly divulging how and by whom he was beaten, robbed, and 

dressed in pauper’s rags (4.3.65-107). According to Maknik and Martinez-Conde, “Sleight of 

hand is of course critical to a pickpocket, but so is patter—the smooth and confident stream of 

commentary that can be used to hold, direct, or divide attention” (56). When the clown asks who 

assailed him, Autolycus complies:  

A fellow sir, that I have known to go about with troll-madams. I knew him once a servant 

of the prince . . . , but he was certainly whipped out of court. . . . He hath been since an 

ape-bearer, then a process-server—a bailiff—then he compassed a motion of the Prodigal 

Son, and married a tinkers’s wife within a mile where my land and living lies, and, 

having flown over many knavish professions, he settled only in rogue. Some call him 

Autolycus. (II.85-88, 92-98) 

Autolycus’s vivid account commands the clown’s attention and smoothens his escape, but his 

patter also has a second purpose. Unlike the clown, we know that Autolycus is describing and 

even identifying himself. Greene recounts a similar joke in which a “nip” (cutpurse) 

commissions an odd knife from a cutler. When asked its purpose, the nip answers, “tis to cut a 

purse withall.” The cutler, thinking him “a merry gentleman,” replies, “I cannot thinke you to be 

such a kind of man, I see you loue to iest.” Meanwhile, his purse is cut.22 Both Greene’s nip and 

Shakespeare’s Autolycus use patter to distract their conies within the story, but the addressee of 
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the joke per se is the audience. 

This joke can work as a top-down cognitive misdirection and engage bottom-up affect 

systems as well. The ability to imagine another’s perspective is known as “theory of mind,” and 

associated brain areas are activated by jokes with a shared third-party object (Feng et al.). As 

Freud intuited in his study of the joker/object/addressee triad, these “tendentious” jokes foster 

intimacy and possibly even an imagined identification with the joker (Joke 138-39). Indeed, 

ostensibly imparting a self-incriminating secret has long been a staple of the confidence arts. In a 

key moment of Greene’s first cony-catching tale, the “verser” gains the cony’s confidence by 

sharing a card trick that they, as far as the cony knows, use to cheat the “setter” and “barnacle,” 

who are in reality the cony-catcher’s confidants (A Notable Discouery A4v-B4r). Similarly, 

giving the “mark” a glimpse “behind the scenes” of a supposed scheme was a mainstay of 

twentieth-century big cons (Maurer 3-4). In both cases, the apparent intimacy of faux 

conspirators not only fosters trust but also inclines normally upright conies to dishonesty—

effects that have been replicated in lab settings (Gino and Galinsky). Most are apt to forgive 

Autolycus, and his confidential winks, which invite us to share his naughty pleasures, help 

explain why.  

Autolycus, for all of his charms, does not necessarily fool us. The astrologist and 

physician Simon Forman, whose account of The Winter’s Tale is the only surviving one of a 

Jacobean performance, was not taken in. After a synapsis of some plot points, he describes the 

“the rog that cam in all tottered” and takes away a ready moral for the play: “beware of trustinge 

feined beggars or fawninge fellouss.”23 Critical consensus would have it that Forman misses the 

point, but if so, he has good company. In Herman Melville’s The Confidence-Man, Frank 

Goodman draws a similar conclusion. The moment that supposedly troubles Frank immediately 
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follows Camillo’s betrayal of Florizel. In Frank’s account, Autolycus enters and, in what initially 

reads as a commentary on Florizel’s credulity, proclaims the very moral Forman drew:  

“‘Oh,’ cries Autolycus, as he comes galloping, gay as a buck, upon the stage, ‘oh,’ he 

laughs, ‘oh what a fool is Honesty, and Trust, his sworn brother, a very simple 

gentleman.’ Think of that. Trust, that is, confidence—that is, the thing in this universe the 

sacredest—is rattlingly pronounced just the simplest. And the scenes in which the rogue 

figures seem purposely devised for verification of his principles.” (178) 

Not only is Autolycus implicated here, but also his author and coconspirator. In Forman and 

Frank’s views, the lesson here is identical to the rogue pamphlets’: beware of trusting. As 

Dionne has argued, “the implicit message to the reader in many of these tales of cozenage is to 

guard one’s self from the urban stranger . . . by hiding one’s hometown, one’s intentions, one’s 

job, one’s place of residence, ultimately, any form of past association or origin” (“Fashioning” 

56). In other words, distrust, suspect, disbelieve. In a play about the necessity of trust, the 

conspicuous presence of this cony catcher that exploits that trust is an anomaly—that is, unless 

his presence is calculated to distract from a greater confidence game. 

Cony catchers often conceal their own transgressions by pointing out another’s. In The 

Defence of Conny Catching, Greene assumes the name Cuthbert Cunny-Catcher and rails against 

“R.G.” for exemplifying that “folly in man, that straine a Gnat, and lette passe an Elephant” 

(A4r). Cuthbert argues that moneylenders, millers, lawyers, pawnbrokers, adventurers, and 

tailors reproduce on a larger scale the essential violations of cony catchers—that is, feigning 

trustworthiness and perpetrating cheats. (The idea would spread: by the early seventeenth-

century, “cony-catching [would become] a commonplace metaphor for business” [Raymond 19]) 

Cuthbert’s point, however, is not only that the cony catcher serves as a scapegoat for 



 

92 

institutionalized exploitation, but also that Greene’s depictions themselves partake in a more 

pervasive confidence game. Greene, Cuthbert explains, is “a Conny-catcher in his kinde, though 

not at cards” (A4r). The cony-catching pamphlet enterprise employs the same supposed behind-

the-scenes glimpse that cony catchers rely on, and to the same effect. Greene’s representations of 

shifts and stratagems coalesce into a broad literary strategy, itself a means of catching conies.  

Having been warned of impending cozening not only fails to thwart the danger, but also 

can help facilitate it. Even vigilance can be distracting, as Greene acknowledges when he recalls 

the proverb that “the Foxe the more he is curst, the better hee fares” (Second Part B3r). 

Autolycus too warns of “cozeners abroad” and explains that “it behoves men to be wary” just 

before cozening the very conies he has just alerted (4.4.253-54). In lab settings, subjects that 

expect the unexpected from one quarter are more likely to overlook something from another 

(Simons). Magicians also exploit this quirk: by implying that a trick is performed by one means, 

it is more easily accomplished by another (even Houdini was fooled in this way).24 Similarly, the 

wariness that Autolycus’s petty larcenies elicit distracts from other, more insidious schemes.  

For Greene, even nips frown on cony catchers because the latter feign amity. There is 

something troubling, even to thieves, about one whom “at the first hand comes with a smiling 

face to embrace that man, whome presently he meanes to spoyle and coosen” (Second Part C2r). 

As Dionne has seconded, “the most heinous of crimes for the pamphleteer is not that of cheating 

the ‘cony’ . . . , but the practice of duplicity itself, of counterfeiting friendship” (“Playing” 45), 

that is, affecting affection. Autolycus partakes in this crime, but his infractions are misdemeanors 

compared to the felonies of those responsible for the play’s denouement. Camillo, a father figure 

to Florizel, abuses a lifelong trust when he double-crosses his charge. Paulina, for whom 

Leontes’s trust is no less implicit, stages the death of Hermione and subjects her king and 
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confidant to sixteen years of deception, deprivation, and emotional flagellation (“sadism,” 

according to Wilbur Sanders [52]). Autolycus did not fool Forman, but while Forman was 

straining gnats, elephants rumbled by with impunity. 

By these means, cony catching and comic romance are deeply intertwined. According to 

Mentz, Greene’s pamphlets can be enjoyed without trepidation because they reproduce the 

“wandering-recovery pattern of Elizabethan Romance.” Like a cony catcher, Greene is able to 

“establish an intimate relationship with his audience” and render “deceptive practices morally 

safe” by “guaranteeing that things will turn out happily, according to the generic rules of 

romance.”25 For Mentz, romance readers have been conditioned to expect that the green world’s 

tomfoolery will end happily, so Greene’s use of romance’s “rules” in his pamphlets evokes like 

expectations. There is undoubtedly much to this idea, but Mentz begs the question: we expect a 

happy ending because we expect a happy ending. Exactly how romances elicit this confidence in 

the first place exceeds the scope of Mentz’s inquiry, but The Winter’s Tale hints at an answer by 

inverting the causal relationship of the romance-cozening correlation. We do not tolerate the 

cony-catchers’ antics because of our expectations; rather, those antics shape our expectations.  

The Magic of Complicity 

  

Just before animating the statue of Hermione, Paulina informs her audience that “It is 

required / You do awake your faith” (5.3.94-95). It is not immediately clear why. Perhaps 

Hermione really died; perhaps Apollo really did inspire his oracle and punish “all of the 

instruments which aided to expose the child” (5.2.69-70); perhaps Paulina really did resurrect 

Hermione—but perhaps not. As Joan Hartwig has noted, though the play accepts a belief in the 

supernatural, it does not demand it (36). Unlike in his other plays of the period, Shakespeare 

allows for natural explanations for the events: No gods show themselves (as in Cymbeline or 
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Pericles) and there is no incontrovertible magic at work (as in The Tempest). Paulina insists that 

she is not “assisted / By wicked powers” (5.3.90-91), and she evokes no god, goddess, sprite, 

demon, or fairy. “Faith” seems to be exactly what the play does not require. Paulina resurrects a 

woman who was never dead; her real trick is to convince anyone that there is any trick at all.  

Paulina promises Leontes that she will “make the statue move indeed, descend / And take 

you by the hand,” but only “If you can behold it” (5.3.88-89, 87). Paulina’s “behold,” as was 

common in Shakespeare’s England, seems to mean something between our commonplace “see” 

and the more entrenched meaning to actively “contemplate with the eyes” (OED v 7.a). 

Presumably, Leontes would have very little trouble perceiving Hermione, whatever his belief. 

His manner of contemplating what he sees, however, is subject to framing, and Paulina seeks a 

specific response. For the magician Teller (of Penn & Teller), the pleasure of magic depends not 

only on the trick itself, but on how it aligns with the audience’s desire:  

Much of our life is devoted to understanding cause and effect. Magic provides a 

playground for those rational skills. It is the theatrical linking of a cause with an effect 

that has no basis in physical reality but that, in our hearts, ought to. It is rather like a joke. 

There is a logical, even if nonsensical, progression to it. When the climax of a trick is 

reached, there is a little explosion of shivery pleasure when what we see collides with 

what we know about physical reality. (qtd. in Macknik and Martinez-Conde 194) 

Magic not only violates our understanding of reality, it violates our understanding of reality in 

accord with the “ought” that resides “in our hearts.” When successful, a magic trick elicits a felt 

expectation for something impossible. It is “like a joke” in that it repays the comic wager that a 

given situation will end happily, despite having no apparent means of bringing it about. It elicits 

and exploits the primordial adjunctive faith of the infant who cannot fathom how her mother’s 
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disappearance results in her reappearance, but knows it will nonetheless.  

Shakespeare’s source, Greene’s Pandasto, ends with the discovery that the shepherdess is 

the king’s lost daughter. In The Winter’s Tale, it is only the first of two happy endings. Here, 

Perdita’s discovery is not staged, but rather relayed in two versions: one by a gentleman who was 

“commanded out of the chamber” at the commencement (5.2.5-6), and the second by Paulina’s 

steward, who was not. In substance, it is perfectly predictable, and it deviates little from what 

Frye called the “Menandrine formulas” of New Comedy (“Recognition” 237). The audience, of 

course, knows the truth all along, and the outcome is not particularly surprising. In accord with 

the stock devices, Perdita’s identity is confirmed by Hermione’s mantle and jewels, along with 

Antigonus’s letters and Perdita’s resemblance to her mother (5.2.36).  

The second account begins with a comment from another gentleman, Rogero, who 

highlights the affair’s implausibility: “This news which is called true is so like an old tale that the 

verity of it is in strong suspicion” (28-29). Here, the anodyne for Rogero’s suspicion is exactly 

what triggered Leontes’s, that is, “affection.” Perdita’s “affection of nobleness” confirms the 

veracity of her birth, and the steward’s subsequent description focuses on the players’ 

performances as such, how their gestures and intonations “seem” to covey emotion “as if” it 

were genuine (5.2.36). The meeting of Leontes and Polixenes resulted in “casting up of eyes, 

holding up of hands,” until Leontes, recalling the circumstances, suddenly falters “as if that joy 

were now become a loss” (5.2.49-50).26 He also praises the shepherd’s “innocence, which seems 

much” (63-64) and Paulina’s perfectly performed “noble combat . . . ‘twixt joy and sorrow” (73): 

She had one eye declined for the loss of her husband, another elevated that the oracle was 

fulfilled. She lifted the princess from the earth, and so locks her in embracing as if she 

would pin her to her heart, that she might no more be in danger of losing. (72-77) 
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 Even the gentleman, who did not see the event, remarks, “The dignity of this act was worth the 

audience of kings and princes, for by such it was acted” (78-79). The performance, according to 

the steward, was capped by “one of the prettiest touches of all,” which  

was when at the relation of the queen’s death, with the manner how she came to’t bravely 

confessed and lamented by the king, how attentiveness wounded his daughter till from 

one sign of dolour to another she did, with an ‘Alas’, I would fain say bleed tears; for I 

am sure my heart wept blood. Who was most marble there changed colour. (83-88) 

Throughout, the unfolding of events remains, as the steward acknowledges, “like an old tale 

still” (60). However implausible, the scene’s emotional salience was real enough, as effected by 

the “affection” of its actors.  

The scene conveys key information for the plot, namely, that “the king’s daughter is 

found” (5.2.23). The other 109 lines, however, serve another dramatic function: to frame 

Paulina’s forthcoming spectacle, that is, the prepare the audience to properly “behold” what 

follows. The rich description of the performances and audience response serves as models of 

what to look for and how to react. Further, its emphasis on the affair’s implausibility normalizes 

the implausible—and not just any implausible. The steward’s observation that “Who was most 

marble there changed colour” (II.88) anticipates Hermione’s transformation, and is only one of 

six like references. When Hermione first faints, Leontes assures himself that she “will recover” 

(3.2.147). The next is Perdita’s defense of her desire to bury her lover in flowers, as Florizel 

asks, “like a corpse?” “No,” she replies, “like a bank, for love to lie and play on, / Not like a 

corpse – or if, not to buried, / But quick and in mine arms” (4.4.129-32). Later, Paulina considers 

the notion of Perdita being found to be “as monstrous to our human reason / As my Antigonus to 

break his grave / And come again to me” (5.1.41-43). Soon after, Leontes imagines himself 
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remarried, “which would make [Hermione’s] sainted spirit / Again possess her corpse” and drive 

him (with Paulina’s eager approval) to murder his new wife (II.57-62).  

In the same way that Polixenes’ pregnancy metaphors provoked Leontes to suspicion, the 

series of allusions to animated or reanimated bodies creates a covert expectation by means of 

“priming.” For Macknik et al., “priming is a type of repetition effect in which the presentation of 

a stimulus that is similar to a target makes subsequent presentations of the target perceptually 

more salient. Priming is used experimentally, and by the magician, to affect the subject’s 

sensitivity to a later presentation of a particular stimulus” (877). This kind of priming covertly 

shapes the audience’s expectation,27 making the “miracle” at the play’s conclusion appear more 

probable, and palpable to thinking.  

Shortly after revealing the supposed statue, Paulina feigns to draw the curtain and conceal 

Hermione, “lest your fancy / May think anon it moves” (60-1). Against her explicit 

instructions—and very much because of them—her audience cannot fail to see color in the 

marble, quickness in death. Sure enough, Leontes sees it breathing, its veins bearing blood, and 

its eyes twitching (64-67). Paulina would have it that this confirms that “My lord’s almost so far 

transported that / He’ll think anon it lives” (69-70). Leontes, who had been driven mad by the 

mere possibility of dissemblance, finds himself begging to be deceived: 

                  O sweet Paulina, 

Make me to think so twenty years together. 

No settled senses of the world can match 

The pleasure of that madness. (70-73) 

Liberated from what Peter Platt has called “the epistemological tyranny of the rational” (153), 

Leontes is—once again—free to allow his fancies to dictate his reality.28 The “settled senses” 
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that Leontes sacrificed all for becomes a trifle in exchange for “The pleasure of that madness.” 

The pastoral cure has taken: intolerable uncertainty has been transformed into the foundation of 

happiness. It is, as Leontes realizes, “madness” or “affliction”; however, in accord with 

Petrarchan cliché, it is a “sweet” affliction (II.76).29 Leontes is agreeing to the perpetuation of an 

illusion; he cannot expect any more corporeal consummation than Petrarch did from his long-

dead Laura. To this Paulina offers no cure, but replies with an “I can afflict you further,” which 

Leontes impels her to “Do” (II.75). 

It is the first of three such encouragements Paulina elicits from Leontes. Like a 

confidence game or trauma narrative, Paulina’s trick requires complicity. Jesus—during his 

forty-day fast—was tempted by Satan three times to alleviate his wants by magical means, which 

would in effect align him with his tempter. Jesus declined. Leontes—during his own period of 

abstinence—is also offered relief three times, to which he thrice complies. Satan first tempts 

Christ with the prospect of transubstantiating stone into bread. Paulina, in her offer to prolong 

Leontes’s “affliction,” is rather offering Leontes a means to eat rocks and like it. But she soon 

promises something more authentically transformative. She asks that all onlookers either “Quit 

presently the chapel, or resolve you / for more amazement,” namely, to witness her “make the 

statue move indeed, descend / And take you by the hand” (II.86-88) and Leontes acquiesces. 

Paulina, however, restates the stakes to eliminate any ambiguity: 

     It is required 

You do awake your faith. Then all stand still. 

Or those that think it is unlawful business 

I am about, let them depart. (II.94-97) 

This move is taken directly from the cony-catcher’s art: Per Paulina’s terms, whoever chooses to 
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remain is implicated in what English law could condemn as a “fantasticall Imaginacion.”30 The 

“faith” she requires is not in the justice of the sacred wills or the benevolence of being or even 

the reality of magic; rather, this “faith” is absolute complicity in the “business” at hand, however 

“unlawful.” “Proceed,” replies Leontes (97). 

Hermione descends amidst an audience primed with two competing schemata: on the one 

hand, the impossibility, “monstrous to our human reason,” of resurrected corpses and coloring 

marble; and on the other, a vague but palpable expectation of that very impossibility. If all goes 

right, the result ought to be the “little explosion of shivery pleasure when what we see collides 

with what we know” that Teller associates with magic. For T.G. Bishop, at least, the visceral 

experience of “release” is “almost overwhelming” (161). 

It is a trick. Paulina elicits her audience’s “wonder”—but this wonder results from her 

deft framing of the otherwise humdrum spectacle of a perfectly alive woman standing not quite 

still enough to be a convincing statue (5.3.22). The “release” Bishop described is the product of 

what for Wilbur Sanders is “one of the most distracted, fumbled, urgent inclusions Shakespeare 

ever permitted himself” (119). The whole edifice is built upon the very affection that triggered 

Leontes’s madness at the onset. A second visit to the oracle would reveal that Perdita’s nobleness 

is “affection,” Leontes’s sorrow “performed” (5.3.1), the miracle an illusion, Paulina a self-

serving fraud, and Camillo a base betrayer. When, as Leontes promises, “Each one demand and 

answer to his part / Performed in this wide gap of time since first / We were dissevered” (153-

54), Leontes will learn that his newfound happiness is the product of dissemblance and chance.  

Nothing of the kind will ever trouble Leontes. As usual, Shakespeare’s comedy concludes 

in what Harry Berger has called “the nick of time,” before the bricolage of supposed happiness 

collapses under the weight of its own contradictions (24). We—the other audience—are similarly 
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spared the tedium of the aftermath. We too have been duped by skillfully deployed cues, 

misdirections, and synthesized emotions—that is, by the art of cony catching, the tropes of 

romance, the magic of theatre. Our “wonder” lies not in the supposed reality of miracles, but in 

“the pleasure of that madness” of believing anyway (II.73). This pleasure is the upshot of being 

well deceived. In fact, in that it is a counterfactual apprehension, it is only possible through 

deception. It is, perhaps necessarily, the result of a confidence trick. 

For a true cony catcher, purses and profits are fine things, but the coup de théâtre is the 

success of the deception itself.31 When perfectly caught, the cony is relieved of all ready money 

and movable property, yet is no wiser. As Greene describes one freshly fleeced, “although he 

was sore nipt on the head, with this hard Fortune, yet he brookt it with patience, and little 

suspected that his Countrey man the Setter had sifted him” (Second Part CV1). We will not be so 

nipped, but we are nonetheless duped. What we have actually witnessed is imposture, betrayal, 

and affection. What we have apprehended, however, is nothing but jollity: a return of spring, a 

release, a pastoral cure. Having imbibed our sleepy drinks, we proceed in perfect confidence that 

all that Bohemian sunshine, good food, and guiltless sex that Spolsky prescribed will not leave 

us sunburnt, bloated, and debauched (17).  

To be sure, there is something sordid in this affair. In The Winter’s Tale, the idea of a 

world ordered by a rational and just principle that brings coherence to chaos, solace to suffering, 

and purpose to adversity is the product of delusional post hoc confabulations—when it is not of 

outright deception. Opportunism is ubiquitous, joy fleeting and illusory, altruism a form of 

stupidity, and trust an invitation to betrayal. The triumph of Shakespeare’s romance is its ability 

sustain and provoke an unfounded adjunctive belief that things will, by some impossibility or 

other, come round despite it. For the consumer of such fiction, the awakened “faith” is less the 
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affirmation “I believe!” than the implicit demand to “lie to me!”  

And it is this, the obscene idiocy of romance, that Samuel Richardson, in his Clarissa, 

takes to task. 

 

Notes  

1 Unless otherwise noted, all quotations from The Winter’s Tale are from John Pitcher’s 

Arden edition. 

2 See Pitcher, Introduction (40) and Hunt (17). The actor and director Harley Granville-

Barker has argued that Leontes’s words’ “meaning could never have been plain to any immediate 

listener” and their complexity “is used to express the turmoil of his mind” (78). J. H. P. Pafford 

similarly has concluded that “the speech is meant to be incoherent” (Appendix 165). At the very 

least, the passage seems to be an extreme example of what Russ McDonald has called 

Shakespeare’s late work’s “contorted, divagatory style” (114) that James Shapiro has claimed is 

“often too difficult, too knotty, and for some too self-indulgent on Shakespeare’s part” (185). 

3 As in, “the act of affecting or assuming artificially,” OED n2 

4 Despite a perennial popularity of the source material—Robert Greene’s Pandasto 

remained popular enough for Robert Lovelace to blame the fire in Clarissa on his maid’s 

enthrallment with it—The Winter’s Tale fell into disfavor. Ben Jonson and John Dryden detested 

it, Alexander Pope suspected it was not penned by Shakespeare, and the play went some 160 

years without being staged. The play proved similarly discordant with the conventions of 

eighteenth-century novelistic realism. Charlotte Lennox, in the first major critical discussion of 

the play, preferred Greene’s version as it provided obvious motivation for the outburst of 
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jealousy. Early twentieth-century critics like Sir Walter Raleigh and Sir Author Quiller-Couch 

objected on similar grounds. See Hunt for an extended discussion. See also Boswell, esp. 233 

5 Leontes’s 10% paternal certainty rate is an oddly persistent myth—one that has received 

relatively recent support from some evolutionary psychologists, media outlets, and paternal 

advocacy groups—that does not hold up under scrutiny (Gilding). Kinsey et al. found that 25% 

of wives (and 36% of husbands) reported that they had cheated on their spouses. More recently, 

Laumann, et al. found a rate 12.6% for women born between 1933 and 1952 and 26.2% for 

women born between 1953 and 1974. DNA testing has suggested that, depending on location, 

somewhere between 0.3% (Switzerland) and 11.5% (Neuvo León, Mexico) of children were not 

sired by their ostensible fathers. However, the rate soars to 20-30% in situations of low paternity 

confidence (i.e., supposed fathers are suspicious for any given reason), and that rate seems to 

hold across cultures (Anderson). In terms of sheer probability, if the sexual habits in the world of 

the play are analogous to ours, Leontes is only 70-80% irrational. For the Swiss study see Sasse 

et al.; for Neuvo León, see Cerda-Flores et al.  

6 Since in my reading it is Hermione’s, I gloss “intention” as the more commonly used 

senses of directed cognitive attention or purpose and not the “intensity” or “intensification” 

(OED n I.1.8) sometimes evoked by commentators and editors to sidestep the idea that insanity 

would be attributed with a will of its own. 

7 Most editors omit the colon between “With what’s unreal: thou coactive art,” which 

imbues the sense of “coactive” as “acting in concert; acting or taking place together,” a sense 

that the OED relies on this passage and this omitted colon for its chief instance of what it labels 

as a rare use (OED adj. 2). The semantic effect of the omitted colon and the singular sense of 

coactive is thus the redundant “you conjoin with what’s unreal, you conjoin with (“fellow’st”) 
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nothing.” In the version cited by the OED, the following “fellow’st” is emended to “follow’st” 

which solves this redundancy, but the emendation is not widely adopted. By far the most 

common use of “coactive” in Shakespeare’s English and beyond is “coercive” or “compulsory.” 

Ward therefore glosses “you are a coercive force,” which I find compelling (552). 

8 “Commission” here is more commonly read in the sense of authorization, license, warrant 

or what can be allowed. Though Shakespeare used “commission” in this way (cf., 1 Henry IV, 

3.2.87 or Henry VIII, 2.4.1), its use here is not as clear. In the affectio/brain fever/passion 

reading, the sense then imbues the involuntary madness with, as Ward puts it, “going beyond its 

brief or function” (553) or similarly exceeding its authority. That affects would receive any kind 

of proper “commission” here seems to add a layer of complexity and nuance of administrative 

government to Leontes’s ad hoc model of the mind that doesn’t receive any additional support 

elsewhere. Hermione seems a better candidate for a commission, and the conjoining it refers to 

would be unauthorized if the “something” is Polixenes. It may be that Leontes is simply a bit 

vague in his makeshift conceit, but I read “commission” in the sense of “sin of commission” or 

“an act (offense, crime) committed; a performance” (OED n1 12.b). 

9 “Hardening of my brows” is typically glossed as growing cuckold’s horns. It may simply, 

as Ward puts it, “have the more natural sense of ‘producing a deep frown’” (553), with “brows” 

referring to countenance, as Hermione does six lines later when she tells Leontes, “You look / As 

if you held a brow of much distraction” (2.1.150-1). I read “brow” in its metonymic sense of “the 

seat of the facial expressions of joy, sorrow, shame, anxiety, resolution, etc.” (OED n 5.b).  

10 A related alternative explanation for this kind of desire is evident in Sai Goddam and Ogi 

Ogas’s study of so-called cuckold porn. Though they cannot positively determine what the 

interest of the viewers are or with whom they are identifying in the scenarios, but their follow up 
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investigation of personal ads indicates that there is at least some market for so-called “bulls” to 

have intercourse with wives and girlfriends while the husbands and boyfriends watch. The focus 

of the fantasy is the immense adequacy of the cuckolder, complete with the socio-racial 

trappings of thereof: “tattooed bikers” and “well built, well hung black [men]” constitute the 

norm for “bulls” in both porn scenarios and personal ads (180, 182). In many animal species, 

including dogs, mice, kangaroos, deer, owls, beetles and possibly humans, the specter of a 

proximate viable sexual competitor triggers an increased amount of sperm produced, “premature 

ejaculation, more vigorous thrusting, and multiple ejaculations” (183), as well as the perhaps less 

surprising inclinations to violent behavior directed toward the rivals.  

11 This episode especially lends itself to psychoanalytic allegory: In his crisis, Leontes’s 

desires are bound up with the vicissitudes and instability of the “mother’s” desire, and has 

become hysteric. When Apollo strikes down his son and wife, Leontes is relieved from his 

paranoiac omnipotent fantasy vis-a-vis the evocation of “law” of the “father.” That relief is 

mediated by an at least partially unrecoverable traumatic loss (i.e., “castration), in this case, his 

son. He also willingly accepts Paulina’s regime of penitent chastity, which makes the 

“castration” metaphor almost literal in effect.  

12 I revert to the Folio’s punctuation here (reversing the generally accepted emendations of 

“clamour!” for “clamour?” and “ever!” for “ever.”), though I retain Pitcher’s spelling.  

13 See Richard McNally’s Remembering Trauma and the more recent The Memory Illusion 

by Julia Shaw for discussions. 

14 The “sunny day” observation is Spolsky’s (quoted in Rokonitz), 9. 

15 Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch is the earliest critic I have found to draw the connection between 

Autolycus and Greene’s cony-catching pamphlets (xxii). Kenneth Muir (275-76), Barbara 
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Mowat, and Steven Mentz (“Wearing Greene”) have elaborated on the idea. Stephen Greenblatt 

(371) and John Pitcher (“‘Some call him Autolycus’”) have proposed a somewhat different 

connection, linking Autolycus with the characterization of Shakespeare as the “upstart crowe” in 

Groatsworth of Witte, long (and perhaps wrongly) attributed to Greene.  

16 See Patricia Fumerton, 5-6; Craig Muldrew; and David Graeber, 309-14. 

17 See Paul A. Slack; Paul A. Fideler; and A.L. Beier for discussions.  

18 James Sharp concludes that “the literary image of the Elizabethan vagrant evaporates as 

soon as court records are examined” (143), but the correlation between actually existing vagrants 

and cozeners and their literary representations remains contested. This is especially true if we 

take the pamphleteers seriously when they point out that since cozeners, like twentieth-century 

confidence men, elicit the complicity of their victims, they could or would only rarely be 

reported, let alone prosecuted. Greene’s pamphlets also hint at possible collusion between cony 

catchers and law officers (A Notable Discouery B4r). 

19 See also Anupam Basu. 

20 Macknick and Martinez-Conde paraphrase Robbins (267). 

21 See the “Virtual Play” section of chapter 1. 

22 The story appears in two pamphlets. I condense both here. The Second Part, C2r; The 

Third and Last Part, D3r. 

23 Transcript in Pafford, xxii. 

24 See the account in Macknik and Martinez-Conde, 28-29. 

25 “Magic Books” 253, 241; “Wearing Greene” 85.  

26 In Pandosto, the king is even more convincing his performance of sorrow. Recalling his 

dead wife and the immense harm he had caused, he “fell into a melancholy fit and, to close up 
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the comedy with a tragical stratagem, he slew himself” (445).  

27 This repetition effect works on implicit memory systems: that is, the ability to learn 

without consciously recalling what was learned from. For example, anterograde amnesiacs (who 

are unable to form any new episodic or semantic memories) show behavioral modifications 

consistent with the effects of priming, even though it is not possible for them to remember what 

the priming tasks were (Kolb and Whishaw 494-95). It is also distinct from “social priming,” the 

possibly fallacious notion that complex behaviors can be elicited by subliminal cues. See Abbott. 

28 See also Landau and Boecker. 

29 Cf. “ond´ è sì dolce ogni tormento?” in Rime sparse (132.4). 

30 The 1572 act against “Roges Vacaboundes and Sturdy Beggars” is most famous for 

criminalizing unlicensed actors, but its targets included many other practitioners of many thought 

to be “using subtyll craftye or unlawfull Games or Playes” and “such lyke fantasticall 

Imaginacions”: beggars feigning afflictions, dice and card cheats, itinerant entertainers, 

unlicensed specialized laborers, traveling peddlers, and practitioners of physiognomy, palmistry, 

“or other abused Scyences” (14 Elizabeth c. 5). 

31 Manfred Kets de Vries has suggested that, for imposters, “financial gain should probably 

be looked at as a means to an end . . . . Psychological gratifications often seem to be much more 

important” (668). 

CHAPTER 3  

THE ETIOLOGY OF COMIC TRAUMA IN RICHARDSON’S CLARISSA 

A Natural History of Rape-Romance  

 
Who but fond Woman, giddy heedless Women, would thus expose her 

Virtue to Temptation? I see, I know my Danger, yet I must permit it: 

Love, soft bewitching Love will have it so, that cannot deny what my 

feebler Honour forbids; . . . I long for my Undoing. 
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                                                                      –Aphra Behn’s Silvia 

 

 

On June 19, 2011, the self-described men’s rights activist Paul Elam posted an article 

entitled “Study Reveals Female Rape Victims Enjoyed the Experience.” At its head is an image 

of a scantily clad, mammary-enhanced, and distinctly oily young woman sprawled on a crumpled 

scarlet satin sheet. She is clutching chains casually draped around her wrists, and her face 

expresses the quintessential pornographic glaze that equally suggests erotic rapture and catatonic 

boredom. The article cites a “study” that claimed “the majority – 57% – of women that were 

raped on college campuses, reported feelings that were described as ‘positive’ and ‘satisfied,’ 

about the experience [sic].” Moreover, “38% of the respondents reported a desire to repeat the 

experience, some obsessively so.” The whole idea is, of course, preposterous. The statistics are 

phantoms called from the vasty deep, the supposed source makes no such claims, and the whole 

article is a self-admitted hoax. It is nonetheless disturbing. As the outraged responses on the 

article’s comment board suggest, it is somehow not preposterous enough. 

In another article, the self-described feminist Tracie Egan admits to a “recurring rape 

fantasy.” As she explains, “It gets really tiresome always being the one in charge . . . . I guess 

that’s why I find myself wishing that my typically sugary-sweet sexual encounters were 

sometimes peppered with assault.” Egan then recounts her attempt to hire an escort to fulfill that 

wish. Perhaps inevitably, the enterprise was hamstrung by internal contradiction. The prostitute 

took a genuine liking to her, and when he attempted to decline his wages, Egan had to explain, “I 

didn’t want to get raped for free, . . . the exchange of money was the only way I’d be able to 

maintain the small amount of power I needed to feel comfortable.” She proved to have more 

control than she wished. Exasperated by his premature ejaculation, she terminated her tryst—

amidst her assailant’s excuses and apologies—by dismissing him from her apartment. 



 

 
108 

Both articles relate quixotic attempts to abolish a fine but absolute distinction between 

two phenomena: rape and rape fantasy. Elam’s fabricated statistics mirror the results of actual 

studies regarding coeds’ fantasy lives, but his conflation reveals the folly of mistaking the stuff 

of fantasy for actual wishes.1 Complementing Elam’s theory is Egan’s practice, in which the 

boundless excess of imaginary jouissance runs headlong into the banal semantic truth that one 

cannot, strictly speaking, consent to being raped. Even so, many women have found pleasure in 

imagined rape and associated horrors (e.g., abduction, beatings, starvation, imprisonment, 

enforced prostitution). As Helen Hazen has argued, “there is plentiful evidence that both rape 

and a broader spectrum of seemingly unpleasant impositions are forced on women by themselves 

for the sheer sake of enjoyment” (17). Hazen finds her evidence in that most popular and 

maligned literary genre, written primarily for women by women, the romance novel. 

To be sure, plenty of romance novels make no mention of sex, consensual or otherwise. 

Neither rape nor sex is essential to the genre, but it has repeatedly proven amenable to the 

attempted or accomplished rape of the protagonist.2 The first romance novel treated by Pamela 

Regis in The Natural History of the Romance Novel, Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (1740), 

chronicles the abduction of the heroine and an onslaught of attempts on her virtue by her future 

beloved husband. In E.M. Hull’s The Sheik (1921), which Regis has called “the ur-romance of 

the twentieth-century,” the hero acquaints himself with the heroine by kidnapping and raping her 

(115, 123). For Candy Tan and Sarah Wendell, the first “modern” romance is Katherine 

Woodiwiss’ The Flame and the Flower (1972), which commences in similar fashion. A 

profusion of rape-romances accompanied the exponential rise in romance novels’ popularity in 

the 1970s and 1980s. In the pre-1987 romances examined by Carol Thurston, roughly half 

contain a portrayal of rape (78).3 By the 1990s, changing taste, feminist outrage, and publishers’ 
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pressure all but abolished “forced seductions” from mainstream romance. More recently, 

however, erotic romance (e.g., E.L. James’s Fifty Shades of Grey), independent publishers, the 

internet, and e-readers have facilitated its resurgence (Gaddam and Ogas 87-94). Most romance 

novels do not contain rapes; however, its periodic recurrence in the history of the genre raises a 

question, as Hazen frames it, “why can so many women treat rape in romantic terms?” (84). 

For some of popular feminism’s most influential figures, rape fantasy is the product of 

institutionalized social oppression that normalizes sexual violence and delimits the sphere of 

women’s imagination. As with other objectionable staples of the romance novel—e.g., 

aggressive heroes, passive heroines, and idealized heterosexual pair bonds—women are coerced 

into enjoying coercion.4 Germaine Greer accused romance aficionados of “cherishing the chains 

of their bondage” (176), and Susan Brownmiller described the rape-romance fantasy as “a pitiful 

effort on the part of young girls, as well as older women, to find their sexuality within the 

context of male sexuality” (325). Later critics have followed Carol Thurston, Janice Radway, and 

Tania Modleski in teasing out the implications of this hypothesis. More recent empirical queries, 

informed by evolutionary biology and the brain sciences, have complimented and complicated 

these insights.5 Though science can only speak obliquely to whether rape and romance fantasies 

are “pitiful,”6 there is every indication that Brownmiller was essentially correct: these fantasies 

function to situate affective promptings in culturally available cognitive schemata—that is, they 

frame feelings in palpable scenarios. These frames are ideological constructions: they are plastic, 

variable, and contingent. They are not, however, wholly arbitrary.  

Female sexuality is a relatively complex affair. While monosexual men have generally 

stable sexual preferences (e.g., male or female), women often exhibit what the gender theorist 

Lisa Diamond has called “sexual fluidity.”7 Males have much more consistent “subjective-
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genital arousal concordance” than females (Jones; Fairclough and Goodwin). When a self-

identified gay man views two men having sex, his genitals will usually confirm his preference, 

while non-preferred stimuli such as female-female sex elicits little or no response. Women are 

more complex: in one study, subjects viewed videos of sexual acts between woman and woman, 

woman and man, man and man, and bonobo and bonobo. While the males’ genitals responded in 

accord with their stated preferences, the females’ bodies responded to all of the stimuli 

(including bonobos)—though their subjective arousal was limited to their preferred sex and 

species (Chivers et al.; Chivers and Bailey). Similarly, in a related study, women showed 

substantial genital—but not subjective—responses to staged consensual sexual violence and 

nonconsensual sexual assault (Suschinsky and Lalumière). 

These results do not suggest that women either will not admit to or do not know what 

they really want. Nor do they imply that female desire is especially liable to conscious control. 

They simply suggest that female sexuality is not reducible to physiology. For example, the 

panacea for erectile dysfunction (sildenafil citrate) can arouse a woman’s genitals, but not her 

desire. Conversely, a victim of sexual assault can experience a bodily response consistent with 

sexual arousal—even orgasm—without her consenting to or enjoying the act.8 Female sexuality 

is, as Roy Baumeister has argued, more of a “cultural construct” than its male counterpart. At the 

same time, it is not wholly disconnected from physiology. Sexual pleasure is not reducible to 

bodily response, but it requires it. A female’s sexuality is a complex negotiation of nonconscious 

physiological reactions, semi-conscious affective dispositions, conditioned responses to 

situational cues, and a conscious assessment of a situation’s compatibility with her attitudes, 

beliefs, and values. The coordination of these involuntary responses of body and midbrain with 

cultural conventions and personal convictions is accomplished in the always murky, often 
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contradictory, sometimes disturbing, and occasionally terrifying world of female fantasy.  

Much depends on a woman’s desire: the reproductive success and emotional wellness of 

individuals as well as whole social configurations rely on her sexual proclivities. Reproductive 

regulation is of great concern for many animals with complex social organizations, including 

humans. Though specifics vary widely, every known human culture prescribes and proscribes 

specific sexual behaviors. In early modern Europe, this desire to regulate extended into the realm 

of fantasy, as those fantasies were inscribed and made public in the budding age of mechanical 

reproduction. In fact, women’s literature may have been condemned even before it existed. Early 

modern romances—Italian novellas, the Iberian romances, and the English prose romances of the 

Sidneys, John Lyly, Barnabe Rich, Thomas Lodge, and Robert Greene (“the Homer of Women,” 

quipped Thomas Nashe)—were and often are still assumed to have been enjoyed especially and 

primarily by women.9 Helen Hackett, however, has argued that the commonplace association of 

romance with women may have originated not in actual reading habits, but from “imagined 

female readers” that required protection from “the dangers that might ensue if literate women got 

hold of romances” (10). Hackett might be fairly accused of taking the absence of evidence of 

female readership as evidence of absence, but at the very least the imagined female reader 

emerged alongside any actual ones, and the fear itself was real enough.10 

Assuredly, men were also warned off of romance reading, in forms ranging from 

moralistic diatribes to ostensibly self-deprecating prefaces by the romance authors themselves.11 

For Patricia Parker, moralists found an analogous threat to the emasculating enchantresses of the 

romance epic (e.g., Tasso’s Armida, Ariosto’s Alcina, or Spenser’s Acrasia), and the romance 

itself was seen as a light and loose female body inviting perusal (26). Elsewhere, as in Greene’s 

Penelope’s Web—ostensibly the idle stories Penelope and her servants swapped while 
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unraveling her tapestry—the digressive, fanciful, and lascivious stories associated with the 

gossip of the lower orders purported to allow a peek into women’s private sphere (Hackett 11-

12). Romances, like seducing sorceresses, distracted from manly endeavors and serious reading. 

Women faced a different danger. Men were discouraged from romances because they 

ought to be learning, women for what they might learn. Even in the proto-romance novels known 

as amatory fiction, seducers corrupt their targets with romances. For critics and moralists, then as 

now, the romance reader was (and is) impossibly naïve and incapable of discerning fantasy from 

reality (e.g., Northanger Abbey’s Catherine). The danger, however, was not only that romance 

would estrange female Quixotes from reality, but also that it would provide a taste of what 

moralists assumed they had—in perfect obliviousness—always already desired. Romance did not 

inscribe vice on a tabula rasa, but rather awakened an innate depravity, or what Richardson’s 

Lovelace calls “the woman” within.12 As Jocelyn Catty has noted, “the fear that female sexuality 

once unleashed can prove insatiable” inspired much concern (163). Beneath the veneer of the 

obedience, chastity, and silence of patriarchal prescription lurked that shrewish, fickle, 

compulsively promiscuous chatterbox targeted by the popular misogynistic pamphlets of the 

time. The only thing keeping this woman in line was her ignorance of all things “woman.” 

Women’s amatory romances differ significantly from their male-authored precedents.13 

For all of the charms of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, it is seldom accused of 

accurately portraying the nuances of subjective female desire. Nonetheless, one can plausibly 

trace a genealogy by which many romance conventions were appropriated, modified, inverted, 

and perverted to become what Linda Barlow has called the “psychological maps” of “the 

emotional landscape of women” that is the romance novel (57). This history can roughly be 

traced through the Elizabethan “female complaint” poetry, Lady Mary Wroth’s Urania, Margaret 
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Cavendish, and the amatory fiction of Aphra Behn, Delarivier Manley, and Eliza Haywood. 

Through the crucible of popular reception and their own instincts and sensitivities, these authors 

found a way to render the topoi of romance—such as seduction, betrayal, abandonment, torture, 

confinement, and rape—palatable to a broad female readership. 

Amatory romance adopted romance’s conventions, but selectively. Lavish accounts of 

combat and vivid images of monstrous female genitalia are absent, while impulsive, aggressive, 

promiscuous men, women’s luxuriant suffering, and “the troping of rape as an expression of love 

or uncontrollable desire” remain (Catty 28). Other options were available. Victim-heroines had 

to outcompete women warriors (e.g., Spenser’s Britomart), adventurous transvestites (e.g., 

Cavandish’s rapist-shooting heroine in Assaulted and Pursued Chastity), and female rakes (e.g., 

Behn’s Miranda). Likewise, amatory romance selected its hero and relationship dynamic from 

several available types. In Spenser’s romance epic, the (eventually) chaste and chivalrous knight 

Redcrosse, unnerved by a spell-induced sex dream and beguiled by the enchantress Duessa, 

abandons his lady Una to the Saracens, sorcerers, and satyrs of Fairieland. Despite this, Una’s 

devotion never falters, Redcrosse comes round, and the two are betrothed. This, evidently, is a 

male fantasy. If this were an amatory romance, Una—exasperated with Redcrosse’s gynophobic 

histrionics—would find herself drawn to her abductor, the darkly enigmatic Sansloy (“without 

law”). After much distress and copious suffering, Una would discover she has always loved the 

wily Saracen, and he her. Amatory fantasy grudgingly consents to heteronormative monogamy, 

but only if it is, in Egan’s terms, “peppered with assault.” For good reason Toni Bowers asks, 

“What function could such negative formulae serve for amatory fiction’s readers, most of whom 

were women, that would keep them endlessly coming back for more?” (62).  

To be sure, this romance fantasy is a historically specific cultural construction, but it is 
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one that must conform to what Janice Radway has called “real female needs” (138). Constructing 

romance fantasy also involves discovering what cues reliably stimulate the evolved subcortical 

architecture of desire. The selective pressures of consumer capitalism helped facilitate this 

discovery, as demand dictated much of what professional amatory authors produced. Market 

forces are by no means free from ideology, and clever marketing has always nudged consumer 

choice, but the enduring appeal of this romance fantasy is no mirage of false consciousness. For 

Bowers, “Augustan amatory fictions are the direct ancestors of modern supermarket romances.” 

Both feature “sexually demanding men and innocent, desirable, passive women” and insist “that 

sexual violence, correctly interpreted, reveals or engenders love” (59).14 Bowers underestimates 

the scope of “supermarket romances”—heroes can be bashful and not all heroines are virgin 

wards—but the dynamic she identifies abides often enough. As Barlow and Jayne Krentz have 

argued, “the books that hit the bestseller lists are invariably those with plots that place an 

innocent young woman at risk with a powerful, enigmatic male” (19-20). What Mary Jo Putney 

has called the “dark romance” foregrounds, and indeed relishes, the inherent peril. Deborah Lutz 

has found the “dangerous lover” in this scenario “everywhere.” He “stretches his pained 

existence back to Elizabethan and Jacobean tragedy and forward to the mass-market paperback 

and to, well, all points in between. . . . The dangerous lover narrative has become the 

conventional way to represent erotic desire and romantic love” (ix, xi). Romance readers have 

long been drawn to this dark hero’s portentous encounter with an exquisitely vulnerable heroine. 

Many amatory romance plots manifest the danger latent in this dynamic. Female fiction’s 

most striking appropriation from romance is of sexual violence, and its most delicate task is to 

“[transform] rape narratives by interpolating into them active female desire”—that is, to make a 

place for rape in fantasy (Catty 215). According to many present-day authors, romance readers 
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enjoy rape and other deprivations just as “consumers of thrillers, westerns, and detective fiction[] 

enjoy being beaten up, tortured, shot, stabbed, dragged by galloping horses, and thrown out of 

moving vehicles” (Clair 85). The pleasure is not in the ordeal, but in having triumphed over it, 

which the romance novel’s conventions all but guarantee. The psychoanalyst Helene Deutsch 

found a similar trajectory in “conscious masochistic rape fantasy,” in which “the attack as well as 

the overpowering of the girl’s will constitute the erotic element.” This “masochistic act” is often 

followed by “the amorous act,” which “supplies all the delight of being loved and desired” (255). 

This framing the sexual violence attempts “an effacement of trauma or female suffering” (which 

critics typically endeavor to, as with a “repressed” memory, recover).15 Hazen makes the same 

point more sympathetically: “If an average woman imagines the pain of being raped, she will 

extend it to wipe out the abuse by its transformation into love” (99). Accordingly, as in peek-a-

boo theory’s mastery hypothesis, if a happy ending is confidently expected, the pleasure of the 

mother’s reappearance is proportional to the intensity and duration of the overcome adversity. 

This view aptly describes the hedonic rewards of restored consonance, but undervalues 

the pleasures of contingency. Romance, like gambling, utilizes an element of apparent pure 

chance for maximal dopaminergic stimulation. Gamblers appreciate an illusion of control, but 

like other primates, quickly tire of predictable outcomes.16 The pleasures of peek-a-boo, 

gambling, and comedy rely on the belief that even when a situation exceeds our ability to 

intervene or illusion of control, the circle will somehow square. For Regis, this moment is a 

mytho-poetic “point of ritual death,” akin to Hades’s archetypal rape of Persephone, in which 

“the hoped-for resolution” appears “absolutely impossible” (35). Rape in romance is such a 

“ritual death,” a point of loss of conscious control, in which one can rely only on blind hope. 

Like other submission fantasies, romance rape appeals to what the sex researcher Meredith 
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Chivers has called “the wish to be beyond will, beyond thought. To be all in the midbrain.”17 The 

fantasy is not so much of an act committed against one’s will, but “beyond,” beneath, or without 

it. Fantasy rape is not really rape, but there is much representational overlap: it requires a 

suspension of conscious control, which can only occur against the heroine’s judgment, that is, by 

overcoming cognitive resistance via seduction or physical resistance via rape. There are women 

that want to be raped, but they want to be raped in the precise sense that an infant, involved in a 

game of peek-a-boo, wants her mother to disappear. 

The actual or figurative rape of the heroine, however, is only part of the fantasy. Amatory 

romances stage a dilemma specific to female humans: a conflict between what the subcortical 

mate-appraisal system wants and what the rational faculties know it needs. In a shared ethos of 

amatory romance and evolutionary anthropology, a certain type of male triggers involuntary 

affective or bodily responses. Certain males exhibit cues that, in evolutionary terms, reliably 

signaled an ideal mate: e.g., symmetry, health, strength, status, prowess, and the ability to 

acquire and secure resources. Such males can parlay their allure into a plethora of short-term, 

low-cost sexual encounters, and prolific mating with numerous partners can be a successful 

strategy for perpetuating their selfish genes. Evolutionary psychologists call these males “cads,” 

and Richardson calls them “rakes.” As Richardson’s Anna Howe attests, “These [rakes] are the 

very fellows, that we women do not naturally hate” (Letters 87).18 There is enough correlation to 

suggest caddish behavior itself may have become a cue of genetic desirability. As Lovelace 

notes, “half the female world [is] ready to run away with a rake, because he is a rake” (703).19 

Rakes, however, present risks. Because birthing and caring for huge-headed, immobile, 

and painfully slow-developing infants present significant challenges, forming stable pair bonds 

can, in certain social configurations, offer several advantages. Cads’ preference for short-term 
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liaisons makes them poor pair bond prospects, which presents a niche for an alternative mating 

strategy. Less irresistible males can, by demonstrating kindness, care, and devotion, rationally 

appeal to a potential mate’s neocortical faculties.20 Evolutionary psychologists call a practitioner 

of this mating strategy a “dad.” Richardson’s exemplary “dad,” Hickam, is not “the man of 

whom the Ladies in general were likely to be very fond, . . . But in his character it was designed 

to shew . . . that in chusing companions for life, [Ladies] should rather prefer the honest heart of 

a Hickman, which would be all their own, than to risque the chance of sharing . . . the volatile 

mischievous one of a [rake]” (Letters 207). Mate choice is a negotiation of evolved subcortical 

drives and contingent rational assessments, a battle of passion and reason.21  

Nearly every romance heroine finds herself in the company of an indubitably attractive 

but faulty cad: he may be a bit too aloof in company (e.g., Austen’s Darcy), or he may be a 

psychopathic pirate (Woodiwiss’s Birmingham).22 In either case, the heroine initially rejects him, 

though his charms continue to appeal to the heroine in spite of herself. Invariably, the cad finds 

himself taken by an irreplaceable and ineffable quality possessed only by the heroine that Tan 

and Wendell have called “the magic hoo-hoo”—and Richardson and early modern romancers 

called “virtue.”23 The encounter transforms the hero into a devoted, kind, generous “dad,” which 

he must take great pains to prove. The heroine’s “Miss Marple” system approves, and her 

passion and reason are simultaneously satisfied.24 In rape-romance, the rape of the heroine only 

serves to foreshadow this other loss of control, in which “a strong, dominant aggressive male [is] 

brought to the point of surrender by a woman” (Malek 93). This fantasy forms the core of the 

dark romance plot that has delighted readers and infuriated moralists ever since it was 

conceived—that is, what Richardson’s Belford describes as “that false and inconsiderate notion, 

raised and propagated, no doubt, by the author of all delusion, that a reformed rake makes the 
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best husband” (1393). The kernel of the amatory romance fantasy mirrors the logic of rape 

fantasy—the overcoming of willful resistance and submission to the desire of the other—but it is 

not of rape per se, and not of the heroine. 

Ravishing Lovelace 

 

Clarissa is not a romance novel. In fact, it may be one of the sincerest anti-romances ever 

written. Richardson attacks the genre with the understanding, delicacy, and vehemence of a 

militant apostate. Even in Pamela he supposed himself to be writing against the amatory 

tradition all while, in Ian Watt’s terms, “providing exactly the same satisfactions as the romances 

he derided” (Rise 204). The result proved to be the most distinguished reformed-rake romance 

then written. In Clarissa, Richardson’s strategy is to employ the tropes of romance and turn them 

on their heads, in the full expectation that the fantasy would collapse under its own weight. In 

doing so, however, he brings his Clarissa perilously close to the “light Novel, or transitory 

Romance” he insisted it was not.25 Pamela Regis has called Clarissa “a sort of Pamela with an 

unhappy ending” (64), but in this unhappy ending is everything. Nevertheless, if cosmic inflation 

is real, and some string-theorists’ models prove valid, there are untold multitudes of universes in 

which Clarissa is a proper romance novel, and among the finest ever penned. 

It is generally conceded that, in our universe, the central pivot of Clarissa is Lovelace’s 

rape of the drugged and insensible heroine. In Clarissa the romance novel, however, the central 

scene takes place a bit earlier. It is, in a many ways, a trifle: it is merely one in a series of 

ostensible temptations that Clarissa easily resists. But it is also a scene that, from the start, 

focused critical discussion of the novel. Richardson provides a synopsis of the situation of the 

two would-be lovers: 

Settlements were agreed upon, drawn, and actually given to be ingrossed. A Licence was 
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on the point of being obtained. Captain Tomlinson, of whose Integrity the Lady had a 

high Opinion, was negociating, at her Uncle’s Desire (as she was led to believe) the 

Reconciliation with her Family on which her dutiful Heart had been long fix’d. Lovelace 

was hourly instigated by the infamous Women to make the grand Attempt. After the 

many Misunderstandings and Quarrels she had with him (all of his own seeking, for 

political Ends) she was loth to disoblige him, and bore with him in all his incroaching 

Ways, as long as Virtue and Modesty could excuse her for bearing with him. She was 

wholly dependent upon him: . . . a Condition to which he had designedly reduced her . . . . 

This was her Situation when he resolved to spring his little Mine, as he calls it; and try, if 

he could not by Terror and Surprize disarm her Vigilance; having, as I have before 

hinted, essayed all other Means to bring her to his Lure. (Answer 4)  

Though Lovelace never discloses the details of his “grand Attempt,” he candidly confesses its 

object: he despairs at obtaining “a direct consent,” but will settle for “a yielding resistance, 

without which I will be sworn, whatever rapes have been attempted, none ever were committed” 

(719). By means of this “fire-plot,” Lovelace plans to rape Clarissa, and since he believes he 

cannot rape the unwilling, he can only be successful if she is implicitly complicit. 

At the plot’s onset, Lovelace assuages his nervous anticipation by writing Belford when 

what should be the anticipated commotion begins. Lovelace, however, affects genuine alarm: 

BUT, what’s the matter! . . . 

What! Where!—How came it!— 

Is my beloved safe!— 

Oh wake not too roughly my beloved!— (722) 

Mark Kinkead-Weekes attributed this apparently genuine alarm to “the way that acting gets in 
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the blood and makes it difficult for the born actor to be sincere” (215). Similarly, Lisa Zunshine 

has described it as a “source monitoring” error on Lovelace’s part. In Zunshine’s terms, Lovelace 

forgets the “source” of his representation (i.e., himself) and inscribes his subjective distortion on 

its “content,” which creates “metarepresentational” confusion.26 In other words, he “appears, at 

least for the time being, to sincerely believe his own lie” (95). As with Stanislovsky’s acting 

method or Pascal’s faith, Lovelace performs sincerity through devout dissemblance. Earlier, in 

preparation for his “ipecacuanha experiment” (in which he confirmed Clarissa’s love by feigning 

illness), he gives Belford a peek at the Lovelacean method in preparing Dorcas for her role:  

Let me see what a mixture of grief and surprise may be beat up together in thy pudden-

face. . . . You have a muscle or two which you have no command of, between your 

cheek-bone and your lips, that should carry one corner of your mouth up towards your 

crow’s-foot. . . . Be in a plaguy hurry running up stairs and down . . . till motion 

extraordinary put you out of breath, and give you the sigh natural. (676-77) 

In short, he prepares her to perform hurried distress by working her to a distressed hurry; the 

specific source of that distress is immaterial to its successful enactment.  

Lovelace’ situation is more complex. Lovelace, like Dorcas, is being genuinely agitated, 

but, unlike Dorcas, not by Lovelace. For Zunshine, his surprise results from “psyching himself 

up” to an effectively genuine belief that what follows is an “accident and not his premeditated 

plan,” making for a more “natural” performance (94); however, there is reason to believe that his 

anxiety is genuine. For a fleeting moment, he catches a glimpse from outside his plot’s hermetic 

confines and intuits that “the consequences may be greater than I had thought . . . . My beloved’s 

destiny or my own may depend upon the issue of the next two hours!” (722, my emphasis). It is 

not that Lovelace forgets himself to be the source of his representation; rather, he (correctly) 
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intuits that he is in fact not the source of this representation. There is a glitch that compromises 

the coherence of the scene’s “metarepresentational frame,” but its source is not the “supposed 

Writer, Lovelace,” but rather the supposed editor, Richardson (Answer 1).  

Whether or not Lovelace’s surprise is genuine, his account of it maintains that he 

experienced it as an accident: 

At a little after two, . . . I was alarmed by a trampling noise overhead, and a confused 

buzz of mixed voices . . . , and while I was wondering what could be the matter, 

downstairs ran Dorcas, in an accent rather frightedly and hoarsely inward than shrilly 

clamorous, cried out Fire! Fire! And this the more alarmed me, as she seemed to 

endeavor to cry out louder, but could not. (722-23) 

If this is the result of his protégé’s ability to genuinely alarm him with the very affectations he 

had coached her to, he makes no mention of it. His usual rhetorical winks to Belford are 

conspicuously absent here, and he is uncharacteristically willing to appear as if he were not in 

full control. When he arrives on the scene, he seems to experience it as a discovery:  

I was there in a moment, and found all owing to the carelessness of Mrs Sinclair’s cook-

maid, who, having sat up to read the simple history of Dorastus and Faunia when she 

should have been in bed, had set fire to an old pair of calico window curtains. (723) 

This detail, made in the cool deliberation of reflection, makes for a fine reality effect, but it is not 

clear whether the device is Lovelace’s. He insists, to both Clarissa and Belford, that “the fire was 

real—(and so it was, Jack!)” (726), but he never resolves whether it burned according to plan—

which is not the kind of detail he typically denies Belford. He also emphasizes his sincerity: “She 

appealed to Heaven against my treachery, as she called it; while I, by the most solemn vows, 

pleaded my own equal fright, and the reality of the danger that had alarmed us both” (724). No 
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surprise here: Lovelace considers honesty in “love-cases” to be an unpardonable breach of 

character (1270). More odd is his appeal to Belford: “You may believe how much I was affected. 

I trembled with concern . . . . Oh Jack! . . . I feared she would go into fits” (723).27 

Still, Lovelace’s account could be read as affectation for dramatic effect, an attempt to 

deceive Belford, the result of exceptional preparation, or the self-dupery Kinkead-Weekes and 

Zunshine suggest—that is, if not for Richardson’s insistence that we take Lovelace’s at his word 

at precisely this point. For Richardson, the scene’s purpose is to “exalt the Lady, and baffle the 

intended Violator,” both of which rely on Clarissa’s ability to arouse “Admiration and Pity of 

her, . . . even Rakes and Libertines being Judges” (Answer 7, 5). Lovelace’s “decent and 

generous” behavior is what exalts Clarissa, and Richardson readily vouches for the sincerity of 

the rake’s account of it:  

Could these Testimonies have been given to her Honour by a Lovelace, who was 

accounting to his Libertine Friend (to whom he was accustomed to expatiate) for 

Receding, as for a Weakness, unless he had described to that Friend, what those Struggles 

were, and how pathetic those Supplications, which had had such Influence upon him[?] 

(6) 

To be sure, “the Attempt was premeditated,” yet it cannot be doubted that the scene, for 

Lovelace, wanders off-script (9). Between these certainties lies the ignition of the window-

curtains. Fire is a ubiquitous and elastic trope in Clarissa, and is used as a verb (“fired”) 

signaling outrage and as a noun denoting the stuff of trial and the substance of passion.28 This 

fire is, as Lovelace claims, a real thing, but it is also a trope that fires Lovelace’s passion, 

inflames Clarissa’s indignation, and tempers her trial. Here, the figurative flame erupts into the 

narrative’s realism with irresolvable ambiguity. As Lovelace finds (and Richardson too), staging 
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contingency with too much fidelity can create a genuine accident.  

William Warner has identified several scenes in which Lovelace is “mastered by his own 

creation.” By means of “chancy moments,” tragedy “suddenly opens out to comedy and love” 

(45, x). Warner does not number the fire-scene among these, but if the moment is not entirely 

accidental, it is assuredly “chancy.” The impetus, typical of amatory romance, is a silly woman 

reading a silly romance: in this case the ur-silly romance penned by “the Homer of women” 

himself. Greene’s Pandosto, especially its chapbook form of “the simple history of Dorastus and 

Faunia,” was a supposed favorite of kitchen maids.29 Its story—a virtuous foundling wins a 

prince’s love—was nearly as popular as Richardson’s similar plot in Pamela (which also echoes 

a sub-plot in Arcadia, another early modern romance30). Both the device and the allusion signal 

the onset of a formulaic amatory scene: the hero intends to subdue the heroine through rape or 

seduction, but when he encounters her bared virtue, it is he that is subdued. 

Lovelace’s character is uniquely dependent on the desires of others. He fancies, along 

with Pope, that “every woman is a rake in her heart”; the only difference between a rake and a 

“modest” woman is, he says, “what they think, I act” (441). In other words, he sees his intrigues 

as enacted female fantasy; his character is what women, as their “light Novels” attest, really 

want. Lovelace’s idea of female pleasure is perpetual Seeking system stimulation, which he 

facilitates with amatory plots. Women, he believes, crave nothing more than uncertainty: “A 

woman will create a storm, rather than be without one” (820). “Love” is a delightful anxiety: it is 

“totally extirpated” by matrimony, the “grave” and “end of love” (1040). In its stead, he offers 

what he calls “the amorous see-saw” (424). He imagines the “delightful manner of life” of his 

purposed “cohabitation without marriage” as an interminable game of peek-a-boo:  

The fears, the inquietudes, the uneasy days, the restless nights; all arising from doubts of 
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having disobliged me! Every absence dreaded to be an absence for ever! And then, how 

amply rewarded, and rewarding, by the rapture-causing return! Such a passion as this 

keeps love in a continual fervour, makes it all alive. The happy pair, instead of sitting 

dozing and nodding at each other in two opposite chimney-corners, and over a wintry 

love, always new to each other, and having always something to say. (521)  

This life of perpetual anxiety punctuated with ephemeral rewards may seem something between 

unendurable tedium and psychological torture, but it is a tedious torture that has been, in effect, 

eagerly endured by multitudes of romance readers—which is precisely Richardson’s point. 

The perversity of Lovelace’s vision is not in the banal sentiment he expresses elsewhere, 

namely, that “Preparation and expectation are, in a manner, everything: reflection, indeed, may 

be something . . . : but the fruition, what is there in that?” (163). It is rather in that he imagines 

all this from his victim’s perspective. For Kinkead-Weekes, this is “sadism”: “[Lovelace] enjoys 

replaying the part of not knowing what is happening . . . , significantly identifying himself with 

his victim to share for the moment the flavour of her terror” (228). This pleasure, however, is 

more than transitory empathic identification. He claims to have been, before his obscure psychic 

wound at the hands of a jilting lover, “originally a bashful whelp.” This quality, he fancies, 

enables deep insight: “I have had abundant cause, when I have looked into myself, by way of 

comparison with the other sex, to conclude that the bashful man has a good deal of the soul of a 

woman; and so, like Tiresias, can tell what they think and what they drive at as well as 

themselves” (440-41). When he looks into the depths of his soul, he finds woman; he articulates 

his desire and constitutes his very self through his imagined identity with “the other sex.” 

This quality of Lovelace best accounts for much of the infamous warmth of the fire-

scene, which inflamed several commentators. According to the “Very Reverend and Worthy 
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Gentleman” that Richardson addresses in his Answer, “this Scene [is] the only exceptionable 

one” (1).31 One anonymous pamphleteer implicitly points to the fire-scene when he describes the 

novel’s dangers: “Clarissa’s Charms are all displayed before our Eyes, her lovely naked Bosom, 

and fine turn’d Limbs, exposed in the Struggling.—We can hardly avoid being fired with the 

warm Description.”32 For another critic, only a man of “a very philosophical constitution” would 

fail to be moved by “that luscious [description], which Bob Lovelace gives of Clarissa’s person” 

in the fire-scene. “The passions of the reader being now raised,” the anonymous “Lover of 

Virtue” ominously intimates, “his next business is to satisfy them” (“Critical Remarks” 46). 

For others, the charges are a bit baffling. Richardson himself was somewhat bewildered, 

if for no other reason than “there must be many other Passages in the Work, that want Excuse” 

(Answer 1). An intimate of Richardson, Jane Collier, suggested that the objections were the 

result of readers “dwelling more strongly on the Person of the lovely Sufferer, than on her 

Innocence and Distress.”33 Kinkead-Weekes has also found it “hard to conceive an imagination 

prurient enough to be stimulated by the indefiniteness” of what little “sexual action” there is in 

the scene (217). Less prurient minds might find the more definite action in John Cleland’s 

pornographic classic Fanny Hill, an almost exact contemporary of Clarissa, more stimulating. In 

the first of many instances, Fanny narrates with the characteristic cues of the male voyeur: 

Her sturdy stallion had now unbuttoned, and produced naked, stiff and erect, that 

wonderful machine, which I had never seen before, and which, for the interest my own 

seat of pleasure began to take furiously in it, I stared at with all the eyes I had: however, 

my senses were too much flurried, too much concentered in that now burning spot of 

mine, to observe anything more than in general the make and turn of that instrument; 

from which the instinct of nature . . . now strongly informed me, I was to expect that 
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supreme pleasure which she had placed in the meeting of those parts. (42) 

The vivid centrality of this “wonderful machine” is typical of pornography. Ogas and Gaddam 

have found the same “graphic emphasis on anatomy” in present-day male (including gay) 

erotica: “In porn, the male is reduced to a single object: an erect penis. . . . His personality 

consists exclusively of the desire to elicit female pleasure through the paradoxical process of 

attaining his own orgasm” (137, 107). Assuredly, Clarissa contains nothing of the kind. 

At the same time, Richardson admitted that his didactic purpose required a kind of 

warmth: Clarissa’s trial, as such, must be trying, and “Is not Description necessary to 

demonstrate as well the Danger, as the Resistance?” (Answer 5). Collier describes its effect: 

This Scene, I own, warms Me indeed, but ‘tis in the Cause of injured Innocence; for I 

never could read her pathetic solemn Appeal to Him without Tears, and her Situation at 

that Time gave Me more shuddering Apprehensions for Her, than if you had placed her at 

the Entrance of a Lyons Den . . . . [It is] an Instance of your Power to alarm, to depress, 

to raise, and to carry where=ever you please, the Heart of every Reader, that reads with 

the Heart, and not as a distant cool Spectator of Actions. (152)  

For Collier, the scene’s warmth comes not from the voyeuristic thrills of a “cool Spectator” like 

Fanny Hill, but from nuanced emotional tumult of Clarissa’s “Innocence and Distress.” This 

focus is typical of amatory romance. In Eliza Haywood’s work, Margaret Doody has argued that 

“If the emphasis of the language were on the physical relationship only, she could be labeled 

‘pornographic,’ but the stress is on the emotional reaction of the heroine, and the inner turmoil to 

which love and sexual desire give rise” (148). Ogas and Gaddam have found a like tendency in 

present-day erotic romance, in which “the emotionless graphic raunch of male-targeted erotica” 

is tempered by “sensitivity to the emotional experiences of the heroine and her lover” (90).34 
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When Lovelace rushes into Clarissa’s chamber, he finds the blazon of disheveled and 

vulnerable body parts that typically foreshadow forceful seduction: 

I beheld the charmingest creature in the world, . . . sighing, trembling, and ready to faint, 

with nothing on but an under-petticoat, her lovely bosom half-open, and her feet just 

slipped into her shoes. As soon as she saw me, she panted, and struggled to speak; but 

could only say, oh Mr Lovelace! and down was ready to sink. (723) 

Here is what Dorothy Van Ghent has called Clarissa’s “erotically tinged debility,” which, for 

Van Ghent, is a “ripe temptation to violence” (49). It is not so for Lovelace, and a syntactical 

ambiguity in his next sentence hints at the reason: “I clasped her in my arms with an ardour she 

never felt before” (723, my emphasis). Precisely whose ardor is unprecedented here is somewhat 

unclear: it is Lovelace’s in that “ardour” describes his action of clasping, but its effect’s 

emphasis is on what Clarissa “felt.” The realization and intensity of his ardor is determined by 

Clarissa’s perception; it is not so much felt by him as through him. For Lovelace, Clarissa’s 

minute bodily responses are an intricate semiotics of subtle emotional states: 

Her emotions were more sweetly feminine, after the first moments; for then the fire of 

her starry eyes began to sink into a less dazzling languor. She trembled: nor knew she 

how to support the agitations of a heart she had never found so ungovernable. . . . What a 

precious moment that! How near, how sweetly near, the throbbing partners. (400) 

In this anti-blazon, Lovelace interprets her fragmented body as a singular consciousness, which, 

for Catherine Salmon and Donald Symons, is the central object of female erotica (61-62). In the 

fire-scene too, “I could even distinguish her dear heart flutter, flutter, flutter, flutter, against 

mine.” Again, his heart serves as a foil, an instrument registering Clarissa’s emotional cues. 

What follows is a forced seduction turned on its head. The language of sexual violence is 
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laden with contradictions and euphemism: “rape” means theft, abduction, elopement, or sexual 

violence; “ravish” can refer to forceful seizing, ecstasy, or sexual violence. In medieval court 

poetry and early modern romance, the multiple senses of “ravish” provided a ready device for 

shifting the impetus of sexual assault from the perpetrator’s will to the victim’s body (Gravdal 

5). By the same patronizing euphemism by which a kept woman is a “mistress,” the erotic object 

“ravishes” by arousing an overwhelming desire in the voyeur, who in turn “ravishes” the 

object.35 In amatory romance, the semantic slippage also complicates this second “ravishment”; 

its success depends not only on the heroine succumbing to the seducer/rapist, but also to her own 

surfeit sexual desire. Lovelace’s object is not to coerce Clarissa to his desires, but to provoke her 

to give way to her own, to willingly suspend her will and ignore her better judgment, that is, to 

“awaken the woman in her” (431). Within the logic of the genre’s conflation of rape and 

seduction, the heroine’s “ravishment” (ecstasy) enables her “ravishment” (rape).  

Lovelace’s ravishment most resembles that of the conquered victim. Just as accomplished 

seduction reveals a note of ambivalence or hypocrisy in the heroine’s prior resistance, the fire-

scene reveals an analogous latency in Lovelace. Like a repentant literary harlot enumerating the 

irresistible raptures of the moment, Lovelace begs Belford to “reflect upon the distance the 

watchful charmer had hitherto kept at me. Reflect upon my love, and upon my sufferings for her 

. . . and then think of how ungovernable must be my transports in those happy moments” (724). 

Ungovernable transports such as these often lead to mischief: “And yet,” admits Lovelace, “in 

my own account, I was both decent and generous.” In his rapture, he yields not to Clarissa’s 

irresistibility as an erotic object but as a virtuous ideal, and he does so just as an amatory heroine 

succumbs to seduction. As with a heroine’s fall, the precise moment is marked by its ineffability. 

In the first edition, he resorts to reciting obscure poetic lines that “come nearest of any I can 



 

 
129 

recollect, to the rapturous occasion”; in one of Richardson’s few alterations to the scene in later 

editions, Lovelace offers no account at all.36 Lovelace’s loss of his characteristic mastery of 

language betrays the same “the wish to be beyond will, beyond thought” Chivers attributes to 

submission fantasy (qtd. in Ogas and Gaddam 115). Just as a rake presumes that all women 

“really want” vaginal penetration, Lovelace “really wants” coerced submission to feminine 

impenetrability. Lovelace’s libertinism is as undone by latent virtue just as an amatory heroine’s 

virtue is by venereal passions. 

Lovelace’s trial goes well beyond “ravished” rapists’ courtly clichés. For him, Clarissa’s 

power is not only figural: “[I] clasped her once more to my bosom, but, considering the delicacy 

of her frame, her force was amazing, and showed how much in earnest she was . . . , nor could I 

prevent her sliding through my arms” (725). Greater still is her ability to manipulate Lovelace’s 

emotion through affecting her own. Lovelace is taken by the “anguish of her soul, her streaming 

eyes lifted up to my face with supplicating softness, hands folded, disheveled hair . . . , her lovely 

bosom too heaving with signs, and broken sobs, as if to aid her quivering lips in pleading for 

her.” As in blazon, her body is fragmented, but here it coalesces with the “emphatical propriety” 

of her unrivaled “elocution.” Her performance leaves him “ravished”; her locutions “penetrate” 

his “heart.” Indeed, his promise to “submit to [his] beloved conqueress” more resembles a 

victim’s half-reluctant capitulation than a rapist’s condescending euphemism (725, 726). 

It is the outcome that is both what Lovelace most fears, and is, of course, what he “really 

wants.” To be sure, he cannot be blamed for this. Lovelace is not a man, but a character—and not 

merely in the sense that all literary figures are. Even Lovelace’s character is a character, a “hero 

of romance” (146), as he is acutely aware. It is by his “contrivances,” his “joy in stratagem, in 

plot, and invention,” that is, his rake-heroism, that he fancies himself raised above the “common 
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man” (907). He is concerned “not so much [with] what [things and actions] are in themselves as 

from the character of their actors,” and the virtue of character is in consistency (767). His 

character, both within the text (through his jilt) and without it (as a response to amatory topoi), 

emerged as a response to female desire. Lovelace may be the first true romance rake-hero, but 

he—the devoted cad or “monogamous seducer” that Leslie Fiedler described (66)—was already 

a product of his readers’ imaginations before he was conceived. 

Lovelace is both a paragon and parody of dark romance’s dangerous lover. His pre-

Clarissa life consisted almost entirely of enacting amatory romance plots—as his trail of 

seduced, ruined, abandoned, married off, and/or dead victims attests. Despite great pains to make 

him more rake than hero, Richardson’s reluctant concession to allow him “something to say for 

himself”—his occasional “decent and generous” behavior, his gentleness to animals, and his 

unswerving uprightness in all but “love-cases”—is a generic demand that, if unheeded, would 

have undermined Richardson’s didactic purpose.37 Lovelace must be a temptation; without the 

glimmer, however faint, of reformability, he is a mere villain. But in this glimmer lurks in a 

danger to both Lovelace’s and Richardson’s projects. As Linda Barlow has argued, the hero is “a 

significant aspect of feminine consciousness itself,” and obeys its laws of fantasy (57). 

Accordingly, Lovelace’s rakishness cloaks his latent yearning for reformation just as the 

heroine’s reluctance conceals her longing for ravishment. As Candy Tan has explained, “for the 

vast majority of heroes, falling in love with the heroine represents an emotional deflowering akin 

to a heroine’s loss of virginity” (qtd. in Ogas and Gaddam 123). Here, Lovelace’s “deflowering” 

is the direct result of “the power of real and unfeign’d Purity of heart over even a profess’d 

Libertine” that warmed Jane Collier (152). 

It is this threat that, as he writes Belford just before his attempt, besieges him with 
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knocking knees, “trembling fingers,” and other “convulsions.” Like the most naïve romance 

reader, Lovelace conflates sexual violence and courtship, but with a twist. For him, the danger is 

not in the threat of rape inherent in the logic of courtship; rather, it is the threat of matrimony 

lurking in the logic of rape (fantasy). He attempts to reassure himself with “this project is not to 

end in matrimony surely!” (722). It nearly does. Lovelace finds himself hoist by his own “little 

Mine,” and—against his will—he enthusiastically announces to Belford the obverse outcome of 

his intent: “Now is my reformation secured; for I never shall love any other woman!” (722). 

With his reformation secured, Clarissa successfully tried, settlements agreed on, and a license on 

the brink of procurement, only a kind of miracle can save Lovelace from “fruition.” 

Reifying Trauma: The Other Rape Fantasy  

 
Every woman is a rake in her heart. It concerns them by their actions to 

prove the contrary, if they can.  

                                                                    —Lovelace 

 

The command of her Passions was Clarissa’s glory, and is one of the 

greatest glories of the human mind. 

                                                                   —Richardson 

 

In his own take on the fire-scene, Richardson’s confidant Aaron Hill declares himself 

aghast that anyone could possibly “misconclude it an indecency”: 

Beginning it with apprehensions natural to the situation, they escaped the menace, with 

surprise and pleasure; and enjoyed the triumph of Clarissa . . . , where a rake’s amorous 

excess of warmth and libertinism is sublimely checked into restraint, by reverence, where 

passion stands corrected by distress! and license falls a sacrifice to virtue!38 

For her part, Clarissa very much misconcludes it an indecency and is, to an unprecedented 

degree, positively outraged. Lovelace is the “vilest of men! and most detestable of plotters!” 

from whom she has received “shocking indignities.” Lovelace, however, is simply bewildered by 

“so much ado about nothing” (730, 732). To recall his author regarding the scene, “there must be 
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many other Passages . . . that want Excuse” (Answer 1). It was, whatever his original intent, one 

of Lovelace’s few moments of sincerity, of authentic compassion in which he was not making an 

active attempt on her virtue. By amatory convention, Clarissa won. Why then all the fuss? 

The answer, of course, is that winning on those terms is precisely what Richardson’s 

didactic agenda forbids. The ostensible lesson of didactic amatory fiction, and the genuine one of 

Pamela, is that one ought not to succumb to one’s desires and acquiesce to seduction or even 

“forced seduction.” In Clarissa, Richardson takes for granted what Ros Ballaster has described 

as amatory romance’s “depiction of love as an uncontrollable and entropic effect of nature” (54), 

and Clarissa is not immune. Anna Howe chides Clarissa for allowing unacknowledged “throbs 

and glows” to muddle her decisions, and as Richardson confirms, she is perfectly correct (73).39 

Clarissa is not a paragon because she is immune to “those corroding uneasy passions,” but 

because she commands them (1115). This command is not the result of denial or “repression” in 

its popular sense; rather, as Lynda Zwinger has noted, Richardson “constructs” a specific form of 

desire “by repressing” its expression (11). This “repression” does not disavow her vague and 

ambiguous desires but rather situates them in palpable schemata (e.g., the father-daughter 

relationship). In other words, passions are managed by creating a scenario in which they can find 

sanctioned expression. In Pamela, the heroine’s wayward desires are recouped in rake-

reformation and marriage. In Clarissa, however, it is not only the venereal passions that must be 

controlled, but also the matrimonial fantasy that would justify them. Lovelace’s “decent and 

generous” behavior is so objectionable because it suggests just this outcome. 

Richardson does not deny what Clarissa calls “the secret pleasure” of imagining being 

able to “reclaim such a man to the paths of virtue and honour: to be a secondary means, if I were 

to be his, of saving him.” “In these lights,” she confesses, “all that command of my passions, 
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which has been attributed to me as my greatest praise, . . . has hardly been sufficient” (183). 

Richardson’s strategy for overcoming this fantasy is not simply to point out its pragmatic 

absurdity (though he does), but to reform the reformed rake fantasy in a dialectical schema that 

includes and negates it. As in romance, Richardson must resolve the ambiguity of desires that 

find their expression in tropes like submission, seduction, and rape; but he must first raise that 

ambiguity. To this end, he highlights his heroine’s emotional conflict, especially in his revisions. 

For Clarissa, “It is a difficult thing . . . , for a young creature that is able to deliberate with 

herself, to know when she loves, or when she hates.” She also confesses to Anne “a secret which 

I have but very lately found out upon self-examination, altho’ you seem to have made the 

discovery long ago,” that her own “foolish eye” had, without her knowledge or consent, meddled 

in her actions (Letters 73). Clarissa confronts the same ambivalence as the romance novel, but 

instead of uncovering a latent love in sexual violence, it insists on the sexual violence latent in 

that love. It re-reverses the conceptual reversibility of rape that amatory romance exploits. 

The legal definitions of rape have historically reflected its semantic ambiguity. In many 

socio-cultural situations, the crime has been (and still is) considered a property crime against a 

husband or father. In this view, the legal distinction between elopement and abduction is 

essentially nil, as the woman’s consent does not figure in its criminality. In other times and 

places, the women’s consent comes to the forefront: rape is, in Lord Justice Sir Matthew Hale’s 

terms, “carnal knowledge” of a woman gained “against her will.”40 In Richardson’s England, the 

former notion had largely given way to the latter (though not without residual effects). In theory, 

the shift from deed to consent recognizes the will and word of the victim. In practice, it largely 

ignored both: conviction rates plummeted in concordance with the change of emphasis.41 Even 

under the best conditions, this sense of rape presents a unique difficulty: how to, often in the 
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absence of physical evidence, determine desire and consent after the fact. (In present-day 

settings, even victims can be unsure if they were raped.42) As Hale explained, rape in this sense 

“is an accusation easily to be made and hard to be proved, and harder to be defended by the party 

accused” (635). In legal effect, the very existence of this sense of rape depends on the victim 

convincingly performing non-consent before, during, and after the fact. Each sense of rape is 

distinctively negotiable, and each has its own comic tradition. 

In a world in which sexual access is a property right, consent insubstantial, and women 

capricious automata, rape is readily reversible. Many cultures have considered marriage to be an 

adequate reparation of rape, as attested by Deuteronomy 22:28-29, currently existing “rape-

marriage” laws, and Anne Howe’s description of “the custom of the Isle of Man,” in which the 

victim of a convicted rapist “has it in her choice to have him hanged, beheaded, or to marry him” 

(1017). The Statutes of Westminster repealed such laws in 1285, but in the chaos of common law 

judiciary discretion, their spirit was at least occasionally observed in Richardson’s England. 

Antony Simpson has found that “the idea of marriage as a suitable recompense for a woman 

victimized by sexual attack” was not unknown among eighteenth-century “working-class 

women”: “In many instances . . . it was the recompense that was [actively] sought by the injured 

party” (123-24). To be sure, none of this suggests that these women were not in fact sexually 

assaulted, or that they enjoyed the experience. Jocelyn Catty has pointed to a more pragmatic 

rationale: “A woman raped would have been concerned with the loss of her marriage potential or 

with the possibility of bearing an illegitimate child, probably more than with the traumatic nature 

of the rape” (10). Eliza Haywood evokes this conception in The Lucky Rape (1727):  

This Rape therefore which had the Appearance of the most terrible Misfortune that 

Female Virtue cou’d sustain, by the secret Decrees of Destiny, prov’d her greatest Good, 
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since by it she was not only deliver’d from that manifest Danger of Incest she was falling 

into, but also gain’d a Husband.” (92) 

Toni Bowers finds here that “rape . . . is not so much a physical or emotional outrage, but a form 

of theft. Rape, if not ‘repaired’ by marriage, deprives the woman of her only commodity . . . , her 

virginity” (194). In this property crime, the rape is still rape, but it is recompensed by a post hoc 

completion of an economic exchange of maidenhead for marriage.  

Other comic plots utilize this logic with devices like punitive marriages forced on comic 

villains and “bed-tricks” in which one victim is, unbeknownst to the rapist, swapped for a more 

proper one. Moreover, a plausible case can be made that the redemption of rape lies at the heart 

of matrimonial comedy. The genre’s origin lies in the Hellenistic New Comedy of Menander, 

whose stock plot involves a drunken hero raping an unknown woman and, through the twists and 

turns of comic chaos, eventually marrying her.43 Echoes are evident in early modern drama: the 

“reveling” of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is framed as Theseus’s attempt to distract Hippolyta 

from his having “wooed” her with his sword, and the seventeenth-century tragicomedies The 

Queene of Corinth and The Spanish Gipsy resolve rapes with marriages. Hippolyta hints at 

discontent in the play’s opening with an opaque plea for Diana’s intervention by way of the 

moon training her avenging bent bow on the impending “solemnities,” but her thoughts and 

feelings are otherwise glossed over (1.1.9-19). The later plays abandon psychological nicety 

entirely in favor of the wonder-stimulating trappings of tragicomic forgiveness.44  

In a world in which sexual access is a personal favor, consent an act of will, and women 

conscious entities, rape is not so easily reversed. Romance novels foreground the heroine’s 

emotional experience and cannot rely on the expediency of leaving its nuances vague. For the 

purposes of tragicomedy, rectifying the property crime by completing the exchange of marriage 



 

 
136 

for maidenhead suffices. In the romance novel, marriage does not just negate illegal acts and 

illicit desires; rather, it fulfills and legitimates them. Its logic is not of recompense but of 

transformation. Just as Mr. B.’s abduction and psychological torture of the heroine become the 

trials and proofs of true love in Pamela, a subsequent marriage grants what Frances Ferguson has 

called “the effect of consent” even to acts of sexual violence (103). In the romance novel, this 

effect not only effaces all such crimes as such after the fact, but also transmutes the act’s very 

essence. Lovelace explicitly relies on this power of the future to reach back and alter the past: 

And then, can there be so much harm done, if it can be so easily repaired by a few 

magical words; as I, Robert, take thee Clarissa; and I, Clarissa, take thee, Robert . . . , 

which will hocus pocus all the wrongs, the crying wrongs, that I have done to Miss 

Harlowe, into acts of kindness and benevolence to Mrs. Lovelace? (Letters 124) 

More than a notional redefinition of rape as courtship, this alchemy would retroactively alter 

even Lovelace’s intent, transforming cruelty and torment to care and love.45 

The eighteenth-century rape joke exposes this logic’s obscene kernel. In Henry Fielding’s 

Jonathan Wild (1743), Fireblood is enticed by the charms of “the chaste Laetitia,” and “he 

ravished this fair creature, or at least would have ravished her, if she had not, by a timely 

compliance, prevented him” (128). For Ian Donaldson, rape jokes like this  

imply that the crime may not in fact exist; that it is a legal and social fiction. . . . Rape is 

an attitude of mind. . . . When the attitude of mind changes – as it may do, the joke 

insists, in the twinkling of an eye – the same act is no longer rape, and criminality and 

suffering are at once converted into mutual pleasure. (89) 

Freud described this “joke-work” as a process of “bafflement and light-dawning,” much like 

peek-a-boo (Joke 48). Like the caregiver’s disappearance in peek-a-boo, the joke’s set-up 
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establishes a point of view from which the situation appears absurd or threatening. The punch 

line effects a shift in perspective by means of an unexpected but palpable explanation, which 

restores consonance and stimulates the brain’s reward system.  

Elsewhere, Freud dubbed this post hoc reconstruction of meaning “Nachträglichkeit.” 

Though Freud never devoted a publication to the concept, for Gerhard Dahl, its “influence on 

psychoanalytic thought can hardly be overestimated” (727). Freud utilized two distinct versions: 

in the first, an event is “repressed”—that is, made inaccessible to conscious awareness—and 

later “recovered” by hypnosis, guided imagery, or analysis; in contrast, Freud also hints at what 

Jean Laplanche has called “hermeneutic” Nachträglichkeit. In this, an event is not “repressed” 

and “recovered” but rather reinterpreted.46 In Friedrich-Wilhelm Eickoff’s take, “the past is 

depicted from the understanding of the present instead of being kept and simply discovered in 

the memory. . . . [R]eality is not but it will have been” (1456). There is no known mechanism by 

which memories are “repressed,” and memory “recovery” is a dubious business, but hermeneutic 

Nachträglichkeit has held up well vis-à-vis what neuroscientists call “reconsolidation.” 47 In this, 

the brain does not store and retrieve intact memories; rather, it reconstructs them with each 

recollection. As Panksepp and Biven explain, “Memory storage is an ongoing dynamic process” 

that can attach, delete, or revise details of an event and alter its associated affects: 

When humans and other animals are using their memories, and the memories thereby 

revert to an active processing mode, they can be remodeled and then reconsolidated in 

forms that are different from the original memories. Such reconstituted memories 

typically include information about new emotional contexts that were not present when 

the original memory was consolidated. (220) 

In Freud’s example from The Interpretation of Dreams, “A young man who was a great admirer 
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of feminine beauty was talking once—so the story went—of the good-looking wet-nurse who 

had suckled him when he was a baby: ‘I’m sorry,’ he remarked, ‘that I didn’t make a better use 

of my opportunity” (238). In this joke, an infant’s suckling is reinterpreted and imbued with an 

affective sexual meaning unavailable to the “young man” at the time of his suckling. 

Jokes and dark romances stage a reconsolidation of rape into pleasure and courtship, but 

the process is not only comic or redemptive. In his “Project for a Scientific Psychology,” Freud 

described how one patient’s memory of an event was retroactively transformed into trauma. A 

grocer groped his patient “Emma” when she was eight years old. She returned to the store shortly 

thereafter, and though the assault was not repeated, “afterwards she reproached herself for 

having gone the second time, as though she had wanted to provoke the assault.” She was not 

deeply troubled, however, until four years later when the laughter of two other grocers triggered 

a panic attack (Origins 411). This kind of trauma has three components: a distressing event, a 

core emotional response (e.g., terror, helplessness, humiliation), and a subjective interpretation 

of the event.48 Occasionally, in a case “deferred expression” like Emma’s, the event is imbued 

with its emotional impact well after the fact. Emma’s memory was never “repressed,” but when 

recollected in the light of a different context, it acquired new affective significance. The event 

itself, although disturbing, was not truly traumatic until it had been reconsolidated as such.49  

A key component of Emma’s trauma was her apparent (if only to herself) complicity and 

feelings of guilt and shame, as if she had effected consent by returning to the shop.50 What she 

imagined the later grocers to be laughing at was not the victim of sexual assault, but the butt of a 

rape joke in which she, in spite of herself, enjoyed it. Here, it is not only a usurpation of will that 

is traumatic, but also its corruption. Indeed, this corruption may be what is least forgivable. 

Richard McNally has found that, “contrary to clinical lore,” in cases of sexual abuse, “the more 
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self-blame subjects reported, the more likely they were to report the abuse” (209). For some, the 

violation per se is less disturbing than the specter of having, against one’s conscious intention, 

actively contributed to it. In being made to feel helpless in the hands of one’s own self, this kind 

of trauma evokes the ambivalence Freud finds in the intimate alienation of the uncanny, and the 

event is imbued with the abject sacredness of the taboo.51  

It is in this light that Clarissa’s complaint to Lovelace that “you have made me vile to 

myself . . . . I hate myself” is most telling. Tania Modleski, in candidly confronting her own 

guilty pleasures, captured Clarissa’s predicament: “perhaps a few women have been lucky 

enough never to have been caught up in popular romance, but the majority of us, I suspect, have 

been less fortunate.” Against the heroine’s “own better self, the part of her which feels anger at 

men,” romances appeal to the reader’s “‘worse’ self, the part of her which has not yet been 

‘liberated’ from shameful fantasies” (xvi, 4). Clarissa, very much caught up in a popular 

romance, had earlier assured Anna that her “deluded eye now clearly sees its fault” and declared 

her intent to liberate herself from exactly the kind of shameful fantasies enacted in the fire-scene 

(Letters 82). In Lovelace’s caddish take, “She cannot bear to be thought a woman” (868).  

To avoid such imputations, Clarissa proclaims her predicament and agenda just after 

Lovelace’s feigned illness: “I hope my reason will gather strength enough from his imperfections 

to enable me to keep my passions under—” (679). To this end, Clarissa attempts—through sheer 

force of will—to transform the fire-scene’s warmth to the tempering substance of indignation. 

Unlike when she refuses Dr. Lewes’s suggestion to pursue legal action when Lovelace really 

rapes her, here she follows Richardson’s advice for rape victims in his Moral and Instructive 

Sentiments: “Injuries that are not resented, or honourably complained of, will not be believed 

properly to affect us” (189). Assuredly, Clarissa affects proper outrage following her triumph, 
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and it is as much to convince herself as anyone else who may be listening or reading. In this, she 

is also following her own advice for overcoming emotional ambivalence: “I am resolved . . . to 

be determined both in my hatred and love by actions” (Letters 73). Here, her own actions 

“determine” her hatred and she, “resolved . . . to renounce [Lovelace] forever,” escapes (835). 

She returns, however, despite her determined resentment: “Indignation,” she explains, 

“only could have supported my spirits” (799). Little else does. The series of interrogations that 

constitutes her reconciliation to her tormentor empathizes her unresolved ambivalence. She 

admits to both having and “not being forward to own” a “bias” for Lovelace (828), and she 

cannot bring herself “flagrantly to contradict” what Lovelace calls her “but half completed” 

marriage.52 When confronted with the prospect of matrimony, she is repeatedly betrayed by 

irresolution: “I know not what I do; what I can do; nor what I ought to do” (796, cf. 825). Still, 

she musters resistance. When pressed by “Captain Tomlinson” (Lovelace’s accomplice), she 

grounds her indignation on what she calls “the shocking subject” of the fire-scene, which she 

alludes to but refuses to detail. As the ambiguity of the incident undermines her circumstantial 

case against Lovelace, Clarissa’s cause rests on her privilege of consent: “I am, and ought to be,” 

she explains, “the sole judge of insults offered to my person” (826). The problem is that she is 

unable or unwilling to articulate what exactly she did not consent to. Ultimately, her most cogent 

complaint is of the unabated Seeking system stimulation of Lovelace’s relentless amatory plots, 

of his having, as she explains, “held my soul in suspense” (829). 

Clarissa’s object is to quell this unbearable suspense, that is, to eliminate the possibility 

of happy matrimony once and for all. As with Leontes, the disquiet of irresolution is torment to 

Clarissa. Hope, despite her best efforts, springs eternal. Willpower having failed her, Clarissa 

requires an intervention to resolve her ambivalence, justify her suspicions, validate her outrage, 
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and determine her course. If, as R.F. Brissenden has suggested, there is a “deep and primitive 

level” in which “Clarissa both asks and deserves to be raped” (184), it is not for penetration or 

punishment; rather, it is a “deep” desire for resolution of her soul’s suspense. Her complicity is 

not with Lovelace, but with Richardson—whose scheme requires not only rape, but also trauma. 

Like a rape joke or a matrimonial resolution, Clarissa’s trauma transforms the preceding act’s 

essence; however, instead of effacing sexual violence, it negates the potential for mutual pleasure 

and emotional fulfillment. It retroactively transforms all the preceding action—especially the 

fire-scene—into an drawn-out sexual assault, which the rape itself merely consummates.  

Clarissa’s trauma, however, is not reducible to the act. For Bowers, the “genital rape” of 

Clarissa’s body reveals that all the preceding attempts to enable the “forcing of unwilling 

consent” on Clarissa—including her ordeals at Harlowe Place—were instances of “metaphorical 

or rhetorical rape” (282).53 Richardson, however, resists insisting upon the act’s bodily reality; he 

rather imbues it with a complex unreality through its oblique, inconsistent, and fragmented 

representation. In fact, as Judith Wilt has observed, the text offers no unequivocal proof that it 

ever occurred. Lovelace’s report is hampered by his (i.e., Richardson’s) punctilio, which—with 

the exception of assurances of her “insensibility,” an absence of “any the least yielding of her 

will,” and some involvement of “her nails and her teeth”—intimates much but describes little 

(886-88).54 Clarissa’s even less coherent account affects a curious indifference to the act’s 

reality: she initially claims no recollection of it and later scoffs at intimations that it could have 

resulted in pregnancy. In the etiology of her trauma, the act’s reality is of secondary importance. 

As in cases involving phantasmal scenarios such as alien abduction or satanic orgies, 

having been traumatized does not always require an actual event, and “repressed” memories can 

be confabulated (“recovered”) in clinical settings.55 Clarissa’s rape has as much reality as any 
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fictional act, but her supposed experience obeys the inverted temporality of Nachträglichkeit. 

Indeed, her sense of having been traumatized precedes, and even determines, her recollection of 

the event. Like a “recovered” memory, her account gains coherency with the passing of time. 

She begins with no definite idea of “whatever they have done to me,” but three weeks clarifies it: 

I remember, I pleaded for mercy—I remember I said I would be his—indeed I would be 

his—to obtain his mercy—But no mercy found I!—My strength, my intellects, failed 

me!—And then such scenes followed—Oh my dear, such dreadful scenes!—fits upon fits 

(faintly indeed, and imperfectly remembered) procuring me no compassion. (1011) 

Clarissa imbues the “imperfectly remembered” fragments with traumatic significance, especially 

Lovelace’s uncharacteristic indifference to her affected emotional cues. As it is reconsolidated in 

her memory, the rape becomes both cause and effect of the trauma as such. 

Richardson’s point is not that rape is traumatic; rather, it is that it ought to be. As 

Lovelace points out, “thousands others of her sex”—including amatory heroines and Anthony 

Simpson’s “working-class women”—lack the privilege of setting “such a romantic value upon 

what they call their honour” (885). Clarissa’s honor economy valorizes that “romantic value”: it 

is not the rape itself that negates the comedy and effaces its matrimonial potential, but Clarissa’s 

interpretation of it. Clarissa exhibits “such strange effects from a cause so common and so slight” 

because the real cause is not so common as the mere act (889). Whatever really happened, her 

recollection of it fulfills a phantasmal image that she had already formulated vis-à-vis the fire-

plot. In its confirmation of her suspicions and outrage, her trauma (like Leontes’s) dramatizes an 

uncanny realization of her own ungovernable desire. In accord with Richardson’s didactic 

purpose, it is not actual rape but a kind of rape fantasy that grounds Clarissa’s trauma. 

Clarissa’s “mad papers” trace, broadly and allegorically, her process of reconstructing the 
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event. Though she initially has no memory of the act, she feels its significance: “I am no longer 

what I was in any one thing.” She no sooner slips into this cipher of Cartesian doubt, however, 

before she finds her grounding existential supposition: “but I am; for I am still, and I ever will 

be, Your true—”. Come what may, she cannot deny her fundamental sympathetic relationship 

with her female readership, that is, Anna Howe: legor ergo sum. Her other letters reconstitute her 

social identity through a network of familial and social relations. In her second letter, ostensibly 

addressed to her absent father, she regains her “name” by way of their relationship’s essential 

inviolability: “for you are my own dear papa, whether you will or not . . . . I am your child” 

(890). The third, sixth, and tenth papers have no specific addressee; the fourth is to “Clarissa 

Harlowe”; the fifth to her sister and critic Bella; and Papers VII, VIII, and IX are to Lovelace, 

the least inherent but most developed of her foundational relationships.  

She recapitulates her relationship with Lovelace through a parable in which a lady nursed 

a lion, bear, or tiger (“I forget which,” she admits) cub that eventually and inevitably “tore her in 

pieces.” Compared to the apex predator, the lady is “most to blame” in that “what she did, was 

out of nature, out of character at least” (891). The implications are complex. In exercising her 

Miltonian freedom to fall, the affair becomes, more than anything else, a product of her (defiant) 

will. Though Clarissa erred in perfect obliviousness of the consequences—that is, in the reluctant 

complicity of her “rape” (elopement/abduction) from Harlowe Place—she is no mere victim. At 

the same time, in that her slip results from a violation of her own “character,” it distances the act 

and relieves her of guilt. She admits her “vanity”: “I was too secure in the knowledge I thought I 

had of my own heart”—but the “was” condemns her flaw to an obsolete past, disavowing it in 

the very gesture of ownership (891). Hers is a blameless culpability, her mistake an “accidental, 

though not premeditated error” (987). As Richardson insists, she has “something to blame 
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herself for, tho’ not in Intention.”56 She erred against her will; the fault lies not in Clarissa’s 

being, but in her not being Clarissa enough. 

Lovelace is also exonerated, but for the opposite reason. Like the lion, bear, tiger, 

caterpillar, mildew, moth, or canker-worm Clarissa compares him to, Lovelace is inherently and 

irredeemably destructive: “what it did, was in its own nature” (891). This implicates Lovelace 

only insofar as it does “nature”; he is merely “the machine at last, and no free agent” that Belford 

had suspected him to be (848). Against this, Clarissa sees herself as “the fair leaf of virgin fame,” 

“the early promises of the shining year,” “the fairest garment,” and “the damask rose.” This 

picture restores a stable, homeostatic world and, eventually, Clarissa’s cognitive consonance—

all while preserving her privileged place therein. Beauty, in this fallen world, is destined for 

blight. In Paper VIII, she accounts for the hidden influence of her attraction to Lovelace on her 

actions, but attributes it to the selfless impulse to better him; the true essence of her “vanity” was 

an overestimation of the blessings that her “benevolent heart” could bestow (893). Her final 

paper, a pastiche of excerpts from contemporary tragedies, confirms her newly reconsolidated 

identity as tragic heroine: a pitiable figure too good, too innocent, too beautiful for this world. 

Justice, Projects, and Moonshine 

 
Did ever comedy end more happily than this long trial? 

                                                    —Lovelace 

 

Clarissa dies exquisitely. Her drawn-out, luxurious “slowest of deaths” is not so much a 

wasting away as it is a transubstantiation, what her attendants call a “lightening,” a beautiful soul 

shedding its “rags of mortality (1341, 1348).” Dying enlivens her, crystalizes her resistance, and 

elevates her soul above Lovelacean dross. No mere suicide, Clarissa welcomes death with raring 

resignation, neither beckoning nor resisting its creeping insinuation. She dies of sheer empyreal 
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virtue: the force of her ubiquitous “No” turned to the innately depraved promiscuous desire of 

and for existence itself, admitting only her “supreme love,” to whose arms death will deliver her 

(1335).57 All previous attempts upon her—her family’s as well as Lovelace’s—are recast as pale 

precursors, les petites morts, to the eternal rapture of death’s ravishing embrace. She is 

universally redeemed, all quarters confess her incontrovertible superiority, her detractors beg 

forgiveness, her persecutors die horribly, and her final death—a tear-drenched triumph by all 

accounts—exceeds the dearest dreams of any would-be witness to his own funeral.  

Even still, Clarissa’s triumph of outrage over acquiescence, punctilio over “shameful 

fantasies,” reason over passion, and death over life has not satisfied all. Like many present-day 

romance authors, Richardson was steeped in correspondence with his readers, and those readers 

were as apt to offer suggestions and critiques as praise.58 According to his postscript, the chief 

objection of “the gentler Sex” to Clarissa was the lack of “what they called a Fortunate Ending”:  

And how was this happy ending to be brought about? Why, by this very easy and trite 

expedient; to wit, by reforming Lovelace, and marrying him to Clarissa—Not, however, 

abating her one of her trials, nor any of her sufferings [for the sake of the sport her 

distresses would give the tender-hearted reader as she went along] the last outrage 

excepted: That indeed, partly in compliment to Lovelace himself, and partly for delicacy-

sake, they were willing to spare her. (Letters 195-96, Richardson’s brackets) 

Richardson may have overstated the quantity of objections, but not their reality; it had been a 

topic of lively debate within his literary circle, and even distinguished figures of the less gentle 

sex such as Henry Fielding, Colley Cibber, George Lyttelton, and James Thompson had urged 

such an ending.59 It certainly troubled him, not least because that resolution’s inadequacy is half 

the didactic point of Clarissa, and he addresses it in both the text and his commentary upon it.60  
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In the first edition’s postscript, Richardson voices his hope that Clarissa itself will 

answer the objections. The protestations, he explains, were made “on perusal of the first four 

volumes only,” but now that “the whole work is before the public,” it will be evident enough that 

“the catastrophe necessarily follows the natural progress of the story.” It is, after all, not until the 

fifth volume that Lovelace commits the “last outrage,” and Richardson presumes that any further 

discussion of the matter “may be thought superfluous” (1494). The rape catalyzes Clarissa’s 

transformation of amorphous comic potential to the “natural progress” of necessity and ensures, 

as Terry Castle has noted, that the story then “moves inexorably toward its tragic close” (25). 

Lovelace’s confidant Belford agrees, and he alerts Lovelace to this threat well before the rape: 

“If thou proceedest, I have no doubt that this affair will end tragically. . . . It must” (710). 

The problem is that the prevalence of “tragedies . . . that have ended happily” had, for 

Richardson, corrupted his readers (1497). Miraculous endings and what Richardson calls 

“sudden Conversions” of character that facilitate, say, the reparation of rape by marriage, had 

undermined the whole notion of tragic necessity (Letters 196). In its stead was “poetical justice,” 

the idea that represented vice ought to be unerringly punished and virtue inexorably rewarded. 

Here, an outcome is not dependent on “the natural progress of the story” but rather on authorial 

(or editorial) intervention. In one particularly blatant example, Nahum Tate reworked King Lear 

into a melodrama that spares Lear and Gloucester and weds Cordelia to Edgar—and did so with 

remarkably few further alterations. This speaks much to the devious nuances of Shakespeare’s 

art, but it also points to the tastes of Richardson’s times. All major productions of Lear observed 

Tate’s changes until 1838, and even Samuel Johnson approved: “since all reasonable beings 

naturally love justice,” he opined in his edition of Lear, “I cannot easily be persuaded, that the 

observation of justice makes a play worse” (499). If endings are contingent, and fortunate ones 
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more pleasurable, why not opt for maximal enjoyment? 

Richardson’s postscript approvingly quotes Joseph Addison’s rejection of Tate’s Lear, 

but Addison’s point is not that the unhappy ending is necessary, but superior: “Terror and 

commiseration leave a pleasing anguish in the mind, and fix the audience in such a serious 

composure of thought as is much more lasting and delightful, than any little transient starts of joy 

and satisfaction.”61 Along with Addison, Richardson rejects poetical justice’s conclusion, but 

implicitly accepts its premise of reversibility. Indeed, his revised postscript omits his appeal to 

necessity and inserts the objection of “one ingenious Lady” (Lady Bradshaigh) who observed 

that, ultimately, “it is in an author’s power to make his piece end as he pleases, why should he 

not give pleasure rather than pain to the Reader whom he has interested in favour of his principle 

characters?” (Letters 195).62 Richardson accepts her premise and proceeds accordingly: Clarissa 

does not die because she must; rather, she ought to. Tragedy—like the trauma that guarantees 

it—is ultimately a choice, and for both Clarissa and her author, it is the correct one.  

Romance novels must end happily, and they portray the prospects of the new couple as 

favorably as possible. Rarely, however, do they dwell on the details of the newlyweds’ ever 

after. Such delight is perhaps more easily supposed than described, as Richardson’s attempt to 

portray marital bliss suggests. His devotion to minutia becomes what his contemporary critic 

Albrecht von Haller called “tiresome gravity” in Pamela’s protracted denouement (245), and in 

Pamela II, marriage to an imperfectly reformed rake—including mistreatment, an affair, and 

near abandonment—makes for something less than perfect happiness. Richardson does not 

entirely abandon the promise of worldly rewards in Clarissa, but he does supplement it. He 

concludes his postscript’s diatribe against the triviality and heresy of poetical justice by pointing 

out that, in fact, the notion “has hardly ever been more strictly observed” than in Clarissa: the 
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“whole Harlowe family,” Lovelace, and his accomplices are “exemplarily punished” while Anna, 

Hickman, Belford, and Norton are “made signally happy” (1498). For them, such poetical 

rewards suffice, but Richardson reserves “another Sort of Happiness” for his heroine.63 

It is in the service of this “Sort of Happiness” that Richardson rapes and kills his heroine, 

which he justifies with Addison’s Aristotelian poetics and popular theology. Addison prefers the 

“more lasting and delightful” cognitive consonance of tragedy to the “transient starts of joy” of 

comedic triumph against probability. Happiness requires stability and the supreme pleasure is, 

above all, homeostatic. By this logic, the problem with romance novels’ endings is that they are 

insufficiently happy. The same premise grounds Richardson’s theological defense: when 

compared to what Richardson calls the “Christian system,” mere poetical justice is chimerical. 

Virtue, as the most cursory observations confirm, does not reliably correlate to worldly success. 

Richardson cites Asaph’s disquiet in Psalms 73 when confronted with “the prosperity of the 

wicked” while he himself is “plagued” and “chastened.” This dissonance “was too painful” until 

Asaph recalls that God would “afterward receive me to glory” (Letters 202). Arbitrarily 

dispersed transient worldly pleasures cannot compare to the justly allocated imperturbable bliss 

of the “afterward.” 

For Freud, the logic of homeostatic pleasure ends in the most recognizable of the “death 

drives”: an intensification of “the constancy principle” in which “the mental apparatus strives to 

keep the quantity of excitation within it as low as possible.” Since the “excitation” of inorganic 

matter is relatively nil, “the goal of all life is death” (Beyond 52, 76). Death is the aim of life just 

as marriage is of romance: it ends the disquiet, anxiety, and suffering of life’s contingencies. 

Richardson agrees. In a letter to Lady Bradshaigh, he asks “how many are the drawbacks upon 

happiness, that attend upon what is even called a happy married life?” In matrimonial reality, 
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“The very happiness to which we are long accustomed becomes like a stagnated water, rather 

infectious than salutary. . . . Are not the happiest of us continually looking forward to what we 

have not?”64 In Pamela, the newlywed heroine’s bliss is interrupted by the thought of Mr. B’s 

mortality and she longs for “that happy state, where is no mixture, no unsatisfiedness; and where 

all is joy, and peace, and love, for evermore” (513). As Clarissa seconds, earthly rewards fail in 

that “there is no such thing as perfect happiness here, since the busy mind will make to itself 

evils were it to find none”; therefore, for Richardson, “HEAVEN only could reward” Clarissa 

(1320, 1498). 

Clarissa, however, does not have to wait to die for her happiness. Richardson, in a 

footnote, remarks that Clarissa had explicitly wished that her “closing scene be happy.” “She had 

her wish. It was happy” (1498). This is precisely the comic trick of the romance novel: the happy 

ending does not portray complete satisfaction; it promises it. For Clarissa too, perfect happiness 

is not absolute homeostasis; rather, it is the confident expectation of unruffled tranquility to 

come, a had cake only just not eaten. At one point, Clarissa explicitly describes her impending 

death with the conventions of romance. “God”—who like Mr. B or Lovelace will “have no 

rivals”—is her “supreme love” to whom she is utterly devoted: 

As for me, never bride was so ready as I am. My wedding garments are bought—and 

though not fine or gaudy . . . yet will they be the easiest, the happiest suit, that ever bridal 

wore—for they are such as carry with them a security against all those anxieties, pains 

and perturbations, which sometimes succeed to the most promising outsettings.” (1339) 

Clarissa is sure that her funeral/wedding will forbid “those anxieties, pains and perturbations” 

that attend even “the most promising outsettings” of mortal matrimony. The reformed-rake 

fantasy rests on an illusory resolution of the “dad”/”cad” opposition; Clarissa’s fantasy resolves 
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life/death, triumph/ruin, trauma/epiphany, and anticipation/satisfaction. This is not a matter of 

tragedy versus comedy, but of magnitudes of comedy. The matrimonial resolution fails not 

because it is improbably comic, but because it is not improbably comic enough. 

All romance requires that we awaken our faith, but Clarissa strains the limits of comic 

credulity. We may readily tolerate improbability in the service of a happy ending, but for readers 

of a certain disposition, Richardson’s deus ex machina appears less capricious than arbitrary or 

tyrannical. Lovelace—the fortunate ending’s chief advocate—suspects that his dice are loaded. 

As he tells the tragically inclined Belford, “FATE, I believe in my conscience, spins threads for 

tragedies, on purpose for you to weave with” (1436). Richardson confirms this suspicion: 

To have a Lovelace . . . glory in his wickedness, and think that he had nothing to do, but 

as an act of grace and favour to hold his hand to receive that of the best of women, 

whenever he pleased, and to have it thought, that Marriage would be a sufficient amends 

for all his enormities . . . ; [the author] could not bear that. (Letters 196)  

The matrimonial resolution was never in play. The “chancy moments” William Warner found 

were, like a caught cony’s first few winning hands, feints. For Warner, this amounts to a “design 

against the credulity of the reader” or “a ‘con-game’” (115). Richardson raises matrimonial 

expectations only to crush them, and then condemns his readers for having had them. 

 Richardson’s ending is perfectly correct: impious irredeemable rapists ought not to be 

loved. It is not, however, necessary. According to its historical and cultural mores, Clarissa 

could have ended in happy matrimony. It has, rather, an ethical necessity: no right-thinking 

person could wish for such a travesty. Even Lady Bradshaigh admits that, after the rape, there is 

“no room either for pleasing hope, or for uncertain expectations.”65 Yet she continues to hope, in 

the same letter, profusely. As Richardson knew, successful instruction depends upon first 
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eliciting delight: reason fails to persuade if the subcortical systems do no respond in kind. As 

Lovelace finds, “those reasoning ladies” readily excuse “the conduct of the doubted Lover, let 

appearances against him be ever so strong,” that is, “once Love has crept into their hearts” 

(Letters 64). Belief can persist despite all appearances, and the mere fact of undesirability often 

does not dissuade desire. We can accept preposterous comic endings and excuse doubted lovers 

because doing so elicits pleasure. Richardson’s task is more daunting: he not only wants our 

better judgment to trump our desires, but also insists that we desire what we judge to be better.  

Richardson first attempts to justify his outcome by conflating it to a tenet of popular 

belief, that is, the “doctrine of future rewards.” Since no Christian could believe that Clarissa 

would be denied such rewards, the desire for a more palpable pleasure amounts to impiety: “And 

shall man, presuming to alter the common course of nature . . . imagine that he can make a better 

dispensation; and by calling it Poetical Justice, indirectly reflect on the Divine?” (Letters 201, 

202). As Richardson wryly noted, however, religion was “an authority perhaps not of the greatest 

weight with modern critics” (1493), and his assurance of his project’s identity with infallible 

workings of “the Divine” has not inspired implicit belief in all of Clarissa’s readers. 

Lady Bradshaigh did not object to the heroine’s “reward in Heaven,” but would have 

preferred “Lovelace to accompany her.”66 For less beneficent readers, it is in thwarting this 

accompaniment that Richardson’s project is most convincing. The most durably damning retort 

to would-be rake-reformists is that Lovelace had already adopted their position. Richardson 

chastised readers for arguing “almost in the words of Lovelace” (Letters 195), and twentieth-

century critics that have questioned the denouement’s necessity have also been accused of 

“Lovelacean” leanings.67 For Richardson, sharing Lovelace’s desire implied, at best, collusion 

with a rake; more recent moralists have equated it with condoning rape. One especially 



 

 
152 

exuberant critic described the effect of such readings as “gang rape” (Doederlein 412) while 

another has, more soberly, lamented the lack of “direct opprobrium” with which “Clarissa’s 

violation” had been treated (Castle 184). Under the auspices of a recent reinterpretation of the 

nature of rape, the heroine’s trauma has become imbued with something like sacrosanctity. 

“Rape,” we know now, is “a crime of violence and hostility against women, not”—as Lovelace 

suggests—” love or lust gone a little too far” (Staves 88). Though often treated as such, this 

insight is not an empirical fact but rather a valuation, an interpretation of an act (and one alien to 

amatory convention and three centuries of Richardson’s readers).68 Such decrees of irrefutable 

correctness but uncertain veridicality rely on assertion, repetition, and consensus; they are 

articles of faith. For any right-thinking person, Clarissa’s rejection of her rapist is just, that is, it 

elicits hedonic rewards—but only with sufficient conditioning. As a readily recognizable 

metonym for consummated love, a wedding is intuitively joyous; a funeral is less obviously so. 

Happily accepting the death of both protagonists (and the perdition of one) requires a profound 

ideological accord and perfect confidence between reader and author. In this, a conventional 

romance is a gnat to Clarissa’s elephant. Romance relies on a measure of credulity in its readers; 

Clarissa demands devotion. 

With Clarissa, Richardson refuses to be duped, again, by romance’s confidence game. In 

withholding the “transient joys” of the petty payoff, however, he raises the stakes. Satisfaction 

with Clarissa’s resolution depends not only on the belief in the Christian system’s guarantee that 

poetical justice will be infallibly observed hereafter, but also (or instead) on accord with the 

author’s assessment of Lovelace’s redeemability. Richardson, however, cannot ground his 

verdict on any literary, psychological, historical, or theological truth; rather, he appeals to the 

authority, character, and judgment of himself, a man, in his protégé Eusebius Silvester’s account, 
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“whose Works publickly declared him, to have the greatest knowl[ledge] of Human Nature and 

the World too, of perhaps any man in it.”69 Not everyone agreed, and Richardson retired his pen 

in despair of drawing a consensus, “without hope of amending the inconsiderate.”70 Richardson, 

however, at least believed himself. If Clarissa is the “con-game” that Warner suspected, its 

author was its chief dupe; and, as any con man knows, a mark’s “complete and unshakable faith 

in his own integrity” is among the most exploitable of credulities (Maurer 102).  

Richardson’s next and last novel was Sir Charles Grandison, an attempt to show that a 

“dad” need not be a milksop, and a favorite of Jane Austen. He left a more pertinent finale 

unpublished: “A Warning Piece to Posterity,” a carefully arranged and edited collection of his 

correspondence with Eusebius Silvester. In it, Silvester introduces himself to Richardson amidst 

an unsolicited outpouring of praise for Grandison. He finds much in common with Richardson, 

particularly in their mutual uprightness and the idea that “if Mankind would take but half [the] 

trouble to correct & improve their Minds on Natural and Rational Principles, as [they] do to 

viciate & debase them by unnatural & irrational ones, deceit, fraud & rap[ine] . . . wou’d 

immediately vanish.”71  

Unfortunately, unwavering rectitude does not assure worldly success, and Silvester 

declares himself a “squeamishly sc[r]upulous” victim of his own punctilio72. Much as Clarissa’s 

impenetrable virtue precludes conventional amatory heroism, Silvester’s reluctance to defraud, 

deceive, or dissemble proves an insurmountable obstacle to his success as an attorney—which he 

makes no scruple of emphasizing. Indeed, his chief theme is his perpetual financial persecution 

and his want of friends able to prevent him from becoming “a sacrifice to adversity & unhappy 

times.” Any assistance, of course, would be easily repaid when one of his several “projects” 

came round.73 To be sure, this has all the trappings of a confidence game, which Richardson, two 
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£25 loans later, comes to realize. 

The loss of £50 hardly ruined Richardson, and although “Warning Piece” portrays the 

deliberate mechanizations of a calculating villain, it is likely that Richardson was the peripheral 

victim of a man who chiefly duped himself.74 More troubling are the implications of the manner 

in which Richardson was taken. It begins, like Clarissa, as a tale of Silvester’s persecuted virtue; 

however, it evolves into a tale about a tale. Silvester has a double role: he is a character in his 

own telling, but he is also the author of that character. As in Fielding’s parody of Pamela, in 

which Shamela ensnares Mr. Booby with affected integrity, Silvester is a mere purveyor of 

persecuted virtue. In recording what Tom Keymer has described as “his own experience as a 

reader at first beguiled by specious rhetoric masquerading as writing from the heart, and at last 

aware that what he took for a window was all along a mask,” Richardson interpolates himself 

into a text not of his own creation. “Warning Piece” is an account of being taken in by a fiction, 

in which “a trusting reader falls victim to a cunning writer” (Richardson’s 43).  

In this, “Warning Piece” undermines the premise of Clarissa much as Clarissa had 

Pamela’s. Without Richardson’s traumatic intervention, Clarissa’s “natural course” is most 

evidently matrimonial romance. Richardson justified his authorial intrusion with his didactic 

agenda, that “the Author had a great end in view” (Letters 196). In “Warning Piece,” as Keymer 

has noted, Richardson also shifts attention “away from what the letters say to focus instead on 

what they are intended to do,” but here to point to artifice in the service of intention is not a 

defense but an accusation (Richardson’s 43). This is not without irony. Richardson’s role here is 

akin to that of a seduced and betrayed amatory heroine, but not so well off. A heroine’s reluctant 

complicity is always a gamble, but one that, by amatory convention, allows for at least a possible 

payoff. The problem was not that Richardson, who detected “a Flightiness bordering on 
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Romance” in Silvester,75 was unaware that he was assuming a great risk in trusting Silvester; 

rather, it was that—in Richardson’s account—there never was a risk: the appearance of chance 

was illusory. In this narrative, Richardson is not unfortunate; he is doomed. 

There is, however, something like poetical justice in the outcome. Like Lovelace, the 

victim of “Warning Piece” is a tragedian in his own right, hoist by the mechanisms of his own 

petard. For Lovelace, rakes “love not any tragedies but those in which they themselves act the 

parts of tyrants and executioners” (618). Richardson, in Lady Bradshaigh’s account, had revealed 

his own “cruel disposition” in Clarissa. As she explained, “I fancy, Sir, you found yourself 

remarkable easy as to Lovelace, when you had sent him to destruction, both of body and soul. It 

seemed to be a favorite point with you.”76 In “Warning Piece,” it is Richardson who finds 

himself persecuted. At the same time, in having his sympathies aroused, manipulated, and 

betrayed, Richardson resembles his disgruntled readers. His prescribed happiness for Clarissa 

and her readers is perfect confidence in the tragedy’s necessity or, that failing, in the propriety of 

his authorial manipulation. In Clarissa, his demand for belief exceeded, at least, Lady 

Bradshaigh’s capacity for credulity: “I am trying, Sir, to copy your Christian; but find I cannot be 

quite so perfect a one.”77 Instead, “I cannot help hating you, if you alter not your scheme.”78 

Silvester’s scheme also requires more confidence than Richardson can muster. In lieu of a 

palpable reward, Silvester promises a payoff in a perpetually deferred abstract afterward, an IOU 

secured only by the bearer’s belief in the judgment, character, and word of its issuer. 

Richardson’s response captures the precariousness of both his financial and Lady Bradshaigh’s 

emotional investments: “Am I, at last . . . to depend for Justice from you, upon Projects and 

Moonshine?”79 

Ought we to trust? It is a quintessentially modern human conundrum; no other species’ 
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survival—or happiness—is so dependent on the kindness of others, even strangers. Clarissa’s 

believers can find homeostatic happiness in trusting in the author’s traumatic intervention, but 

the skeptical are left in a limbo characterized by a demand for absolute trust and no felt 

possibility of justification. In the end, Richardson requires perfect confidence—for Clarissa and 

himself—but cannot bear the risk of reciprocating. He would have found good company aboard 

Melville’s Fidèle.  

Notes 

1 Elam also cites a legitimate study that indicated that some 62% of students on one college 

campus experience fantasies involving forced sex at least once a year. Moreover, it seems that 

some 45% of those fantasies were categorized as “erotic-aversive,” 80% of which contained 

elements of “genuine resistance.” See page 41-42 for the “erotic-aversive” content section in 

Bivona and Critelli.  

2 For discussions of the nonessential role of sex in romance, see Salmon 155 and Regis 6, 

22-23. 

3 See also Tan.  

4 Regis provides a helpful summary of feminist objections against the romance novel (3-8). 

For an assessment of pressures within the industry to reform the genre, see Jayne Krentz’s 

“Trying to Tame the Romance: Critics and Correctness.”  

5 Many empiricist and evolutionary studies of rape and fantasy are critical of traditional 

feminist perspectives, and have been received with acerbity in kind. Some notable critiques of 

Brownmiller’s views can be found in Thornhill and Palmer, Hawley and Hensley, chapter 5 in 

Lalumière, et al., Pinker’s The Blank Slate (359-72), and chapter 2 in McElroy. For an exemplary 
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acerbic reception of Thornhill and Palmer, see Cheryl Travis’s (ed.) Evolution, Gender, and 

Rape. 

6 Women who report having frequent submission/rape fantasies are more assertive, open, 

confident, extroverted, and socially dominant than those who do not. See Hawley and Hensley 

for socially dominant females and Bivona and Critelli for openness as the most reliable 

personality trait of women with rape fantasies.  

7 For sexual fluidity in bisexual males, see Rosenthal et al. 

8 A small study by C.A. Ringrose and anecdotal evidence from clinicians in a rape crisis 

center suggest that between 4%-5% of rapes result in orgasm. See Levin and van Berlo for a 

discussion, esp. 85-86. Some researchers attribute the flexibility of bodily response to selection 

pressures of evolutionary environments, extending well into our nonhuman past, in which the 

threat of unwanted sex may have been widespread. See chapters 1-2 in Lalumière, et al., chapters 

1-2 in Thornhill and Palmer, and chapter 2 in Brownmiller. See Suschinsky and Lalumière for a 

discussion on the possible evolutionary advantages of indiscriminate genital response. 

9 As Michael McKeon has noted, “From Dante on, the fear that women’s morals will be 

corrupted by reading romances is quite conventional” (52). 

10 Hackett notes the sparseness of evidence either way, and she qualifies her conclusions 

accordingly. See esp. 6-9.  

11 Juliet Fleming has a somewhat different take on the function of the self-deprecating 

preface convention ostensibly addressing a female audience. In her assessment, the female reader 

is an imaginary placeholder facilitating the misogynistic homosocial bond between the (male) 

joker and the (male) addressee.  

12 Lovelace describes his project as an attempt to “awaken the woman in [Clarissa].” He 
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continues: “If she be a woman, and love me, I shall surely catch her once tripping: . . . She’ll be 

more than woman . . . if I succeed not” (431). Unless otherwise noted, all quotations from 

Clarissa are from Angus Ross’s edition, based on the first edition. I do not share some critics’ 

opinion that the first is superior to Richardson’s supposedly more didactic subsequent editions, 

but Ross’s is the only edition in print at the time of this writing (though electronic versions of 

other editions are available). When quoting Richardson’s later addenda, I cite the eighth volume 

of his first edition, published as Letters and Passages Restored, whenever possible. 

13 I use the term “amatory romance” to differentiate the popular romances, amatory fiction, 

and romance novels focused on emotional and sexual experience of a female protagonist and 

penned primarily by and for women from the numerous other senses of “romance” deployed by 

authors and critics.  

14 Ballaster makes the same point, see esp. 24-25.  

15 Catty xv. For a discussion of the near ubiquity of this assessment, see the “Preface to the 

Paperback Edition” in Catty. For the same result from a study of French etymology and literature 

regarding the trope of conflating of rape (elopement/abduction/forced sex) and ravishment 

(forced sex/emotional ecstasy), see Graval’s introduction to Ravishing Maidens.  

16 For a meta-analysis of literature on “illusion of control” before 1996, see Presson and 

Benassi; for more recent developments, see Stefan and David. For greater pleasure (dopamine 

stimulus response) with an element of uncertainty in monkeys, see Hollerman and Schultz and 

especially Fiorillo, Tobler, and Schultz’s 2003 study. The situation is complicated but not 

materially altered in analogous human fMRI studies. See Breiter, et al. For a general overview 

see Schultz. 

17 Qtd. in Ogas and Gaddam 229. 
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18 Richardson paraphrases and clarifies Anna’s comment in Moral and Instructive 

Sentiments: “Rakes and Libertines are the men, Miss Howe says, that women do not naturally 

dislike” (190). 

19 For a summary of some twenty studies suggesting that “cads” are more physically 

attractive, dominant, rebellious, arrogant, and exploitative while showing increased tendencies 

toward Machiavellianism, subclinical psychopathy, and narcissism than “dads,” see Durante et 

al., 2.  

20 Ogas and Gaddam: “The unique detective skills of the female sexual brain were honed 

over hundreds of thousands of years of amateur sleuthing, investigating the character of sneaky 

and aggressive men in an extraordinary variety of contexts. Like the fictional Miss Marple, a 

woman’s Detective Agency mulls over a variety of evidence concerning a potential partner’s 

character, weighs clues from the physical and social environment, and examines her own 

experiences and feelings before permitting—or pursuing—sex (72-73).” Modleski also suggests 

that “the mystery of masculine motives . . . is central to most women’s popular romances” (31). 

See also P.D. James’ discussion of the affinity of romance and mystery in her “Emma 

Considered as a Detective Story.” 

21 For a description of typical women’s sexual strategies from an evolutionary perspective, 

see David Buss’s Evolution of Desire, esp. chapters 2 and 11. For a psychoanalytic perspective 

on the “tendency in women to divide men into two classes: the omnipotent, domineering, aloof 

male and the gentle, but passive and fairly ineffectual male” see Modleski (71).  

22 The romance author Robyn Donald explains the appeal of the romance hero: “Until very 

recently in our historic past, strong, successful, powerful, men had the greatest prospects of 

fathering children who survived. If a woman formed a close bond with a man who was sensible, 
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competent and quick-witted, one high up in the family or tribal pecking order, a man with the 

ability to provide food and protection for her and any children she might have, the chances of her 

children surviving were greater than those of a woman whose mate was inefficient” (103). For an 

analysis of cad and dad strategies in literature, see Kruger, Fisher, and Jobling. For a analysis of 

the cad-like traits of romance heroes, see Gorry as well as Cox and Fisher.  

23 Wendell and Tan: “The Magic Hoo Hoo does it all: it heals all ills, psychic and sexual. It 

provides unparalleled pleasure to the hero, despite the heroine’s reluctance, inexperience, and 

awkwardness. . . . It also creates an instant emotional bond that’s even more irrational and 

persistent than a newly hatched chick imprinting on the first living thing it sees (Kindle 

Locations 594-99). As an attribute of ideal femininity in early modern romance, “virtue” 

conflates the senses of “chastity” and more general “moral excellence personified” (see OED 2.b 

and 2.c), but also effects an almost supernatural quality (see OED 3.a). In Richardson’s Pamela, 

the heroine’s father and mother also imply an anatomical component of “virtue”: “we fear – you 

should be too grateful, and reward [Mr. B] with that jewel, your virtue . . .” (46). 

24 For a rendition of this formula by evolutionary psychologists, see Fisher and Cox 308-9.  

25 This phrase first appears in the preface to the second edition. I cite from the Shakespeare-

Head edition (I, xv).  

26 Zunshine, along with many philosophers and cognitive scientists, describe the ability to 

keep a “source” of a representation in mind when considering its “content” to be 

“metarepresentational ability.” Since the “content” of a representation is always already 

represented, it is subject to distortions, intentional or otherwise, vis-à-vis its “source.” Thus, a 

given represented representation is a “metarepresentation.”  

27 Later evidence seems to confirm the reality of the fire, as it had “scorched the window-
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board, singed the hangings, and burned through the slit-deal lining of the window-jambs,” which 

Clarissa is later brought in to confirm (729, 738). (Clarissa is not convinced: see 756-57 for her 

take). In a later letter to Belford, Lovelace once avows the reality of the fire without disavowing 

his mischievous intent: “I then protested that the fire was a real fire (so it was). I disclaimed (less 

truly indeed) premeditation” (826). 

28 For Lovelace’s imagination getting “fired” at the prospect of being a “goddess-maker,” see 

143; for his “inflamed” desire, see 609; for Clarissa’s indignation being “fired” by a report of 

Solmes’ insolence, see 187; or by her brother, 226; or by “conscious worthiness,” 1037; for fire 

as trial or purge, see 519 and 712; for Anne Howe on “love” as “a fire that is not to be played 

with without burning one’s fingers,” see 748. 

29 For servant girls reading Dorastus and Fawnia, see chapter 4 in Lori Newcomb. See 230-

32 for her discussion of its appearance in Clarissa.  

30 “Pamela” is the name of a persecuted paragon of virtue in Sir Phillip and Mary Sidney’s 

Arcadia. Richardson had printed a collection of Sidney’s works (Sale 204), and even 

Richardson’s contemporaries noted the echo of the name. See Leed; McKillop (34); and Watt’s 

“Naming of Characters” (325).  

31 The gentleman is usually considered to be Richardson’s friend and confidant Philip 

Skelton, and the letter containing his objection is lost.  

32 A Candid Examination, 24-25. This author does not mention the fire-scene per se, but his 

description echoes a passage in which Lovelace describes “her bared shoulders and arms . . . , 

her admirable shape and fine-turned limbs” in his account (724). 

33 Jane Collier to Richardson, July 9, 1749. Reprinted in Keymer’s “Jane Collier,” 151-52 

34 In a compilation of the most common word combinations relating to the object of desire in 
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women’s erotica, Ogas and Gaddam found the top ten to be: his gaze, his lover, his teeth, his 

heart, he sighed, his mind, his skin, he watched, he heard, and his neck. The focus of the fantasy 

is on the “irresistibility” of the heroine and the subtle reactions that her irresistibility provokes. 

Conspicuously absent from this list is the privileged male member. By contrast, five of the top 

ten combinations in gay male erotica refer to male genitalia; penises are also popular search 

items in straight male porn (137, 140). 

35 Cf. Musidorus’ contemplated rape of Pamela in The Old Arcadia, in which the would-be 

rapist finds the sleeping heroine “still but ravishing”: “[T]he roses of her lips (whose separating 

was wont to be accompanied with most wise speeches) now by force drew his sight to mark how 

prettily they lay one over the other . . . . [T]hat well closed paradise, that did so tyrannize over 

Musidorus’s affects that he was compelled to put his face as low to hers as he could … . But 

each of these having a mighty working in his heart, all joined together did so draw his will into 

the nature of their confederacy … that rising softly from her, overmastered with the fury of 

delight, having all his senses partial against himself and inclined to his well beloved adversary, 

he was bent to take the advantage of the weakness of the watch, and see whether at that season 

he could win the bulwark before timely help might come” (176–77). See Sussman (65) and Catty 

(47-49) for discussions of this scene. The convention persists in amatory fiction. As Behn’s 

Philander, for one ready instance, complains to his soon to be abandoned lover, “Oh Silvia, take 

care of me, for I am in thy Power, my Life, my Fame, my Soul are in thy Hands, be tender of the 

Victims” (86).  

36 The lines are (“altered to the first person,” as Lovelace explains) from “The Picture of 

Love” by Richardson’s frequent correspondent Aaron Hill. Hill frequently cited the poem as 

especially instructive in his moralizing prose works upon the subject of “passion.” The lines are 
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omitted in all but the first edition, which smoothens the awkwardness of their rather ham-fisted 

insertion but creates a narrative gap wholly omitting any account of his “decent and generous . . . 

address so fervent” that Clarissa responds to with bitter grief (724). See Nace.  

37  Richardson to Aaron Hill, 10 May 1748. Reprinted in Selected Letters, 88. 

38 Aaron Hill to Richardson, 10 July 1749. Reprinted in Hill, 281.  

39 Richardson explains his reasoning for having Anna discover Clarissa’s feelings for 

Lovelace while Clarissa herself long remains relatively oblivious to them in a letter to Aaron Hill 

(29 Oct. 1746): “As to Clarissa’s being in downright Love, I must acknowledge, that I rather 

would chose to have it imputed to her, (his too well-known Character consider’d) by her 

penetrating Friend, (and then a Reader will be ready enough to believe it, the more ready, for her 

not owning it, or being blind to it herself) than to think her self that she is. . . . . I was very 

desirous, that it should appear to a Reader, that had so excellent a Creature been left to her self, 

well as she might have liked him had he been a moral Man, she would have overcome her Liking 

to him; and despised him: And then I was willing to explode, in her principal Motive, that 

pernicious Notion, that a Reformed Rake (one of her now chief, and generous Motives) makes 

the best Husband” (Selected Letters 72). In short, he confuses his heroine to her own affective 

motivations for a touch of realism; he conceives that they will be thought more legitimate 

through her unawareness of them. Her triumph over them will thus be all the more triumphant. 

40 Hale’s full definition: “Rape is the carnal knowledge of any woman above the age of ten 

years against her will, and of the woman-child under the age of ten years with or against her 

will” (628). 

41 See Bashar and the first chapter in Catty.  

42 For an orienting discussion on women’s confusion regarding whether or not they were 
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actually raped, see Julianne Ross’s piece on Indentities.Mic. For the normalization of sexual 

violence in young women and girls, see Hlavka. 

43 Erich Segal offers this description of a Menandrian plot: “During one of the Athenian 

fertility festivals, under cover of night, a well-bred young man, intoxicated by wine and the spirit 

of the kōmos, ‘forcefully seduces’ a well-bred young girl. In his haste to decamp, he neglects to 

notice that he has somehow lost his ring. Sometime later, in the daylight, he falls in love ‘at first 

sight’—with the same girl, unaware that she had been his victim. But then, learning that she is 

pregnant, he refuses to wed her. Finally, after much ado, all is resolved in Act Four . . . When he 

spies her souvenir, recognizes his property and fault, and says ‘Hey, that’s my ring—I love you, 

let’s get married!’ And thus the line of Athenian upper-class twits is perpetuated” (155). 

44 In the “tragic” parts of the tragicomedies, the woman’s suffering and sense of irreparable 

defilement is foregrounded. In Beaumont and Fletcher’s The Queene of Corinth, for example, the 

heroine Merione is given fifty-one lines of luxuriant lament before begging her anonymous rapist 

to marry her (2.1). These laments were typical of Jacobean rape dramas—which were most often 

tragic—and nearly all of them owe direct or secondhand influence from Shakespeare’s The Rape 

of Lucrece. Given less elaborate treatment is Merione’s compliance in the plot to substitute 

herself for another woman for a second rape, or her subsequent marriage in concert with her 

rapist’s “miraculous moral reformation” that enables the comedy to emerge from the tragedy. 

See Baines for a discussion of The Queene of Corinth and The Spanish Gipsy (218, 212-25).  

45 See Keymer’s Richardson’s Clarissa for an extended account of this effect in Lovelace’s 

“reading” of the situation, 176-88, esp. 183. 

46 The repression/recovery version of Nachträglichkeit, for Jean Laplanche, is the remnant of 

the “seduction theory” that remained in Freud’s thought after he otherwise jettisoned the idea. 
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Though Freud abandoned the seduction theory, this first version of Nachträglichkeit seems have 

remained his preferred one. Freud may have seen too much of his estranged former pupil Carl 

Jung’s concept of Zurückphantasieren in his own “hermeneutic” conception, and—not without 

some inconsistency in lieu of his dismissal of the seduction theory—consistently insisted on the 

reality of the initial trauma. See Essays on Otherness, 264-69, esp. 265.  

47 See Loftus and Ketchum’s The Myth of Repressed Memory and McNally, especially 

chapters 4-8, for critiques of repression and recovery. See Lynn, et al. for a review of literature 

that disentangles the common conception of the relation between trauma, functional amnesia, 

and so-called dissociative disorders. For an introduction to memory reconsolidation, see chapters 

1 and 2 in Alberini’s (ed.) Memory Reconsolidation or Alberini and LeDoux’s “Memory 

Reconsolidation.” For a therapeutic deployment of “reconsolidation,” see Schiller, et al.. For a 

detailed neuronal discussion, see Tronson and Taylor. 

48 See Bonnie Green.  

49 It is not uncommon to find that children may fail to understand sexual abuse qua abuse 

until they reach a later understanding of the events (McNally 199). In the fifth edition of The 

Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-V), this phenomenon is described 

as “deferred expression” of Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (revised from the DSM-IV’s “deferred 

onset”) and can occur months or years following the triggering event (276). 

50 For a fuller explanation of this scene, see Laplanche’s Life and Death in Psychoanalysis, 

esp. 38-41 

51 See especially Freud’s account in “The Uncanny,” part II in Totem and Taboo, as well as 

an apropos discussion in “The Taboo of Virginity.”  

52 After a prolonged dodging of a “direct denial” of her state, she finally exclaims in 
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company, “I own no marriage with thee!” Nonetheless, as Lovelace explains, “The women, as I 

had owned our marriage to be but half completed, heard nothing in this whole scene to contradict 

(not flagrantly to contradict) what I had asserted” (791, 794, 796). 

53 The idea probably originates with Terry Castle’s observation that the rape elaborates, “on 

the plane of the physical, the semantic violation she had already suffered” (25). 

54 As Richardson notes in his Answer regarding the fire-scene, “Had it proved successful, no 

account of it could with Decency have been given. The last villainous Outrage is not at all 

particularized. It is not, it could not be, described in the History of Clarissa” (9).  

55 See chapter 8 in McNally and chapter 5 in Schacter. 

56 I cite from Answer (2) here, but Richardson makes the same point, in the same terms, in 

his response to Albrecht von Haller’s review of Clarissa (347), and a letter to Hill. Richardson to 

Hill, 10 May 1748. Reprinted in Selected Letters 88.  

57 Clarissa’s celebrated refrain of “No” structures most of her action; her “No” applies to 

every suitor’s request, her father, her brother, Solmes, Lovelace, and even Anna Howe’s escape 

schemes and Mrs. Norton’s offers of assistance. For the importance and force of Clarissa’s “No” 

as ultimately a refusal of her father’s (incestuous) desire, see Zwinger, esp. 23. See also Doody’s 

“Saying ‘No,’ Saying ‘Yes’” and Michael Suarez.  

58 For present-day romance authors’ and readers’ correspondence, see Krentz’s introduction, 

Kinsdale’s, and Malek’s contributions to Dangerous Men. Ogas and Gaddam briefly discuss the 

importance of discussion in the enjoyment of romance plots regarding “fan-fiction” (spin-offs of 

popular books or films). They find that “Most fan fiction stories are posted in forums and blogs 

that allow readers to comment on the stories. . . . Many fan fiction stories elicit hundreds of 

comments. A story’s author usually responds to comments on her story. . . . In fan fiction, the 
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discussion is as important as the story” (119-20). One example is Lady Bradshaigh’s proposed 

revision in which Lovelace falls deathly ill, sincerely repents, and is nursed back to health by 

Clarissa, with whom he weds and shares in “mutual and uninterrupted happiness” (“Belfour” to 

Richardson, 20 November 1748. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 202-206, 205). Lady Bradshaigh’s 

sister, Lady Elizabeth Echlin, also proposed a more developed alternate ending omitting the rape 

and reconciling the lovers in death. Ogas and Saddam speculate that this impulse to critique and 

disseminate the emotional authenticity of characters and situations stems from an adapted female 

mating strategy that utilizes what they call “informational cues,” that is, information regarding a 

potential mate derived from the assessments of other women via gossip.  

59 On the “myth” of the hundreds of letters demanding a happy ending, see Stuber. See also 

Keymer’s introduction to the postscript to V, VI, VII in Published Commentary. 

60 In the preface, Richardson claims “the principle views of the publication” to be: (1) “to 

caution parents against the undue exertion of their natural authority,” and (2) to warn children 

“against preferring a man of pleasure to a man of probity, upon that dangerous but too commonly 

received notion, that a reformed rake makes the best husband” (36).  

61 From The Spectator, imperfectly Qtd. in Clarissa (1497). 

62 For Lady Bradshaigh’s letter (“Belfour” to Richardson, 20 November 1748) to which 

Richardson is referring, see Correspondence IV, 194-202, esp. 198. This comment was made just 

before her receipt of the fifth volume.  

63 Richardson to Hill, 10 May 1748. Rpt. in Selected Letters, 87.  

64 Richardson to “Belfour,” 1748. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 223. 

65 “Belfour” to Richardson, 1748. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 207. 

66 As Lady Bradshaigh explains, “the only difference between us is, whether or not [Clarissa] 
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ought to have [her reward in Heaven] now, or after some more years of happiness in this world; 

indeed I do wish Lovelace to accompany her, after sharing her happiness here: there we do differ 

greatly.” “Belfour” to Richardson, 1748. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 211. 

67 V.S. Pritchett, Leslie Fielder, William Warner, and especially Dorothy Van Ghent are

among the most prominent twentieth-century Lovelaceans. Terry Eagleton has indulged in a 

particularly vitriolic diatribe against Van Ghent and Warner (65-68). 

68 Siobhán Kilfeather attributes the light treatment of Clarissa’s rape by the aforementioned 

critics to the evident fact that “rape has only recently begun to be widely defined as a crime of 

violence” (257). Empirical researchers have complicated the matter—individual rapists are 

motivated by any number of factors—and most concur that the reduction of rape to a single 

cause. See chapter 5 in Lalumière, et al.. Even the avowed neo-Brownmillerians Leah Vickers 

and Philip Kitcher concede, “Rape is not just about violence,” though as no contemporary sex 

researcher denies, “it is not just about sex either” (161).  

69 Silvester to Richardson, 21 July 1759. Qtd. in Keymer’s Richardson’s Clarissa 

70   Richardson to Susanna Highmore, 31 January 1754. Reprinted in Selected Letters, 275. 

71 Silvester to Richardson, 22 August 1754. Qtd. in Keymer’s Richardson’s Clarissa, 35.  

72 Silvester to Richardson, received 12 October 1754. Qtd. in Keymer’s Richardson’s 

Clarissa, 37. 

73 Silvester to Richardson, 15 February 1756. Qtd. in Keymer’s Richardson’s Clarissa, 38. 

74 See Eaves and Kimpell, 465-70, esp. 470. 

75 Richardson to Silvester, 12 August 1756. Qtd. in Eaves and Kimpel, 468. 

76 “Belfour” to Richardson, 11 January 1749. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 244. 

77  “Belfour” to Richardson, 1748. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 215. 
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78 “Belfour” to Richardson, 11 January 1749. Rpt. in Correspondence IV, 201. 

79 Richardson to Sylvester, 6 April 1757. Qtd. in Eaves and Kimpel, 469 
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CHAPTER 4 

THE DUPE’S DILEMMA IN MELVILLE’S THE CONFIDENCE-MAN 

The Problem of Confidence 
Trust men, and they will be true to you; treat them greatly, and they will 

show themselves great. 

—Emerson’s “Prudence” 

God help the poor fellow who squares his life according to this. 

—Melville’s marginalia* 

Jack and Jill have robbed a drug dealer. The police know they have robbed a drug dealer, 

but cannot prove it. They can, however, prove, on the strength of text message records, that Jack 

and Jill conspired to rob a drug dealer. The mandatory minimum sentence for conspiracy to rob a 

drug dealer is, in their state, a one-year jail term.  

The district attorney, however, very much wishes to get a conviction for the actual 

robbery. To do so, she needs at least one of the two to testify against the other. She offers the 

accused the following deal: snitch on your partner, and receive a reduced sentence. If both snitch, 

both will receive a three-year prison term. If one snitches, the snitch will go free, and the other 

will receive a five-year prison term. If neither snitch, both receive a one-year prison term. 

Jill, who has never been accused of sentimentality, considers her options. Jack just might 

be enough of a sucker to not snitch. If he refrains, she will either get one year (if she refrains) or 

none (if she snitches). If Jack does snitch, she will either get five years (if she refrains) or three 

(if she snitches). No matter what Jack does, Jill will be better off snitching.  

Jack also considers his options. Jack would very much like to see Jill again in a year, 

which is only possible if both stay silent. Despite his fondest wishes, however, he does not in 

truth harbor much hope for this outcome. She is not, as his therapist has explained, capable of 

love. Nevertheless, he reasons, it may be that she just needs someone to truly believe in her. 

* Page 215 in Melville’s copy.
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“No,” Jack murmurs, “I will not betray her.” 

Jack spends the next five years in prison, while Jill flies to Acapulco with both halves of 

the stolen money and Jack’s best friend Stan.  

 Clearly, Jack ought not to have trusted Jill. Doing so, as Jill’s reasoning affirms, 

contravened his immediate self-interest and is, in that sense, irrational. A longer-term 

perspective, however, complicates the matter. 

Five years later, Jill and Stan rob a different drug dealer. They are captured, and offered 

the same deal. Jill, being Jill, snitches. Stan, who remembers what Jill did to Jack, also snitches. 

Both are imprisoned for three years.  

Jack, fresh out of prison, robs a different drug dealer with his new partner, Suzy. They are 

promptly captured, and are offered the same deal. Jack, being Jack, does not snitch. Suzy, who 

remembers what Jack did to Jill, does not snitch. After a year’s respite, the honorable thieves 

Jack and Suzy rob three more drug dealers and have year-old twins by the time Stan and Jill are 

finally released.  

Jack and Jill’s initial situation is a version of what game theorists call a Prisoner’s 

Dilemma. In the terminology of the discipline, Jack’s strategy is to “cooperate” and Jill’s is to 

“defect.” In any given scenario, as Jill reasoned, the best strategy for the individual is to defect. 

However, when the scenario is repeated—that is, “iterated”—Jill’s strategy becomes less 

advantageous. If Jack is able to learn from his encounter, if there is a possibility of replaying, and 

if there are even a few others that will not defect, cooperation becomes an optimal long-term 

strategy.  

Jack’s approach is a version of “Tit for Tat,” a strategy developed by the psychologist 

Anatol Rapoport to compete in the political scientist Robert Axelrod’s computer tournaments. 
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These tournaments pitted different strategies from a variety of disciplines against one another in 

iterated Prisoner’s Dilemma scenarios. Tit for Tat was the simplest strategy submitted. It begins 

by cooperating, and subsequently reciprocates the other player’s move: if its opponent 

cooperates, Tit for Tat cooperates; if its opponent defects, it defects. Tit for Tat proved 

remarkable in two ways: (1) In every individual transaction, it never outscored its opponent; and 

(2) it won both tournaments. Tit for Tat did poorly against exploitative strategies, but those 

strategies did nearly as poorly. Against more cooperative strategies, both Tit for Tat and its 

opponents did well, but those more cooperative strategies fared worse against exploiters. When 

the scores were finally tallied, Tit for Tat had triumphed. It did not succeed because it impaired 

or defeated its individual opponents, but rather because it elicited behavior that allowed both to 

do well (Axelrod 112).  

For strategies like Tit for Tat to work, however, they must always be “nice,” that is, to 

never be the first to defect. Only by initially cooperating can Jack find other like-minded players 

and exploit the advantages of mutual cooperation (Axelrod 54, 176). When confronted with a 

stranger, Jack’s answer to “ought I to trust?” must be “yes.” In computer simulations, given a 

large enough population, a sufficient diversity of strategies, and an uncertain future, nice and 

generous strategies invariably dominate non-cooperative and exploitative ones (Bender and 

Swistak). In real populations too, evolutionary pressures favor individual dispositions and social 

systems that lend themselves to cooperation and reciprocity. Humans, for whom cooperation is 

especially important, have evolved accordingly. The happiest, healthiest, and most socially 

successful humans are often the most trusting in themselves, others, and even being itself—even 

when that optimism reflects a distorted reality.1 Confidence—even overconfidence—is not only 

an effect of success; it is also a cause.  
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Social cooperation requires trust, but not a conscious decision to do so. Social animals, 

computerized social strategies, and even multicellular organisms requires “trust,” but none of 

these need to know that they are trusting. As Axelrod has explained, “there is no need to assume 

that the players are rational. . . . Their strategies may simply reflect standard operating 

procedures, rules of thumb, instincts, habits, or imitation” (18). Cooperation is a successful 

evolutionary strategy, and the process of natural selection has endowed many social animals with 

affective incentives to trust (e.g., the Care system). Jack trusted Jill and Suzy not because he is 

disposed to martyrdom or because he was cognizant of the long-term advantages of cooperation. 

He trusted because, for him, trusting feels good.  

Trusting is the optimal long-term strategy, but it does not always work. No really existing 

cooperative network is free of defectors.2 This problem is compounded in populations large or 

mobile enough to preclude immediate retaliation. In these situations especially, strategies such as 

Jill’s “always defect” can be sustainable. To mitigate this risk, humans, like many social animals, 

have developed cognitive, behavioral, and even epigenetic contingencies for uncongenial 

environments.3 The evolution of cooperation, however, is invariably accompanied by the 

evolution of exploitation. Just as parasites and hosts engage in continually evolving strategies 

and counter-strategies, so do the means of cooperation and defection.4 Trust always involves 

risk.  

Jack’s dilemma involves two contradictory modes of reasoning, both correct. In terms of 

immediate self-interest, if the threat of retaliation in small, it is better to defect. If Jill can cheat 

with impunity, she should. For this reason, Jack should not trust her. Jack, however, is 

confounded by an imperative that is both less and more rational than Jill’s. For his long-term 

interest, he must always trust—that is, never be the first to defect. He is the victim of the optimal 
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irrationality of the human condition: his long-term welfare demands an implicit trust that he, in 

any given instance, ought not to indulge. This is the problem of confidence. 

Herman Melville’s The Confidence-Man is, among other things, a protracted thought 

experiment addressing this problem. The novel treats its implications in many facets: the 

theological problem of reliance on Providence; the socio-historical problem of faith in progress; 

and what one early reviewer of the novel described as “the conflict between the feeling of trust, 

enjoined by every nobler sentiment and higher principle, and the feeling of distrust engendered 

by the experience of life, of which every human breast is, however unconsciously, the perpetual 

battle-field.”5  

The first half is a sequence of tableaux in which Melville’s protagonist cozens a series of 

riverboat passengers by means of various guises: a mute “stranger”; a disabled African American 

(Guinea); the victim of a conniving malevolent woman (the unfortunate man); the agent of a 

charity (the man in the gray coat); a coal company representative (the man with the traveling 

cap); an herbalist and bone-setter (the herb-doctor); and an employment broker (the P.I.O. man). 

After establishing a praxis of confidence, in the second half, he attempts its theory. In the guise 

of the cosmopolitan Frank Goodman, he largely abandons the grift in favor of advocating what 

Tom Quirk has called “the gospel of confidence” (150).6 Confidence, he finds, is ubiquitous, 

necessary, easy to elicit, difficult to sustain, and impossible to justify.  

Dissembling Philanthropy 

And unto the Jews I became as a Jew, that I might gain the Jews; to them 

that are under the law, as under the law, that I might gain them that are 

under the law; to them that are without law, as without law . . . ; that I 

might gain them that are without law. To the weak became I as weak: I 

am made all things to all men; that I might by all means save some.  

—1 Cor. 9:20-22 

The Confidence-Man commences on April Fools’ Day, with the boarding of a “man in 
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cream-colors” on the Mississippi riverboat Fidèle (9). He is a “stranger,” the narrator explains, 

“in the extremest sense of the word”(9). He finds a placard “offering a reward for the capture of 

a mysterious imposter,” which has garnered the attention of his fellow passengers. He stands 

beside the placard and produces a slate, on which he inscribes: 

Charity thinketh no evil.7 

The other passengers chide the stranger, but he remains unfazed. He writes and erases a series of 

messages, completing Paul’s injunction from 1 Cor. 13: 

Charity suffereth long, and is kind. . . .  

Charity endureth all things. . . .  

Charity believeth all things. . . .  

Charity never fails. (11-12) 

Paul’s is a rich, subtle, and nuanced text, but it is not ambiguous. The stranger follows the King 

James Version’s translation of Paul’s agápē as “charity,” though many Protestant Bibles follow 

the Geneva’s “love.” However it is translated, in Paul’s sense, the term denotes an attitude of 

unflagging benevolent credulity, selfless devotion, and unchecked generosity.  

As the crowd jeers, pushes, and punches the stranger into submission, a barber opens his 

shop for the day. He hangs his own sign, as semantically rich, subtle, and nuanced as the 

stranger’s, but more concise:  

NO TRUST (12) 

Most proximately, “NO TRUST” means something like “cash only.” As Melville’s narrator 

notes, such signs were commonplace, but the sentiment was still novel enough to need to be said. 

Small towns with stable, stationary populations could viably rely on informal credit 

arrangements for everyday transactions. In these close-knit communities, a haircut given today 
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could be remunerated—either with money or by other means—at a later date, or simply held 

indefinitely as an obligation. Such arrangements were prudent where personal acquaintance, 

word-of-mouth, and reputation protected barbers and the like against gratuitous exploitation. In 

larger and more transitory populations, these informal credit economies are less tenable, and the 

economy becomes more ubiquitously monetized.8 The barber’s denial of credit is a denial of 

intimacy, camaraderie, and community. “NO TRUST” also means no trust.  

Melville’s novel pits these poles of “believeth all things” and “NO TRUST” in 

opposition, with the stranger—that is, the confidence man—unfailingly arguing on the side of 

faith. He proceeds to don a series of guises with the intent of eliciting charity from his fellow 

passengers. He accomplishes this end with feigned misfortune, false charities, fraudulent 

investments, spurious medicine, and sham services. His profits, however, are often implausibly 

trifling. An early avatar, Guinea, is a “grotesque negro cripple” who catches coins tossed by 

spectators in his mouth (17). A “wooden-legged man” suspects fraud, but as another avatar of the 

confidence man rejoins, “is it reasonable to suppose that a man with brains, sufficient to act the 

part as you say, would take all that trouble, and run all that hazard, for the sake of those few 

paltry coppers . . . ?” (41). Later, the backwoodsman Pitch comes to a similar conclusion after his 

own encounter: “was the man a trickster,” he surmises, “it must be more for the love than the 

lucre. Two or three dirty dollars the motive to so many nice wiles?” (135). The confidence man’s 

intent is to elicit trust, and money’s value is primarily in its material proof of having done so. 

 The confidence man’s antagonist is no one character, but rather the “want of confidence” 

as such, which manifests in a series of champions of distrust. The first is the wooden-legged 

man, whom the narrator suspects to be “some discharged custom-house officer, who . . . had 

concluded to be avenged on government and humanity by making himself miserable for life, 
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either by hating or suspecting everything and everybody” (19). The wooden-legged man’s 

argument is one that a series of characters champion: confidence, credulity, trust, and optimism 

are forms of stupidity that crumble in the face of experience. In his estimation, “Charity is one 

thing, and truth another.” “A benevolent wise man,” he explains, is akin to “a virtuous jockey”—

that is, proverbially inexistent (22-23).9 

The wooden-legged man initially convinces no one, but he accomplishes his desired 

effect. One passenger describes him as a “Canada thistle,” a virulent and tenacious invasive 

weed. The wooden-legged man confirms this description, and elaborates: 

The seedy Canada thistle has been pretty well shaken among ye . . . . Dare say some seed 

has been shaken out; and won’t it spring through? And when it does spring, do you cut 

down the young thistles, and won’t they spring the more. It’s encouraging and coaxing 

‘em. Now, when with my thistles your farms shall be well stocked, why then—you may 

abandon ‘em! (24)  

The wooden-legged man, having himself been chastened of confident expectations, assures 

himself—and anyone else in earshot—that experience will invariably expose the folly of 

confidence. He finds his pleasure in imagining his schadenfreude at the future disappointment of 

his less-savvy fellows. Another avatar of doubt, the “soldier of fortune” formerly known as 

Happy Tom, candidly shares this motive: “Many a month I have longed to get hold of the Happy 

Man, drill him, drop the powder, and leave him to explode at his own leisure” (100). Preferring 

sure misery to possible misfortune, these avatars of doubt seek to legitimate their pessimism, 

which the disappoints of others—or even themselves—only confirms. This is, of course, a form 

of confidence in its own right. It is a belief in the power of predictive judgment, that is, what the 

cynical backwoodsman Pitch later describes as “confidence in distrust” (133). 
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The wooden-legged man’s seeds work even on the “good merchant” Mr. Roberts, whom 

the confidence man thrice swindles in three different guises. As the narrator explains, the good 

merchant finds that his “natural good-feeling had been made at least cautious by the unnatural 

ill-feeling” aroused by the wooden-legged man (21). Nevertheless, when Guinea’s audience 

begins to doubt the sturdy beggar, the merchant proclaims “I have confidence in you,” and hands 

over a half-dollar (25). He also, unknowingly, drops his business card. The confidence man uses 

the information gleaned from the card in his next guise—the “unfortunate man”—to convince 

the merchant that the two are old acquaintances, or to at least to accept that they may have been. 

After what the narrator supposes to be “a tale of singular interest, involving calamities against 

which no integrity, no forethought, no energy, no genius, no piety could guard,” the merchant 

responds with another charitable contribution (29-30). In return, the unfortunate man alerts the 

merchant to “the man with the traveling cap.” The merchant soon finds this man—who is, of 

course, again the confidence man. After he purchases sham stock in the “Black Rapids Coal 

Company,” the two engage in a friendly conversation regarding the unfortunate man’s 

misfortune. Here, the wooden-legged man’s seed germinates. 

Like the wooden-legged man, the confidence man concedes that confidence is in some 

measure opposed to experience. As the merchant relates the situation of the unfortunate man, the 

man with the traveling cap betrays some misgivings with his previous avatar’s story, as it “could 

not be deemed very conciliatory towards a view of human nature better than human nature was.” 

As the confidence man explains, “to admit the existence of unmerited misery, more particularly 

if alleged to have been brought about by unhindered arts of the wicked . . . might unfavorably 

bias [one’s] most important persuasions” (71). The “right conviction” ought to “be based less on 

experience than intuition” and must transcend “such variabilities as everyday events.” He 
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therefore advises against “too much latitude in philosophizing, or, indeed, of compassionating, 

since this might beget an indiscreet habit of thinking and feeling which might unexpectedly 

betray him upon unsuitable occasions” (72). On occasion, in order to maintain a habit of mind 

that believeth all things, a pinch of Podsnappery is in order. 

 For all that, the merchant cannot entirely shake some lingering suspicions. After quaffing 

“several glasses” of champagne “in silence and thoughtfulness,” he suddenly erupts: 

“Ah,” he cried, pushing his glass from him, “Ah, wine is good, and confidence is good; 

but can wine or confidence percolate down through all the stony strata of hard 

considerations, and drop warmly and ruddily into the cold cave of truth? Truth will not be 

comforted. Led by dear charity, lured by sweet hope, fond fancy essays this feat; but in 

vain; mere dreams and ideals, they explode in your hand, leaving naught but the 

scorching behind!” (73) 

The merchant is taken aback by his own words, and is “almost as surprised as his companion, at 

what had escaped him.” In the narrator’s estimation, the merchant is “mortified at having been 

tempted by his own honest goodness [and] accidentally stimulated into making mad 

disclosures—to himself as to another—of the queer, unaccountable caprices of his natural heart” 

(74). Betrayed by “his own honest goodness” into too much “compassionating” with the 

unfortunate man, the merchant—like Lear in Melville’s “Hawthorne and his Mosses”—“tears off 

the mask, and speaks the sane madness of vital truth” (522), to the surprise of even himself.10  

From Typee through Billy Budd, experience chastens Melville’s protagonists’ quixotic 

idealism. In his post Moby-Dick output, however, he charts the trajectory with increasing bile. 

The merchant’s “unbidden” outburst is a fair assessment of the didactic lessons of Israel Potter 

and especially Pierre—in which the title characters each follow their “fond fancy” to ruinous 
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ends. In these works, the underlying truth of confidence is, in short, a lie. For Wai-Chee Dimock, 

Pierre finds that “perfect confidence,” even between mother and son, “seems to consist solely in 

the pretense they keep up” (398). Similarly, the character of an individual consists of “layer upon 

layer of imposition and supposition, harnessed to no solid core of being” (406). The charade of 

relationships is mirrored by history and institutions. In Edgar Dryden’s estimation, Melville’s 

later novels dramatize “a theory of history which sees human progress as the successive 

swallowing up of one fiction by a new and more artificial one,” behind which is “a background 

of a blank, white emptiness” (195). Pierre reacts to this discovery with disillusionment, isolation, 

and distrust. In this response, he resembles the wooden-legged man and the other avatars of 

doubt in The Confidence-Man.  

In all likelihood, this attitude betrays something of its author. Melville’s work was not 

endowing him with the critical and commercial success he had hoped, and, embattled with 

physical, psychological, familial, and above all financial difficulties, he little to show for his 

exploded aspirations.11 It seems that in The Confidence-Man, Melville engages in what the 

confidence man accuses Shakespeare of in The Winter’s Tale. In Shakespeare’s play, the cony-

catcher Autolycus exploits the goodwill of his victims, declaring “Honesty” to be a “fool” and 

“trust” a “very simple gentleman” (4.4.586). In defiance of poetical justice, Autolycus is happy 

and successful, and never receives his comeuppance. Indeed, his mischief appears to bear his 

author’s tacit approval. For the confidence man, “the scenes in which the rogue figures seem 

purposely devised for verification of his principles” (178). Like Autolycus, the confidence man 

elicits trust only to betray it, and the scenes in which he figures certainly “seem” to confirm the 

folly of the confidence he ostensibly advocates. One early reviewer, at least, thought as much: 

[The Confidence-Man is] a strange book, the object of which is difficult to detect, unless 
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it be to prove this wicked world still more full of wickedness than even the most gloomy 

philosophers have supposed. . . . What would Mr. Melville have us learn and believe 

from this book? That no one lives who acts up to Christian principle? that to profess to 

act from a good feeling is a sign that we are acting solely with the base view of our own 

interests? (London Era) 

If this is correct, Melville can be fairly accused of the same motive as the wooden-legged man or 

Happy Tom, that is, justifying universal distrust.12 Moby-Dick’s Ishmael goes to sea as a way of 

“driving off the spleen” in lieu of “deliberately stepping into the street, and methodically 

knocking people’s hats off” (18). The confidence man, it would seem, goes about methodically 

knocking people’s hats off in lieu of going to sea. 

Unlike Pierre, however, The Confidence-Man does not settle on this confidence in 

distrust. Though Melville’s later novels trend toward cynicism, Melville was consistently 

inconsistent on this point. In a letter to Nathaniel Hawthorne, he claims that “a thief in jail is as 

honorable a personage as Gen. George Washington.” This advocacy of “universal democracy in 

all things,” however, is tempered by a “dislike to all mankind – in the mass” (Correspondence 

191-92). In Hawthorne’s judgement, these mixed feelings extend to religious matters. For

Hawthorne, Melville “can neither believe, nor be comfortable in his unbelief; and he is too 

honest and courageous not to try to do one or the other” (424). The Confidence-Man’s underlying 

distrust and disbelief is compromised by the same ambivalence.  

The collusion of confidence man and author is less straightforward than what Frank 

suspects of Autolycus and Shakespeare. It is never entirely clear what Melville’s protagonist’s 

principles actually are, let alone whether and to what extent the scenes in which he figures verify 

them. What Peter Bellis has called the “mysterious and unreliable” narrator and what R.W.B. 
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Lewis described as Melville’s “self-erasing prose” may obfuscate The Confidence-Man, but they 

also clarify its ambivalence (184; 272). An apparent slip following the merchant’s outburst of 

distrust evinces a facet of the complexity of the conspiring yet conflicted entanglement of 

narrative, narrator, and protagonist. After the confidence man rebukes the merchant, the narrator 

describes the merchant’s response:  

Sobered, shamed, all but confounded, . . . the merchant stared about him, and then, with 

altered mien, stammeringly confessed that he was almost as much surprised as his 

companion, at what had escaped him. He did not understand it; was quite at a loss to 

account for such a rhapsody popping out of him unbidden. It could hardly be the 

champagne; he felt his brain unaffected; in fact, if anything, the wine had acted upon it 

something like white of egg in coffee, clarifying and brightening. 

In the first edition, this passage was concluded with a stray quotation mark (“clarifying and 

brightening’”). It is not clear whether the supposed error was Melville’s, the copyist’s, or the 

compositor’s.13 In any case, the confusion seems to stem from the confidence man’s reply:  

“Brightening? brightening it may be, but less like the white of egg in coffee, than like 

stove-lustre on a stove—black, brightening.” (74)  

The confidence-man does not, strictly speaking, answer the merchant; rather, he is replying to 

the narrative. This rupture in the diegetic integrity of the scene confuses the demarcation 

between narrator and narrated. Whether the narrator is ventriloquizing the merchant’s “clarifying 

and brightening” response or only parroting him, there is enough proximity between the narrator 

and the merchant that the confidence man is effectively answering both. Here, the collusion is 

not between author and confidence-man, but between narrative, narrator, and dupe.  

This collusion is also evident in episodes involving the philosophical backwoodsman 
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Pitch, the most developed avatar of doubt aboard the Fidèle. Pitch impresses many critics 

favorably: Hershel Parker has argued that he is one of “the only two of the passengers [that] are 

worthy to oppose” the confidence man;14 for John Wenke, Pitch is the book’s “most complex 

philosophical bear” (206); John Cook also finds him “the most formidable intellectual adversary 

that the confidence-man encounters” (46); and for Merlin Bowen he is not only “the 

protagonist’s most resourceful and most able opponent,” but also “the one [morally] admirable 

figure” (411). Pitch is not much of dialectician (his arguments consist mainly of anecdote and 

obstinacy), but he is energetic and admirably transparent. Melville graces him with humanizing 

glimpses of a lonely life marked by difficulties and resilience: he was, for instance, blind before 

an oculist’s surgery at the age of ten. Pitch is surly and cynical, but admirably sincere, and 

Melville allows him an interior life as rich as any other’s in The Confidence-Man.  

He is also a bully. An imposing “Spartan” physical specimen, Pitch dresses in animal 

skins, gestures aggressively, speaks bluntly, and habitually fondles and clicks his rifle. Like the 

wooden-legged man and Happy Tom, he actively seeks to propagate his gospel of skepticism—

which he does with belligerent gusto. The text introduces him accosting an elderly, senile, and 

sickly miser whom the confidence man had twice duped, most recently in the guise of the herb-

doctor peddling a “natural” remedy. When the herb-doctor leaves him, Pitch chides the old man 

for having been “diddled” by “hocus-pocus,” and mocks his belief that “yarbs and nature” will 

prevent him from soon dying (111).  

To the old man’s defense returns the herb-doctor, who introduces himself as “One who 

has confidence in nature, and confidence in man, with some little modest confidence in himself.” 

Pitch retorts with his own “Confession of Faith.” Addressing “confidence in nature,” Pitch points 

out that catastrophic flooding—like cholera and deadly nightshade—are also works of nature. As 
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for “confidence in man,” he frames human sociality as an ecology of exploitation. He asks, 

“which do you think are most, knaves or fools?” The herb-doctor cannot answer, so Pitch 

explains that “fools are most. . . . For the same reason that I think oats are numerically more than 

horses. Don’t knaves munch up fools just as horses do oats?” (112). He does, however, have 

“some little modest confidence” in himself, that is, his “confidence in distrust” (113).  

The herb-doctor fails to convince Pitch of the merits of his medicine, but he does 

persuade him that accosting the old man was unbecoming. He asks,  

“Is it humane to talk so to this poor old man? Granting that his dependence on my 

medicine is vain, is it kind to deprive him of what, in mere imagination, if nothing more, 

may help eke out, with hope, his disease? For you, if you have no confidence, and, thanks 

to your native health, can get along without it, . . . how cruel an argument to use, with this 

afflicted one here.” (115) 

For the confidence-man, it is a moment of uncharacteristic candor. He effectively admits that his 

herbal remedy may well have, at best, a placebo effect. Confidence is, in this case at least, a 

distorting pretense that enables a therapeutic fiction. To be sure, this admission is a con: a 

supposedly confidential glimpse “behind the scenes” that fosters the illusion of intimacy. Even 

here, however, is a latent sincerity. For the confidence man, the essential, necessary, and 

beneficial stuff of confidence is this intimacy, however illusory its pretenses.  

 If real confidence can be elicited by false means, confidence games have potentially 

prosocial implications. Cons can arouse not only vanity and cupidity, but also camaraderie and 

generosity. As Melville’s one-time literary mentor George Duyckinck observed, “It is a good 

thing, and speaks well for human nature, that, at this late day, in spite of all the hardening of 

civilization, and all the warning of newspapers, men can be swindled.”15 In Happy Tom’s case, 
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being swindled elicits goodwill, cheer, and generosity. After an involved conversation, the herb-

doctor gifts Tom his herbal panacea. The gift is, of course, intended to arouse Tom’s generosity, 

and it does. As the herb-doctor attempts to leave, Tom checks him:  

“Stay,” in a convulsed voice, and rocking himself, “stay, stay! You have made a better 

man of me. You have borne with me like a good Christian, and talked to me like one, and 

all that is enough without making me a present of these boxes. Here is the money. I won’t 

take nay. There, there, and may Almighty goodness go with you.” (106)  

In a sense, the dubious virtue of the herb-doctor’s remedy and his Maussian gift’s intent are 

beside the point. In their effect, the herb-doctor’s apparent kindness was real enough to inspire 

Tom to trust and generosity. Whatever the ultimate outcome of his encounter, as long Happy 

Tom can be swindled, he can, at least in principle, participate in the network of prosocial 

reciprocity essential to human well-being.  

Pitch agrees with the herb-doctor that “it is pitiless in one like me to speak too honestly” 

in the presence of the old man. Realizing that the old man’s confidence has nonetheless remained 

unscathed, Pitch thanks heaven for “that, with some minds, truth is, in effect, not so cruel a thing 

after all, seeing that, like a loaded pistol found by poor devils of savages, . . . its peculiar virtue 

being unguessed, unless, indeed, by indiscreet handling, it should happen to go off of itself.” His 

conception of “truth” is akin to the wooden-legged man, the merchant, and Happy Tom’s: 

intimacy, trust, optimism, and faith are grounded on nothing more than contingent fictions. Pitch 

acknowledges the necessity of such fictions, but supposes himself exempt. With him, truth’s 

explosive potential is in safe hands; it makes a “wholesome breakfast” (115).  

For the confidence man, however, Pitch’s confidence in distrust is folly. Pitch’s 

formulation causes the herb-doctor to pause, “during which he eyed [Pitch] with a kind of 
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pinched expression, mixed of pain and curiosity, as if he grieved at his state of mind, and, at the 

same time, wondered what had brought him to it.” Whatever mix of recognition, curiosity, and 

compassion his expression betrays, the herb-doctor replies: “I pretend not to divine your meaning 

there, . . . [but] the general cast of your thoughts is, to say the least, unfortunate. There is strength 

in them, but a strength, whose source, being physical, must wither. You will yet recant” (115). In 

Melville’s time, “pretend” did not necessarily denote “feign,” but it did often connote it. As his 

author’s own physical strength was failing, the herb-doctor’s warning conveys a sense of 

knowing only too well Pitch’s meaning—as well as the perils of facing the blank white 

emptiness with hubristic abandon.  

Here, the confidence man cannot be accused of naivety. He knows that confidence 

depends on illusory effects and unfounded expectations. It is Pitch, rather, who is the naive 

realist: he thinks that his confidence in distrust—i.e., “truth”—has an ontological stability that 

fictions lack. The herb-doctor knows better: Pitch’s supposed lack of confidence is in fact a 

species of overconfidence. His heroic cynicism is even more fragile than the fluid false 

narratives and distracting play that deceive less stoic dupes. It is not even an effective defense 

against dupery.16  

The confidence man’s next guise is as a representative of the “philosophical intelligence 

office,” a boy-brokering agency founded on “scientific” principles. The P.I.O. man plays to 

Pitch’s weakness by playing up to his strength. Against Pitch’s belligerence, the P.I.O man offers 

a “round-backed” and “baker-kneed” posture, and a “ducking and groveling” manner of “canine 

depreciation” (118). He also gives Pitch room to vent his supposed philosophical acumen.17 The 

P.I.O. man “not unflatteringly” prods Pitch’s diatribe, and he obliges, “going off at the hint like a

rocket” (121). Pitch begins with the hypothesis that “the human animal is, for most work-
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purposes, a losing animal” that “can’t be trusted,” and, as evidence, refers to a data set of thirty-

five boys, including “American, Irish, English, German, African, Mulatto” boys, as well 

specimens from “China” and “Lascar”—not one of them trustworthy. Especially disconcerting 

was a “sort of adopted son” who aroused Pitch’s affection and repaid him with shirked chores, 

petty theft, and general ingratitude. Pitch’s conclusion: “all boys are rascals” (123-25). 

The P.I.O. man humbly suggests that perhaps it was not the thirty-five boys’ character 

that was at fault, but rather their treatment. It is not, as Pitch suspects, that he had too much 

confidence in them, but rather that he had not enough. The P.I.O. man’s “philosophy” consists of 

a series of anecdotes of vice, properly nurtured, transforming to virtue—all of which fail to 

convince Pitch. “Is analogy argument?” asks Pitch. “You are a punster. . . . You pun with ideas 

as another man may with words” (128). Nonetheless, Pitch finally succumbs to an agricultural 

analogical pun: “Yes, yes, yes, . . . how often I’ve sadly watched my Indian corn in May, 

wondering whether such sickly, half-eaten sprouts, could ever thrive up into the stiff, stately 

spear of August.” Pitch’s misanthrope fails him: he musters “a certain conditional confidence” in 

boys, and concedes to “a perfect and unquestioning confidence” in the P.I.O. man, orders a boy, 

and hands over his fee (131-33).  

Again, it is a good thing that Pitch can be swindled. His yearning for human connection 

and his willingness to trust are to his long-term benefit. Self-reliance is an evolutionary dead end. 

The confidence man’s diddles exploit the biological functions of autoshaping and adjunctive 

play—that is, to regulate anxiety, alleviate panic, and defer gratification. To do so, however, he 

must truly engage them. Whatever its origin, confidence feels good, and it encourages the “nice” 

strategies that undergird social success. Though elicited on false pretenses, Pitch’s confidence is 

perfectly real. Its materiality, efficacy, and necessity lie in its affective response. Cooperation 
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depends on the effects of confidence, not its causes. For prosocial strategies to thrive, it does not 

matter what prompts trust to override doubt, so long as something does.  

The good news is that confidence can be readily aroused by ad hoc distorting autoshaping 

fictions and by manipulating adjunctive play. That bad news is neither of these can sustain it.  

The Genial Misanthrope 
On the day that we can fully trust each other, there will be peace on 

Earth. 

— L. Ron Hubbard 

The only way you can control anybody is to lie to them. 

— L. Ron Hubbard18 

After the wooden-legged man denounces Black Guinea, the narrator describes how doubt 

and suspicion take hold of the passengers: 

Instinct, though knowing, is yet a teacher set below reason, which itself says, in the grave 

words of Lysander in the comedy, after Puck has made a sage of him with his spell:— 

“The will of man is by his reason swayed.” 

So that, suddenly change as people may, in their dispositions, it is not always 

waywardness, but improved judgment, which, as in Lysander’s case, or the present, 

operates with them. (20) 

This is, of course, a joke. A Midsummer Night’s Dream’s Lysander, as the narrator observes, 

makes this observation under the influence of Oberon’s fairy juice, which makes him dote on the 

first sentient object he sees. It happens to be his betrothed’s bosom friend, and his evocation of 

“reason” is a post hoc confabulation he uses to justify his sudden change of heart. Lysander’s 

reason is as Billy Budd’s narrator says of Claggart’s use of the same faculty: “an ambidexter 

implement for effecting the irrational” (76). In Lysander’s case, an involuntary affective 

response comes first, and reason follows with spontaneous confabulations that, however 

erroneously, imbue the event with reason and meaning. 
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In The Confidence-Man, several characters employ this manner of thinking to confirm 

their paranoiac suspicions. While observing the herb-doctor, two men fall into what the narrator 

describes as a “triangular duel.” In an auburn-haired gentleman’s opinion, the herb-doctor is 

“knave” in that he “makes dupes.” His hook-nose neighbor retorts that “many, not wholly 

knaves, do it too. . . . He is not wholly at heart a knave, I fancy, among whose dupes is himself.” 

His verdict: “A fanatic quack; essentially a fool, though effectively a knave.” The herb-doctor 

returns and donates half of his profits to any “charitable person” or “object of charity.” The 

auburn-haired gentleman then revises his judgment: “May he not be knave, fool, and genius all 

together?” They are then interrupted by a third, who admits he knows nothing about the herb-

doctor, yet suspects him “for something.” For him, as with Lysander, knowledge results from 

affective impression followed by explanatory autoshaping: “Suspect first and know next. True 

knowledge comes but by suspicion or revelation.” He resolves that the herb-doctor is “one of 

those Jesuit emissaries,” who, “the better to accomplish their secret designs, they assume, at 

times, I am told, the most singular masques” (95-98). 

Pitch similarly grounds his confidence in distrust on this “third angle” of reasoning (98). 

After the P.I.O. man departs with his boy-brokering fee, Pitch realizes that he has been “left in 

the lurch a ninny”—but he comes to that knowledge by dubious means (134). Pitch “cannot 

comprehend” how or even why he was duped; nonetheless, and although it would be “in his 

disfavor” to do so, he finds himself “fain” to “make out a logical case.” To do this, he returns to 

the same “doctrine of analogies” he dismissed in the P.I.O. man’s reasoning. It is, he and the 

narrator concede, a “fallacious enough doctrine when wielded against one’s prejudices, but in 

corroboration of cherished suspicions not without likelihood.” They proceed:  

Analogically, he couples the slanting cut of the equivocator’s coat-tails with the sinister 
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cast in his eye; he weighs slyboot’s sleek speech in the light imparted by the oblique 

import of the smooth slope of his worn boot-heels; the insinuator’s undulating flunkyisms 

dovetail into those of the flunky beast that windeth his way on his belly.  

As the narrator’s gentle derision suggests, Pitch formulates this “analogy” with the explicit intent 

of confirming his “cherished suspicions,” and its logic is accordingly dubious. The P.I.O. man’s 

aslant coattails analogically couple with his eye’s “sinister cast.” This, combined with the 

coupling of “sleek speech” and “worn boot-heels” and the dovetailing of his “flunky” 

mannerisms and a serpent’s belly-crawling yields an oblique tripartite analogy: slanting cut is to 

sinister eye cast as sleek speech is to worn boots as flunkyism is to slithering.  

Pitch’s reasoning relies on spurious correlations, incidental affective resemblances, and 

intimating aural effects, but its gist is clear enough. The consonance and sibilance of “s” in 

phrases such as “equivocater’s coat-tails” and “slyboot’s sleek speech” impart a palpable hiss to 

the sentence. Additionally, the stringed prepositions of “in the light imparted by the oblique 

import of the smooth slope of his worn boot-heels” produce a winding, serpentine rhythmic 

effect. Further, adjectives such as “sinister,” “sleek,” and “smooth” equally apply to deceptive 

discourse and a snake’s appearance. The serpent’s deception of Eve in Genesis 3:15 affirms this 

association, and the same passage also clarifies the role of “boot-heels” in the analogy, as God 

condemns serpent’s and Eve’s descendants’ heels to everlasting animosity. In the usual Christian 

interpretation of the passage, this serpent is Satan. Therefore, the P.I.O. man is satanic or even 

the Devil himself.  

The Fidèle’s other avatars of doubt also ground their confidence in distrust on satanic 

intimations. The third dualist’s suspicion of a Jesuit conspiracy reflects the Puritan association of 

Catholicism and the devil, and the wooden-legged man similarly finds something devilish in the 
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confidence man’s inscrutable motives: “Money, you think, is the sole motive to pains and 

hazard, deception and deviltry, in this world. How much money did the devil make by gulling 

Eve?” (41). To the same end, generations of critics have scoured the text for satanic allusions, 

and by “decoding” it, have found plentiful evidence supporting Pitch and the wooden-legged 

man’s suspicions.19 To be sure, in The Confidence-Man, paranoiac distrust lurks as a possible 

and even tempting resolution to the problem of confidence, but it is not a position that the novel 

ultimately endorses. The protagonist, of course, rejects confidence in distrust outright, but the 

narrator and narrative also undermine it. In employing exemplars like Lysander, the narrator 

satirizes its supporting mode of reasoning. Advocates such as the third dualist and the wooden-

legged man are hardly convincing, and even Pitch, confident distrust’s most perspicuous 

proponent, makes a poor case in its favor. 

However fleeting, Pitch’s outburst of confidence suggests that his avowed distrust is, 

despite his sincere efforts, something of a humbug. As Frank Goodman—the confidence man’s 

final guise—later suspects, Pitch is in truth a “surly philanthropist,” who “hide[s] under a surly 

air a philanthropic heart” (176). “His outside is but a put on,” Frank explains. “Ashamed of his 

own goodness, he treats mankind as those strange old uncles in romances do their nephews—

snapping at them all the time yet loving them as the apple of their eye” (156).  

Surly philanthropy can make for compelling characters in romances, but in the 

cooperation games of everyday life, it is a poor social strategy. Because it conceals its underlying 

intent, it violates the rule of transparency. Through transparency, “nice” strategies can elicit 

reciprocal generosity by signaling to like-minded others that it is safe to cooperate (Axelrod 54). 

Pitch’s distrustful exterior may dissuade some exploiters, but it also deters potential cooperators. 

At the same time, his hidden philanthropic yearnings leave him vulnerable to exploitation. 
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Penetrating the surly exterior requires the patience of a saint—or the persistence of a swindler—

but it can be done, as the P.I.O. man demonstrated. Despite the fortifications of “castle recreant,” 

guarded by the three “trusty knights” of “philosophy, knowledge, [and] experience,” Pitch finds 

himself betrayed by his “too indulgent, too artless and companionable nature” (130).20 By 

precluding the long-term benefits of “nice” strategies while retaining their limitations, surly 

philanthropy combines the disadvantages of both defection and cooperation. 

 Pitch’s philosophy, knowledge, and experience could not prevent what he called the 

“entering wedge” of ephemeral trust, but it equips him to confound Frank’s professed philosophy 

of universal confidence. Pitch reminds Frank of the figures of the coquette, glutton, cavalier, and 

bankrupt, and argues that “no one goes into the crowd but for his own end; and the end of too 

many is the same as the pick pocket’s.” Frank, oddly enough, does not disagree. His argument is, 

rather, that it is “according to natural law that men are social as sheep gregarious.” Humans may 

be opportunistic and selfish, but they are certainly social, and, in Frank’s opinion, social needs 

outweigh proximate practical risks. He admits that everyone has “their little foibles” and is 

willing to “grant that, in being social, each man has his end.” Even so, he advises Pitch to “mix 

with man . . . and be your end a more genial philosophy” (142-43). For Frank, it is not that 

people ought to be implicitly trusted, but how to best proceed in knowing they cannot be. 

In Frank’s estimation, Pitch’s approach resembles that of the Athenian Timon: an 

unscrupulously generous altruist turned cave-dwelling vehement misanthrope. In Pierre, the 

narrator describes the transformation cheerful idealism to antisocial cynicism as “Timonism,” 

and Pierre is “Timonized” by experience (252, 255)—a process which Melville, after Moby-

Dick, came to understand intimately.21 Frank warns that the end of “that humor” will leave Pitch, 

like Timon, “a skulking scare-crow in pine-barrens.” As an alternative, Frank evokes the model 
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of Diogenes of Sinope, a convicted counterfeiter and a founder of Cynicism best known for 

carrying a lamp in daylight in a futile quest to find an honest man.22 Unlike Timon, Diogenes’s 

misanthropy did not drive him from society. Very much a public figure, Diogenes readily 

discoursed, was famous for his droll wit and practical jokes, and lived, according to Frank, as “a 

merry-andrew, in the flower-market” (143). Frank’s point is that, in a pinch, the trappings of 

cordiality can stand in for heartfelt affection. If the effect of confidence is all that is necessary to 

elicit the benefits of cooperation, it stands to reason that affecting sociality and concealing 

distrust could yield the same benefits as authentic trust.  

Pitch is not convinced, but is nonetheless “rejoiced . . . to be undeceived.” “You are 

Diogenes,” he tells Frank, “Diogenes masquerading as a cosmopolitan” (143). Frank attributes 

Pitch’s supposed revelation to paranoid confabulation, and is ostensibly taken aback:  

I came ambassador from the human race, charged with the assurance that for your mislike 

they bore no answering grudge . . . . Yet you take me for not the honest envoy, but I 

know not what sort of unheard of spy. . . See how distrust has duped you. I, Diogenes? I 

he who, going a step beyond misanthropy, was less a man-hater than a man-hooter? 

Better were I stark and stiff! (143-44).  

Frank’s frankness is, as always, difficult to gauge, but he does, like Diogenes, commence a 

search for, if not an honest man, what the herb-doctor had called “one charitable person” (97). 

The search begins inauspiciously. In his earlier guises, the confidence man uncovered 

generous and trusting dispositions beneath distrustful exteriors—that is, the pattern of surly 

philanthropy. Frank’s next encounter is with Charlie Noble, an amateurish swindler whose 

exterior is also a facade, but to the opposite effect:  

Upon the whole, it could not be fairly said that his appearance was unprepossessing; 
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indeed, to the congenial, it would have been doubtless not uncongenial; while to others, it 

could not fail to be at least curiously interesting, from the warm air of florid cordiality, 

contrasting itself with one knows not what kind of aguish sallowness of saving discretion 

lurking behind it. (145) 

The narrator’s obnubilating hypotaxis and litotes make clear that Charlie’s “air of florid 

cordiality” only just veils the “saving discretion lurking behind it,” but he is only the first of a 

series of figures who affect geniality to conceal something less amiable. Charlie relates the story 

of John Moredock, a neighborly, congenial, and well-loved country gentleman with the single 

foible of “Indian hating.” After avenging himself on a band of Native Americans who killed his 

family, Moredock indulged in occasional forays into the wilderness with the purpose of 

murdering any Indian he should happen upon. This idiosyncrasy, however, left no blemish upon 

his overall disposition. As Charlie explains, 

Moredock showed himself not without humane feelings. . . . Hospitable, not backward to 

help a neighbor; by report, benevolent, as retributive, in secret; while, in a general 

manner, though sometimes grave . . . , yet with nobody, Indians excepted, otherwise than 

courteous in a manly fashion. (160) 

For Charlie, Pitch is “a sot of comprehensive Colonel Moredock,” but Frank disagrees (161). 

Like Pitch, Moredock’s “outside is but a put on.” Unlike Pitch, however, it is Moredock’s 

benevolence that is “showed” and “by report,” while his misanthropy is kept “in secret.” 

Frank proposes the case of another closeted cynic, Autolycus from Shakespeare’s The 

Winter’s Tale. By assuming a variety of guises, playing the merry-andrew, and deploying the 

shifts and stratagems popularized in Elizabethan cony-catching pamphlets, Autolycus readily 

cozens Bohemia’s credulous rustics. What ostensibly troubles Frank is that, despite Autolycus’s 



195 

“captivatingly vicious” occupation, he is “so happy, so lucky, so triumphant, . . . [and as] joyous 

as if he wore the livery of heaven.” Autolycus mocks trust and honesty, and has no better opinion 

of humankind than Pitch at his surliest, yet finds in these no cause for despair. People may not be 

charitable by disposition, but they can easily enough be made so with misdirection and 

manipulation. For Frank, “Autolycus . . . [acts] upon the persuasion that less is to be got by 

invoking pockets than picking them, more to be made of the expert knave than a bungling 

beggar; and for this reason, as he thinks, that the soft heads outnumber the soft hearts” (178). 

Like the confidence man in his earlier guises, Autolycus educes confidence by confusing his 

conies’ reason rather than by evoking it.23 Humankind can be pious, trusting, and generous—but 

it is most so when deceived. By merely feigning congeniality and goodwill, Autolycus seems to 

reap the economic and emotional benefits of cooperation.  

Amidst this discussion of genial misanthropes, Frank introduces “a new kind of monster” 

that he calls “the genial misanthrope” (182). What Frank calls “the progress of genialization” 

will, he predicts, produce the “converse” of surly philanthropists “who hide under a surly air a 

philanthropic heart.” Like Diogenes, Charlie, Moredock, and Autolycus, the genial misanthrope 

will, “under an affable air . . . hide a misanthropical heart.” However feigned, his affable air will 

inspire confidence, “since, instead of making faces and throwing stones at people, like that poor 

old crazy man, Timon, he will take steps, fiddle in hand, and set the tickled world a’ dancing.” 

Genial misanthropy would seem a fine social strategy, especially for superficial encounters, in 

that it elicits trust and cooperation. To this end, affecting geniality “in manner” would be 

effectively identical to experiencing it “in mind” (183). At the same time, as the genial 

misanthrope’s confidence is only feigned, it lacks the distorting prosocial effects of the real 

thing, and is more resistant to exploitation. Misanthropic geniality is deliberative, and can be 
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deployed strategically to maximize returns and minimize risks. 

Particularly in contrast to Pitch’s churlish self-exile, genial misanthropy’s merits suggest 

to Frank that “in the coming century,” the posture “will be almost as popular as [surly 

philanthropy] would seem [now] not to be” (183). In practice, however, the strategy reveals 

some limitations. Charlie’s specific angle is never disclosed, but his cordiality is clearly strategic. 

Frank, however, is too savvy to fall prey to his clumsy confidence ploys, and he makes no 

attempt to swindle Charlie. Instead, Frank tests the authenticity of Charlie’s geniality: “by your 

whole character,” he tells Charlie, “you impel me to throw myself upon your nobleness; in one 

word, put confidence in you, a generous confidence. . . . I am in want, urgent want, of money” 

(184). Frank’s want is not truly urgent, but he redacts his confession only after Charlie had 

responded with an outburst of indignation. For all of Frank and Charlie’s affected affection and 

ritualized rapport, when called upon to cooperate, Charlie defects. His species of genial 

misanthropy is not effectively a “nice” strategy. He is not a charitable person.  

To be sure, Charlie’s specific case does not damn genial misanthropy in general. He is, 

by all appearances, what Frank’s next acquaintance, the “mystical” Mark Winsome, describes as 

a “——” (in Ancient Egyptian), a “—— ——” (in Ancient Greek), or what “on these boats” is 

called a “Mississippi operator” (195, 198). Though Winsome admits that he knows nothing of 

Charlie, he deems him dangerous according to the “doctrine of labels.” As Winsome explains, 

“when any creature is by its make inimical to other creatures, nature in effect labels that 

creature” (192). Though Frank is ostensibly unpersuaded, Winsome observes, “something in you 

bids me think now, that whatever latent design your imposter friend [Charlie] might have had 

upon you, it as yet remains unaccomplished. You read his label” (194). 

Frank concedes that he had indeed read Charlie’s “label,” but refrains from admitted any 
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sinister motive from his “imposter friend.” Charlie’s label, Frank claims, reads “This is a genial 

soul.” In response, Winsome then evokes his “doctrine of triangles”: “What are you? What am I? 

Nobody knows who anybody is. The data which life furnishes, towards forming a true estimate 

of any being, are as insufficient to that end as in geometry one side given would be to determine 

the triangle” (194). Labels, it seems, may or may not convey accurate information. True 

character is, at bottom, inscrutable.  

In this assessment, Winsome’s views overlap with The Confidence-Man’s. In chapters 14, 

33, and 44, the narrator interrupts the story in order to defend and elucidate the author’s choices 

and strategies. Whatever his real relationship with Melville, the narrator’s ostensible role as 

authorial presence in these moments seems to offer a peek behind the scenes of the fiction. To be 

sure, as Melville was well aware, such purported glimpses are part and parcel of confidence 

games; however, whether they serve to disclose or to deceive, in rhetorical effect they explicate 

the ontological suppositions and epistemological parameters of the novel’s moral universe. In 

chapter 14, in his defense of the novels’ representations of “inconsistent” character, the narrator 

evokes the same underlying uncertainty that Winsome expresses:  

Upon the whole, it might rather be thought that he, who, in view of its inconsistencies, 

says of human nature the same that, in view of its contrasts, is said of the divine nature, 

that it is past finding out, thereby evinces a better appreciation of it than he who, by 

always representing it in a clear light, leaves it to be inferred that he clearly knows all 

about it. (76) 

The idea that “human nature . . . is past finding out” is buried in a polemic on the representation 

of character in fiction, and further obfuscated by Melville’s hesitant, hedging, labyrinthine prose. 

An earlier draft, however, more clearly echoes Winsome’s assessment that “nobody knows who 
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anybody is.”24 For the narrator, the character of a character cannot be resolved by what Winsome 

calls “the data which life furnishes,” that is, by observing “human conduct.” The unrevised 

passage is in more perfect accord:  

It is with man as with his maker; for just as by the contrast obvious in the workings of 

Providence, the pious mind is forced into a confession of ignorance; so, by the 

inconsistencies in human conduct, the philosophic intellect is driven to exclaim “I know 

it not.”25 

The passage occurs early in the novel, but it was among the last Melville composed for it: he 

inserted it only in his final revision.26 Structurally, it is an aside in an early chapter. In the 

chronology of composition, however, it is also effectively a concluding epilogue. The 

concordance of Winsome and the narrator-as-“author” on this point makes Frank’s response of 

particular interest.  

Frank finds Winsome’s discourse “tempting,” but is ultimately unconvinced. Just as he 

admits Pitch’s assessment of human selfishness, Frank does not dispute Winsome’s premise: 

intentions and character are ultimately unknowable. Less convincing, however, is Winsome’s use 

of this premise to support what Frank calls his “prejudice” against Charlie. According to 

Winsome’s argument, Charlie’s label indicates that he cannot be trusted; however, since labels 

are unreliable, Charlie cannot be trusted. Frank observes that “this doctrine of triangles [is] 

somewhat inconsistent with your doctrine of labels” (194-95). Winsome is untroubled. Again 

recalling the narrator in chapter 33, who asserts that “in real life, a consistent character is a rara 

avis” (75), Winsome argues that “nature” consists of “natural inequalities” and “perpetual 

inconsistencies” that knowledge must continually account for (194-95). Frank, perfectly 

consistent on this point, rejects Winsome’s analogy, as its fidelity to empirical experience 
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prevents it from reaching a “higher plane” (195). 

The two part in amicable deadlock, with Winsome passing Frank to his “practical 

disciple” Egbert. As Winsome explains, “Egbert was the first among mankind to reduce to 

practice [my] principles. . . . He, who approves [Egbert], approves the philosophy of Mark 

Winsome” (199). As a test of the practical application of Winsome’s philosophy, Frank proposes 

a hypothetical situation: There are two lifelong friends from childhood, “one of whom, for the 

first time, being in need, for the first time seeks a loan from the other, who, so far as fortune 

goes, is more than competent to grant it.” In other words, they are to hypothetically reenact 

Frank’s encounter with Charlie, with the caveat that in this case instead of the two being 

strangers, they are longstanding “bosom-friends.” Frank is to play the role of the needy friend 

“Frank,” while Egbert is to play the role of “Charlie.”  

“Charlie,” Frank as “Frank” cries, “I am in want—urgent want of money,” and asks for 

assistance. Like Charlie, “Charlie” refuses. He will not give “Frank” the money outright, as “the 

man who calls himself my friend is above receiving alms.” As for a loan, “a true friend has 

nothing to do with loans . . . . Loans are such unfriendly accommodations as are to be had from 

the soulless corporation of a bank” (203). “Charlie” could loan the money to a “business friend” 

formally—with security and interest—but the arrangement would disqualify “Frank” as a “friend 

celestial.” As John Ronan has explained, for “Charlie,” “true friendship is a bond that must be 

absolutely equal and free,” which the obligation of a gift or the liability of a loan irrevocably 

compromises (51).  

“Charlie” rebuffs “Frank’s” further appeals with a “cold-blooded disclosure” of a latent 

cost-benefit analysis that always had undergirded their friendship: “You, I juvenilely picked out 

for my friend, for your favorable points at the time; not the least of which were your good 
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manners, handsome dress, and your parents’ rank and repute of wealth. . . . [T]here seemed in 

you . . . a reasonable probability that you would never stand in lean need” (206). “Frank,” in his 

lean need, undermines these expectations. When “Frank” retorts that he is merely the victim of 

chance, “Charlie” rebukes him: “Tut! Frank. Man is no such poor devil as that comes to—no 

poor drifting sea-weed of the universe. Man has a soul; which, if he will, puts him beyond 

fortune’s finger and the future’s spite” (207). “Frank’s” call for charity is not only a betrayal of 

the implicit conditions of friendship celestial, it is a willful one.  

“Charlie” may be callous, but he is no hypocrite. He will not grant a loan, and, he 

explains, “under no circumstances would I accept a loan.” To illustrate, he relates the story of 

China Aster (which, as Hershel Parker has argued, is a fairly accurate account of Melville’s 

prospects at the time27). China Aster, a barely solvent candle maker, is convinced by 

hallucinations of “Bright Future” to accept a “friendly loan” from his friend Orchis to expand his 

business. Orchis initially gifts the money, but as his circumstances sour, he comes to require 

repayment. Meanwhile, China Aster’s fortunes do not improve, and he is psychologically and 

financially crushed by professional failure and compounding debt. His family is left destitute, 

and he dies from the strain. The problem, as “Charlie” explains, is that friendship is unreliable, 

and benefactors are to be as trusted as beneficiaries are, that is, not at all. Everything is 

contingent, even character:  

For there is no bent of heart or turn of thought which any man holds by virtue of an 

unalterable nature or will. Even those feelings and opinions deemed most identical with 

eternal right and truth, it is not impossible but that, as personal persuasions, they may be 

in reality be but the result of some chance tip of Fate’s elbow in throwing her dice. (222) 

With this, “Charlie” not only employs Winsome’s doctrine of triangles to justify distrust, but it 
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also extends it. Winsome’s philosophy forbids trusting strangers, and his disciple’s practice 

forbids charity between friends. Winsome distrusted Charlie based on his appearances while 

maintaining that appearances cannot be trusted. “Charlie” rejects “Frank” on similarly 

inconsistent grounds: “Frank” is at fault for his own situation, as “man” is self-determined, that 

is, “no poor drifting sea-weed of the universe.” At the same time, self-determination is illusory: 

character may be “the result of some chance tip of Fate’s elbow in throwing her dice,” and any 

given individual is therefore a poor credit risk. Both Winsome and “Charlie,” however, are 

perfectly consistent in their conclusions: neither strangers nor friends ought to trust another with 

unsecured loans. Grounded in Winsome’s “moonshiny” theory, “Charlie’s” species of genial 

misanthrope is eloquent and philosophical, but it is no more cooperative than Charlie’s (223). 

“Charlie,” like his namesake, is not a charitable person.  

In a prisoner’s dilemma, or any scenario requiring unsecured trust, consistent genial 

misanthropy is not a “nice” strategy, and would incur the associated disadvantages of 

noncooperation. At the same time, however, both Charlie and “Charlie” are perfectly correct. As 

Jack and Jill’s case illustrates, it is best to always initially cooperate, but it is not always best to 

initially cooperate. Charlie would probably never see Frank again, and the likelihood of iteration, 

reciprocation, or retaliation is vanishingly low. In this kind of “one-shot” scenario, defection is 

the optimal strategy, and cooperation is foolish. For “Charlie,” a “cold blooded” calculation of 

costs, benefits, and contingencies reveal “Frank” to be a poor credit risk. Even with the best 

intentions, “Frank’s” meager means and poor prospects may well preclude reciprocation. With 

strangers as with needy bosom-friends, the correct deliberative response is to always cooperate—

but not this time (Bear and Rand).  

Unsurprisingly, Frank rejects Egbert’s exemplar, and again with an apparently irrational 
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anti-empirical response: “miserable for my race should I be, if I thought he spoke truth when he 

claimed, for proof of the soundness of his system, that the study of it tended to much the same 

formation of character with the experiences of the world” (223). It is, of course, the confidence-

man’s standard rebuttal to the unpleasant intrusions of experience; however, here the proximity 

of China Aster and Melville’s situations tempers the satirical bite of his willful naivety. In this 

light, what reads as flippancy in the confidence man’s earlier stratagems becomes imbued with a 

distinct tinge of sincere and stoical sadness: 

I can no way approve [the story of China Aster]; for its moral, if accepted, would drain 

me of all reliance upon my last stay, and, therefore, of my last courage in life. For, what 

was that bright view of China Aster but a cheerful trust that, if he but kept up a brave 

heart, worked hard, and ever hoped for the best, all at last would go well? (221) 

Gone is the swagger of the master diddler. Here, it is the confidence man who is desperate for a 

lie convincing enough to dissuade despair. If the genial misanthrope is embedded in an 

established social network, and commits no crimes against “friendship celestial,” the authenticity 

of his affability matters little. If, however, by “some chance tip of Fate’s elbow” he finds himself 

outside the in-group, it matters much. Affected geniality may well pass for authentic confidence 

to others, but it is something else to deceive oneself. 

The Gentleman Madman 

I stand for the heart. To dogs with the head! I had rather be a fool with a 

heart, than Jupiter Olympus with his head. 

—Melville to Hawthorne 

Having failed to convince Winsome and Egbert of the merits of charity, or to be 

convinced by their transcendental or practical doctrines, the confidence man returns to the 

barber’s “NO TRUST” sign that answered the stranger’s plea for charity at the novel’s onset. 
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Frank, under the pretext of desiring a shave, resumes the confidence man’s call. For Frank, the 

distrust of strangers that the sign implies amounts to “functionally tweaking the noses of 

mankind” (231). “Take down your notification,” he pleads to the barber. “Just try the experiment 

of trusting men for this one little trip” (229).  

The barber is a sly, worldly, and droll specimen of the genial misanthropic type. He is 

“sociable” and can be “almost as garrulous as the pleasant barbers in romances,” but he views 

humankind’s trustworthiness with pragmatic ambivalence (230). Like “a good many other men,” 

Frank tells him, “you have confidence, and then again, you have none” (228-29). The barber 

confirms this suspicion: “I don’t say, and can’t say, and wouldn’t say, that I suspect all men; but 

I do say that strangers are not to be trusted, and so,’ pointing up to the sign, ‘no trust.’” The 

barber’s distrust is born of experience. “I suppose I might share some of your trust,” he explains, 

“were it not for this trade, that I follow, too much letting me in behind the scenes.” Frank claims  

this “strange kind of melancholy vanity,” which is shared by editors, congressmen, lawyers, and 

“many others,”“is a mistake—all a mistake” (230). The barber disagrees, and asks, “can one be 

forever dealing in macassar oil, hair dyes, cosmetics, false moustaches, wigs, and toupees, and 

still believe that men are wholly what they look to be?” (229-30). As with his other philosophical 

adversaries in the second half of the novel, Frank is unable to overcome the dictums of doctrine 

and experience, and successfully advocate Pauline charity with discursive reason.  

Instead, Frank employs more mysterious means of eliciting cooperation: he abandons the 

pretense of logical argument and returns to the grift:  

[Frank] began, at last, addressing the barber in a manner different, singularly so, from his 

previous one. Hard to say exactly what the manner was, any more than to hint it was a 

sort of magical; in a benign way, not wholly unlike the manner, fabled or otherwise, of 
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certain creatures in nature, which have the power of persuasive fascination—the power of 

holding another creature by the button of the eye, as it were, despite the serious 

disinclination and, indeed, earnest protest of the victim.  

As with Lysander, the will of the barber is by his “reason” swayed—that is, by involuntary 

affective impulses. Once again, careful deliberation is not a strategy that encourages trust in 

strangers, but strangers can, will, and must be trusted. The barber’s “argument and expostulation 

proved vain,” and he commences on his “experiment of trusting men.” As is typical in The 

Confidence-Man, the spell is fleeting, and the barber manages to “save his credit as a free agent” 

by insisting that Frank insures him against “certain” losses, and requests a contract guaranteeing 

as much (233). It is too little, too late; his confidence is restored, however briefly. Frank 

disobliges his request for a contract and slips out without even paying for his shave. The 

chagrined barber replaces his sign.  

Like Pitch’s surly philanthropy, the barber’s genial misanthropy is impervious to 

argumentation, but cannot prevent occasional spontaneous outbursts of generous trust. For Frank, 

of course, this is a good thing—but it points to a curious caveat to the dupe’s dilemma. In 

cooperation games, authentic confidence is advantageous, but strategic confidence is not. One 

the one hand, as Adam Bear and David G. Rand’s model suggests, “evolution never favors 

strategies for which deliberation increases cooperation. Instead, when deliberation occurs, it 

always works to undermine cooperation in one-shot interactions.” Deliberation is in itself costly 

enough to negate the benefits of cooperation. When the decision to trust is a carefully considered 

choice, it is usually the wrong one. On the other hand, “intuition . . . acts as a social heuristic, 

implementing the behavior that is typically advantageous” (4). It is best to trust, but only when 

that trust is intuitive, unreflective, and affect-driven—that is, genuinely felt.28 Melville had 
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encountered a similar idea in 1 Cor. 13:3: “And though I bestow all my goods to feed the poor, 

and though I give my body to be burned,” without authentic underlying “charity,” Paul explains, 

“it profiteth me nothing”—a chapter Melville scored in his New Testament (293). 

Formalized geniality and affected affection can elicit confidence from others, but—like 

everyone else in The Confidence-Man—the genial misanthrope only feels authentic confidence 

when duped. Confidence not only facilitates deception but also, in a manner, requires it. To be 

profitable, the decision to trust is not really a decision at all, but is rather an intuitive response 

made when decisive deliberation is impaired.29 It is the wrong choice that must be made—

despite experience and consideration. If Frank is to feel authentic confidence, and thus retain the 

ultimate benefits of cooperation, he must, as a passenger observed of the herb doctor, “apply to 

himself his own quackery” (89). 

Frank introduces another figure, in some ways resembling the genial misanthrope, but 

without the “saving discretion.” In his discussion of “the alleged spuriousness of wines” with 

Charlie, Frank takes “a generous swallow” of what Charlie will later call “elixir of logwood” 

(167, 166, 189). He then relates a “fable” of  

“a kind of man who, while convinced that on this continent most wines are shams, yet 

still drinks away at them; accounting wine so fine a thing, that even the sham article is 

better than none at all. And if the temperance people urge that, by this course, he will 

sooner or later be undermined in health, he answers, ‘And do you think I don’t know 

that? But health without cheer I hold a bore; and cheer, even of the spurious sort, has its 

price, which I am willing to pay.’” (167) 

The “moral,” Frank explains, pertains to “how that a man of a disposition ungovernably good-

natured might still familiarly associate with men, though, at the same time, he believed the 
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greater part of men false-hearted.” As with the sham wine, the risk to his “security” is a price he 

is “willing to pay” for the pleasure of company, even if it is “of the spurious sort.” Like the 

genial misanthrope, this “kind of man” is only acting as if wines and company were not spurious; 

however, unlike Charlie, Winsome, Egbert, and the barber, his play-acting assumes real risk.  

A more developed figure of this type is “Charlemont, the gentleman-madman” (186). 

Charlemont, Frank explains to Charlie, was a prosperous and amiable man. Suddenly and 

mysteriously, Charlemont turns bankrupt and morose, and henceforth disappears. Just as 

suddenly and mysteriously, he reappears years later, as prosperous and amiable as ever. When an 

acquaintance broaches the “the one enigma of his life,” Charlemont answers “‘No, no! when by 

art, and care, and time, flowers are made to bloom over a grave, who would seek to dig all up 

again only to know the mystery” (187-88). He then obscurely elaborates: 

If ever, in days to come, you shall see ruin at hand, and, thinking you understand 

mankind, shall tremble for your friendships, and tremble for your pride; and, partly 

through love for the one and fear for the other, shall resolve to be beforehand with the 

world, and save it from a sin by prospectively taking that sin to yourself, then will you do 

as one I now dream of once did, and like him will you suffer; but how fortunate and how 

grateful should you be, if like him, after all that had happened, you could be a little happy 

again. (189)  

Like the genial misanthrope, Charlemont harbors no illusions regarding the foibles of his 

fellows. Unlike the genial misanthrope, he ignores this knowledge; rather, he wagers his 

happiness against it. His confidence depends on strategically overlooking the suffering and 

misfortune of others, but more critically, it requires that he also disregard his own. His gentle 

madness is a willfully ignorant philanthropy that embraces the innate, distorting, affect-driven 
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prosocial heuristics of what Pitch calls “the human animal” (121). At the same time, it reflects a 

clear-eyed willingness accept sham wines, spurious friendships, betrayal, and even ruin for a 

chance to be “a little happy again.” The gentleman madman is a confidence artist, but one who 

deploys his affective misdirections and cognitive distortions primarily against himself. Though 

the author of his own deception, he is nonetheless a perfect dupe.  

This focus on the perspicacious dupe’s experience situates The Confidence-Man uniquely 

in relation to its contemporary depictions of swindlers. As critics like Warwick Wadlington, 

Gary Lindberg, and Will Kaufman have noted, the confidence man was an object of fear and 

fascination in Melville’s America, and warnings against and celebrations of diddlers’ wiles 

peppered popular print.30 For many, confidence men served as synecdoches of larger processes 

by which, against the warnings of figures like Cotton Mather and Thomas Jefferson, America 

financed itself. From dubious joint-stock ventures to the widespread adoption of overextended 

and often counterfeited bank notes, the US was propelled by institutionalized and notoriously 

exploitable “nice” strategies backed by speculative prospects of future productivity and 

economic growth.31 A few days after the Harold described the first nominal “confidence man”—

the pseudonymous “William Thompson”—in 1849, another article described the “‘Confidence 

Man’ on a Large Scale” in the financial schemes on Wall Street.32 Indeed, US history can read 

like a confidence trick that somehow paid off in spite of itself. For the historian Amy Reading, 

“The new nation would never have prospered without imposture, speculation, and counterfeiting, 

because America was, from its inception, a confidence trick.” “Americans,” confirms 

Wadlington, “have always been, in one sense or another, confidence men” (27).  

But Americans are not only confidence men. As Pitch points out, one knave requires a 

trough of fools. America has always required exactly the kind of faith that enables even educated 
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and savvy individuals to wager their finances on apparently dubious ventures such as lotteries, 

land grabs, pyramid schemes, phantom stocks, junk bonds, collateralized debt obligations, and 

dark pools. A few became fabulously wealthy by such means, but magnitudes more found 

themselves, like Pitch, left in the lurch a ninny. American prosperity is beset by inequality, 

exclusivity, and exploitation, and its history is punctuated with occasional catastrophes and slews 

of cautionary tales. Nevertheless, as yet, it has seemed to have worked for enough people enough 

of the time to finance one of history’s most prosperous civilizations. This is, of course, precisely 

what the game theory model predicts, provided enough people continue to practice sufficiently 

“nice” strategies to facilitate cooperation. The Confidence-Man, particularly its second half, is 

not about the confidence man; rather, it is about the necessary observe of the confidence man: 

the viable dupe. For these dupes, success depends on adopting a strategy open and resilient 

enough to foster cooperation despite occasional swindles, but savvy enough to avoid utter ruin.  

For Reading, the exemplary model is J. Frank Norfleet, a twentieth-century con victim 

who successfully tracked down his victimizers: 

Norfleet’s life is the story of triumphing over his susceptibility by embracing it. . . . [He] 

never possessed that hard carapace of skepticism that the experts of his day tried to instill 

in the American populace. Instead, he let out his fragile bubble of hope and optimism. It’s 

what led him into [the confidence man’s] trap, but it’s also what led him to believe he had 

a chance at succeeding on his quixotic quest. . . . What he did was cultivate this 

characteristic until it became knowing, self-aware, perennially game for a kind of wide-

awake deception. Norfleet came to represent the personality type that best fits American 

modernity: the sophisticated sucker.  

Like the sophisticated sucker, the gentleman-madman employs perhaps the only consistently 
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“nice” strategy that can be sustained in the face of the social instability and economic uncertainty 

that characterize “American modernity.” The Fidèle, “though always full of strangers, . . . 

continually, in some degree adds to, or replaces them with strangers still more strange” (14). 

Human history is rife with like scenarios, and though the circumstances are myriad, success in 

such times uniformly requires fostering novel cooperative networks. For the Apostle Paul, 

establishing a new community of strangers required charity, that is, a willful indifference to 

proximate self-interest and the stings of past, present, and future betrayals. Similarly, Frank’s 

gentleman-madman must, with lucidity and self-awareness, open himself to the possibility, and 

even likelihood, of being deceived. 

Having failed to find his “one charitable person”—or at least a willing one—among the 

paranoiac confident distrusters, surly philanthropists, and genial misanthropes, Frank’s Diogenic 

search takes him to the gentlemen’s cabin where he finds, under the lone lit lamp, “a clean, 

comely, old man.” To the narrator, the old man resembles “good Simeon,” who  

seemed a well-to-do farmer, happily dismissed, after a thrifty life of activity, from the 

fields to the fireside—one of those who, at three-score-and-ten, are fresh-hearted as at 

fifteen; to whom seclusion hives a boon more blessed than knowledge, and at last sends 

them to heaven untainted by the world, because ignorant of it. (239) 

Frank is ecstatic: As the old man notes, “one would think this was a coffee-house, and it was 

war-time, and I had a newspaper here with great news, and the only copy to be had, you sit there 

looking at me so eager” (240). Frank seems to have found his supreme sucker—but not one to 

exploit so much as to emulate. The old man passes the ship’s Bible to Frank, who peruses it, and 

not to his evident satisfaction. The confidence-man’s business, whether by diddles or discourse, 

has been to elicit confidence in others. Here, it is Frank that wants confidence: “Can you, my 
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aged friend, resolve me a doubt—a disturbing doubt?” (240). 

The doubt involves an off-hand biblical reference from the barber: “Believe not his many 

words—an enemy speaketh sweetly with his lips” (235). Frank finds this and more: “If thou be 

for his profit he will use thee; he will make thee bare, and will not be sorry for it. Observe and 

take good heed. When thou hearest these things, awake in thy sleep” (241). “I never read,” 

continues Frank,  

anything so calculated to destroy man’s confidence in man. This son of Sirach even 

says—I saw it but just now: ‘Take heed of thy friends’; not, observe, thy seeming friends, 

thy hypocritical friends, thy false friends, but thy friends, they real friends—that is to say, 

not the truest friend in the worlds is to be implicitly trusted . . . Wisdom indeed! What an 

ugly thing wisdom must be! Give me the folly that dimples the cheek, say I, rather than 

the wisdom that curdles the blood. (242; cf. 6:13)33 

The old man dismisses the lines by noting that they occur in The Wisdom of Jesus, Son of 

Sirach, and are thus “apocrypha” or deuterocanonical—of some interest but not scriptural for 

most protestants. Apocrypha, from the Greek apocryphos, strictly means “obscure” or “hidden,” 

but is often taken as a nominalization of “apocryphal,” which is chiefly used in the sense of 

spurious, fictitious, or as the old man says, “not warranted.” As Melville knew, however, the 

sentiments are more hidden than spurious: Sirach’s “An enemy speaketh sweetly with his lips; . . 

. I believed not his many words” (235, cf. 12:16, 13:11) paraphrases Psalms 5:9: “For there is no 

faithfulness in their mouth; their inward part is very wickedness . . . they flatter with their 

tongues,” which Melville underlined in his copy (2.005). Frank is especially troubled by the 

advice to “‘Take heed of thy friends,” which recalls the “neighbors” in Psalms 12:2: “with 

flattering lips and with a double heart they do speak,” which Melville had also scored (2.009).  
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Whatever its canonicity, “the wisdom that curdles the blood” has its effect. Just after 

proclaiming that “to distrust the creature” is tantamount to “a kind of distrusting of the Creator,” 

the old man reveals the depth of his confidence in His creatures by procuring a traveler’s lock, 

money belt, and counterfeit detector from a dubiously genial young peddler (243). He then 

waxes eloquent on the comforts of implicit confidence: “for, in all our wanderings through this 

vale, how pleasant, not less than obligatory, to feel that we need start at no wild alarms, provide 

for no wild perils; trusting in that Power which is alike able and willing to protect us when we 

cannot ourselves” (249)—just before commencing a frantic search for “something for safety,” a 

life-preserver.34 Oblivious to the discord of his words and deeds, “he stood, money-belt in hand, 

and life-preserver under arm, ‘be sure [Providence] will [provide], sir, since in Providence, as in 

man, you and I equally put trust’” (251). Such as it is, the old man’s confidence is inconsistent, 

exploitable, ridiculous, and—for Frank’s purposes—indispensable.  

Gentle madness is a “nice” strategy. It defaults to trust, facilitates cooperation, and can be 

authentically charitable. It is not, however, without drawbacks. If Frank is looking for a viable 

social strategy, he has found it. In the long term, it is an approach that works well for many, 

much of the time; however, in the short term, and for any given individual, it guarantees nothing. 

If Frank is looking to confirm “that bright view of China Aster [of] a cheerful trust that, if he but 

kept up a brave heart, worked hard, and ever hoped for the best, all at last would go well,” he has 

failed (221).  

Melville does nothing to mollify this ambiguity: The Confidence-Man does not attempt to 

justify gentle madness with an adjunctive intervention of a happy ending or the autoshaping 

distortions of poetical justice. If it is a comedy, it is of the shaggy dog variety: its anxiety is 

interminable, and no resolution is forthcoming. As tragedy, it is farce. Though it contains enough 
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satanic allusions to satisfy anyone searching for snakes, it refuses to provide any unequivocal 

proof. If—as the wooden-legged man, the third dualist, and Pitch at his most ridiculous 

suspect—the ambiguity of the confidence man’s masquerade conceals a conspiratorial plot, 

decoding it requires a confidence in distrust that the narrative itself repeatedly undermines. 

Gentle madness may be often suspicious, but it is always uncertain—and it is only in this 

uncertainty that it can find the confidence that it cannot do without. Gentle madness is a 

resolution that finally resolves nothing. Among the conceivable social strategies, it is not the 

perfect solution. It is merely the least bad. 

The Confidence-Man obeys the experientially necessary but discursively indefensible 

imperative to trust in fortune, fellows, and self—and accepts the consequences. If the world 

ended when the masquerade does, the confidence man harmed no one. In exchange for an 

income-adjusted nominal fee, each of his dupes received intimate human interaction, hope for 

restored health, the self-satisfaction of charitable donation, a bright view of their financial future, 

or a renewed faith in humanity. Of course, the friendship was feigned, the medicine quackery, 

the charities frauds, the services sham, the projected profits illusory, and the faith in humanity 

fallacious. The barber’s “NO TRUST” sign is up at the beginning and, for good reason, it 

remains so at the end. Credulity, hope, and trust enable deception, disappointment, and betrayal. 

Even so, the alternative is even worse: a truly impenetrable distrust forbids social interaction to a 

creature whose felicity, success, and even survival depend upon its ability to foster and sustain 

cooperative relationships. The confidence man, in his diddles if not in his discourse, freely 

bestows what he can hardly attain. To be socially engaged, economically viable, and even “a 

little happy” requires charity, truly felt, and without sufficient reason—a genuine false 

confidence. 
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Diogenes in masquerade, having found his man, extinguishes his lamp. The sophisticate 

and the sucker amble off into the darkness together: innocence and experience in precarious 

intimate estrangement. Nothing further follows. 

Notes 

1 See Sharot and Garrett for recent succinct discussion.  

2 In itself, a “nice” strategy is not sufficient to sustain cooperation. Tit for Tat’s weakness is 

that it will tolerate overly nice strategies like “Always Cooperate.” Because they do not infallibly 

retaliate, overly nice strategies provide an opportunity for exploitative strategies. See Boyd and 

Lorberbaum and Bender and Swistak. A more robust strategy that outperforms Tit for Tat is 

“Perfect Tit for Tat,” which is also called “Pavlov” and most commonly “Win-Stay, Lose-Shift.” 

This strategy disallows overly generous strategies to infiltrate, but does poorly against “always 

defect.” See Imhof et al. for discussion.  

3 Genes that promote trust are only expressed in infants who receive adequate maternal 

attention. See Panksepp and Biven, 318-20 for orienting discussion. For epigenetic consequences 

of maternal behavior in various species, see Weaver et al. and Champagne.  

4 For an example of parasite/host coevolution, see the account of cuckoo bird and host 

behaviors in Davies. For an example in advertising, see chapter 3 in Akerlof and Schiller. 

5 London John Bull and Britannia (May 9, 1857). Reprinted in Niemeyer and Parker’s The 

Confidence-Man (2006), 284 

6 What Hershel Parker has called “the standard line” of criticism maintains that the various 

figures are all one man, but others disagree. Philip Drew claimed that “there is no evidence” of 

this supposition (442), Elizabeth Foster excludes the “stranger” at the opening (164), Bruce 
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Franklin has intimated (164) and Elizabeth Keyser has argued that Frank Goodman is not an 

avatar (280).  

7 A perplexing line: “agápē . . . ou logízetai to kakón.” The stranger quotes the KJV’s 

“thinketh no evil,” but other translations alter this significantly. The NRSV, for instance, renders 

it “Love . . . is not resentful.” Bauer et al. settle on “love does not take evil into account,” which 

seems to echo the sense the stranger evokes—that charity is not suspicious. See Thistleton 328. I 

thank John Ulreich for assistance in this matter.  

8 See Graeber, especially chapters 1-3. 

9 “Jockey” here means unscrupulous horse dealer. See OED 3.a and 3.b.  

10 John Bryant finds Melville “deeply concealed” in the character of the good merchant 

(251). 

11 Hershel Parker has exhaustively catalogued the extent of Melville’s difficulties at the time. 

See chapter 13 in the second volume of his biography. 

12 Paul Brodtkorb also suspected that The Confidence-Man “must be read as an expression of 

the author’s despair” (430). 

13 See Parker and Neimeyer’s note in the 2006 edition. 

14 The other is the invalid titan, who strikes the herb doctor and walks away. “The 

Confidence Man’s Masquerade,” 294. See also vol. 2 of Parker’s biography, 258. 

15 Literary World (18 August 1849). Reprinted in Bergmann, 311. Duyckinck is discussing 

the first “confidence man,” as a New York journalist dubbed him in 1849, was William 

Thompson (pseudonym). See Dietrich.  

16 See Maurer, 107-8, and Konnikova for high self-confidence and vulnerability to historical 

confidence artists. 
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17 As John Bryant notes, Pitch’s “outward misanthropy” gives him with “a false sense of 

security that makes him all the more vulnerable” (246). 

18 The first quote is in Scientology: A New Slant on Life (229). The second is from The 

Technical Bulletins of Dianetics and Scientology, Vol. 1 (418). 

19 Elizabeth Foster suggested that The Confidence-Man “needs to be decoded” (xlvi). Parker 

has advanced the view that the confidence man is Satan in disguise as the “standard 

interpretation” of the novel. For a brief discussion, see Parker and Niemeyer, xi-xii. 

20 For John Bryant, this figure recalls the “benevolent misanthrope” in nineteenth-century 

British literature (e.g., Smollett’s Matthew Bramble). This figure “cherishes individual genius” 

while “outwardly, he scorns man in the mass.” Bryant sees Ahab as a tragic incarnation of the 

type, while Pitch, “a comic Ahab,” is “a surly and fatally philanthropic American cousin of 

Matthew Bramble” (111). 

21 Lewis Mumford characterized Melville’s disillusionment following Moby-Dick as 

“Timonism,” and the notion has subsequently become commonplace. See chapter 1 in Yothers. 

22 In the original accounts, Diogenes searched for “anthropos”; the “honest” was added by 

later commentators. It is likely that Melville’s knowledge was largely derived from common 

knowledge and from Pierre Bayle’s Historical and Critical Dictionary. Melville would have 

found a fuller account in Diogenes Laërtius’ The Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers, 

but his copy has been rebound and includes material from 1889-90, so it is unclear whether he 

consulted it for The Confidence Man. See Cohen.  

23 Raymond Long argued that Frank’s description of Autolycus “sounds very much like 

himself” (228). Tom Quirk disagrees on the grounds that Frank appears reformed, but implies it 

may pertain to his earlier incarnations (97).  



216 

24 As Harrison Hayword has noted in his study of Melville’s drafts, Melville’s revisions 

remove categorical words and add litotes and equivocations, increasing the text’s opacity and 

ambiguity (452). Elizabeth Foster makes the same point in the appendix to her edition of The 

Confidence-Man (373-79). 

25 Reprinted in Hayford, 493. 

26 See volume II of Parker’s Melville, 286-87. 

27 See “The Root of All Was a Friendly Loan.” 

28 Sianne Ngai has a different take on Melville’s “confidence,” which she claims is “a feeling 

that no one actually feels” (69). 

29 Disrupting the brain’s higher functions also produces trust in lab settings. Fermin et al. 

found that generosity in a Prisoner’s Dilemma game was associated with higher volume in the 

amygdala (which is associated with automatic affective responses) and antisocial behavior was 

associated with higher volume in the dorsolateral prefrontal cortex (which is involved in 

deliberative responses). Christov-Moore et al. increased subjects’ generosity by disrupting areas 

in the prefrontal cortex with Theta Burst Stimulation.  

30 See Karen Halttunen, esp. the first two chapters. 

31 For a full account, see Stephen Mihm. 

32 Both “confidence man” articles appeared in the Herald in July of 1849. See Bergman. 

33 In these last lines, Frank echoes 1 Cor. 3:18: “If any man among you seeth to be wise, in 

the world, let him become a fool, that he may be wise,” which Melville scored in his copy (281). 

34 Critical lore would have it that the life preserver that doubles as a stool in the common 

area trebles as a chamber pot. The only historical evidence for such a thing existing is, to my 

knowledge, the existence of a “patent portable water-closet” which was on display at the Crystal 
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Palace in the famous exhibition of 1851. As Jeffery Auerbach explains, that specific innovation 

was a component of a luxury “couch that could double as a bed, stuffed with a ‘patent cork fibre’ 

for buoyancy, connected to two cabinets, one of which formed a ‘a self-acting washing-stand and 

containing requisites for the dressing-room and toilette,’ the other ‘forming a patent portable 

water-closet,’ all of which was ‘immediately convertible into a floating life-preserver’ and, if 

kept together, would form a life-raft” (110). A tempting idea, but neither the description nor the 

accompanying figure resembles the “brown stool” in Melville’s text. Though a “stool” could also 

refer to a “close-stool,” a seat that encloses a chamber pot, a chamber pot—especially one that is 

“well soldered” shut—that doubled as a stool in a common area, let alone a life preserver, would 

have been at best a rarity. Though at the time of writing I still have several inquiries pending, I 

have yet to find any steamboat antiquarian or museum curator that had heard of such a thing (to 

say nothing of its apparent absence in the relevant literature).  

Better evidence is internal, the kind of scatological puns like “brown stool,” “the very 

stool I was sitting on,” and “any of these stools here will float you.” One could read all this as 

scatological humor, but to take literal meaning from the playful puns might be something of 

stretch. The “I never use this sort of thing”—which Parker and Niemeyer attribute to the devil’s 

[for them, the confidence-man’s true identity] orifice-less celestial origins (footnote 9, 250)—is 

precisely the phrase he uses to denounce the money belt (“I never use that sort of thing” [246]) 

and the lock (“I never use such blacksmith’s things” [245]). It may in fact just be a life preserver 

that he never uses. The most indicative hint toward the chamber pot hypothesis is the “what a 

smell, too” the old man says while holding the “life-preserver under arm” (251). The “solar 

lamp” that lights the scene, however, may well account for it. The specific innovation of what 

was popularly known as the solar lamp, first discovered around 1836, was the addition of a 
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reflector cap to the popular Argand burner (the innovation Parker and Niemeyer point to in their 

footnote explaining the “solar lamp” actually refers to the sinumbra lamp [footnote 1, 238]). 

Unlike the Argand and sinumbra lamps, the solar lamp did not require high-grade whale oil or 

kerosene, but worked reasonably well burning low-grade whale oil or even lard. A dying lard-

burning lamp could certainly account for the smell, and “for the good of all lungs,” Frank 

extinguishes it (251).  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE AFFECTIVE ORIGINS OF COGNITION IN BECKETT’S MIDDLE NOVELS 

Who Speaks? 
Not to have been a dupe, that will have been my best possession, my best 

deed. To have been a dupe, wishing I wasn’t, thinking I wasn’t, knowing 

I was: not being a dupe of not being a dupe. . . . no, that doesn’t work. 

That should work but it doesn’t. 

 —Beckett’s unnamable 

The year is 1964. The scene is a beer garden at the foot of Schlossberg Hill in the quaint 

university town of Freiburg. In the shade of a leafy linden, and amidst plentiful hop vines, red 

geraniums, and purple and white impatiens, two visibly agitated patrons sit. 

“The problem today,” stammers Hans Helmut Kornhuber, chief physician at Richard 

Jung’s Neurological Clinic, “is this ridiculous fixation on passive brain states!” 

“Yes!” his doctoral student, Lüder Deecke, replies, “What of volition! What of self-

determination! What of the will!” 

The two resolved to focus their research on volitional acts. To begin, they wired subjects 

up to an electroencephalogram (EEG) machine, and instructed them to, at their discretion, to flex 

or bend their hands or feet.  

What they found was that, reliably and predictably, an electrical charge in the brain 

preceded the initiation of the voluntary act—and by as much as one or two seconds. They termed 

this phenomena Bereitschaftspotential or “readiness potential.”1  

Two decades later, the physiologist Benjamin Libet pondered the implications. Libet had 

experimented on patients who happened to have their skulls opened for unrelated brain surgery. 

His procedure was to insert an electrode into the opened skull and—gently—shock a part of the 

brain responsible for registering sensory input from the body (the primary somatosensory 

cortex). Among other things, Libet found that it took 0.5 seconds of stimulation before the 

patients consciously felt the shocks (Libet et al., “Production”). Given this hiatus between brain 



220 

sensation and conscious apprehension, Libet wondered if the readiness potentials Kornhuber and 

Deecke found might be subject to a similar delay. If so, readiness potentials would not only 

precede voluntary movements, but also the decision to move.  

Sure enough, Libet found that the readiness potentials anticipated the conscious decision 

to move by 350 milliseconds or more (Libet et al., “Time”). This gap is curious, as it seems to 

indicate that the brain decides to move before the mind does. Given the right equipment, an 

outside observer can effectively know what a person’s “voluntary” decision is before she does—

and not only decisions to move (Bengson et al.). It is not clear whether this, as Libet supposed, 

indicates that the whole idea of free will is illusory. It is clear, however, that whoever—or 

whatever—is making the decisions is not the same person—or thing—that thinks she is. The self 

that speaks for itself and to itself is not the only origin of thoughts and actions, if it is at all.  

* 

By all accounts, P.S. is a warm, affable young man. Sometime in the mid-1970s in 

Vermont, P.S. sits in a trailer. He is staring intently at a dot at the center of an opaque screen. 

Suddenly, P.S. stands up. Two men sitting in the trailer with him glance at each other, the 

younger one very slightly nodding knowingly. The other pauses for a moment. “Why,” he asks, 

“did you just stand up?” 

P.S. does not take long to answer. “I was feeling stiff. I needed to stretch out,” he says 

while raising his arms and arching his back into his ostensible stretch. 

Later, P.S. spontaneously waves his hand. The older of the two men again asks why. “I’m 

sorry,” he says demurely, with his characteristic mischievously shy smile, “I thought I saw a 

friend walk by.” The two men glance at the covered windows, then at one another. 

Later, P.S. bursts into laughter. The two men, sitting in quiet stillness, look up. “You’re 

funny,” P.S. explains. The two men appear to have their doubts.  
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Unbeknownst to P.S., what he was really doing was promptly obeying instructions. The 

two men, Michael Gazzaniga and his graduate student Joseph LeDoux, had flashed the 

commands to “stand up,” “wave,” and “laugh” on the left side of the screen P.S. was staring at. 

P.S. comprehends these instructions, and acts upon them. He simply does not know that he is 

doing so.2 

P.S. has a “split-brain.” As a child, he had intractable seizures. In order to control them, a 

neurosurgical team severed his corpus colossum, a structure that connects the left and right 

hemispheres of the brain. This procedure prevents seizures starting in one hemisphere from 

spreading to the other. It also provides a means for scientists to locate specific brain functions in 

specific hemispheres. Because the two hemispheres cannot internally communicate, providing 

visual cues to only the left eye conveys that information only to the right hemisphere. Like most 

people, P.S.’s language functions reside primarily in his left hemisphere. By flashing the 

instructions to only his right hemisphere, Gazzaniga and LeDoux are able to give P.S.’s brain 

information without P.S.’s awareness. This lack of consciousness awareness, however, does not 

prevent P.S. from acting on this information. 

This is odd, especially in P.S.’s case. Unlike many split-brain patients, P.S. retained 

enough language ability in his isolated right hemisphere to communicate by arranging Scrabble 

tiles. With these tiles, his brain could “converse” with Gazzaniga and LeDoux without P.S.’s 

knowledge. His right hemisphere knows his name, has recognizable moods and feelings, knows 

whom and what it likes and dislikes, has future plans—and is occasionally at odds with left 

hemisphere (Ledoux et al. 419). It is difficult to determine whether these abilities are due to 

P.S.’s right brain’s language abilities, or if those abilities simply provide a means of expressing 

what remains unarticulated in other brains. More clear is that these modes of feeling and thinking 
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can exist, respond, and function independently of the part of the self that can account for itself.  

For Gazzaniga, this “interpreter” spontaneously constructs “post hoc confabulations.” 

These confabulations can be used to “explain the actions that were initiated by the right 

hemisphere without the knowledge of the left hemisphere” or “explain away emotional feelings 

caused by the right hemisphere’s experiences . . . , [t]hough the left hemisphere will have no clue 

why or where the emotion came from.” In Gazzaniga’s experiments, the interpreter “would not 

be satisfied to state it did not know. It would guess, prevaricate, rationalize, and look for cause 

and effect, but it would always come up with an answer that fit the circumstances.” At the same 

time, it “has a tendency to grasp the gist of a situation, make an inference that fits in well with 

the general schema of the event, and toss out anything that does not” (Tales 152). The interpreter 

is more concerned with consistency than accuracy, and will creatively fill in blanks and 

selectively omit what is incongruous with its narratives. 

In Gazzaniga’s estimation, the interpreter’s creative distortions are an essential aspect of 

all conscious awareness—and not only in split brains. The apparent cause and effect sequences 

that give order and meaning to experience are just-so stories that need only be plausible enough: 

“The left brain uses whatever is at hand and ad libs the rest. The first makes-sense explanation 

will do. . . . This is what our brain does all day long” (Tales 153). Our narrative accounts of 

ourselves are distorted, self-justifying, after-the-fact attempts to impose coherence and 

consistency on fundamentally incomprehensible actions and events. These accounts “are all post 

hoc explanations using post hoc observations . . . . [T]he reality is the actions and the feelings 

happen before we are consciously aware of them—and most of them are the results of 

nonconscious processes, which will never make it into the explanations” (Who’s in Charge? 77-

78). With the interpreter’s help, the brain transforms an unintelligible cacophony of stimuli and a 
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tumult of non- and semi-conscious thoughts, feelings, responses, and impulses into palpable 

stories, used primarily to explain the self’s actions and responses to itself. 

If apprehension is distorted by the interpreter, memory is even more so. As the memory 

scientist Daniel Schacter has explained, autobiographical memories are not stored as complete 

wholes, but rather as dispersed fragments that must be reconstructed upon recollection: 

We extract key elements from our experiences and store them. We then recreate or 

reconstruct our experiences rather than retrieve copies of them. Sometimes, in the process 

of reconstructing we add on feelings, beliefs, or even knowledge we obtained after the 

experience. In other words, we bias our memories of the past by attributing to them 

emotions or knowledge we acquired after the event. (9) 

Upon recall, the interpreter adds, omits, and papers over incongruities in same manner as it does 

perceptions. The difference is that it has less empirical material to contend with, and so it can 

mangle and morph the memory fragments with relative abandon. The ever-evolving product of 

these strategic selections, omissions, distortions, and inventions is the sense of self that can be 

related by autobiography. The self is a fiction, but not simply. It is also a composer of fictions, an 

actor within their framework, and their chief consumer. It is the relation of an inscrutable mute 

force, a benign knave who knows nothing of the con it is perpetuating, and a willing dupe who 

knows even less.  

Who is speaking? And to whom? From whence do the impulses arise that must be 

accounted for? Which, if any, can said to be the self: the mysterious dark origin of readiness 

potentials; the weaver of spontaneous, self-justifying, distorting confabulations; or whatever it is 

that is deceived and comforted by such?  

Samuel Beckett had some ideas.3 
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“A change of muck”: Homeostasis and its Discontents 

 
Far as we blind moles can see, man’s life seems but acting upon 

mysterious hints; it is somehow hinted to us, to do thus or thus. For 

surely no mere mortal who has at all gone down into himself will ever 

pretend that his slightest thought or act solely originates in his own 

defined identity. 

                   —Melville’s Pierre’s narrator 

 

Molloy (1951, 1955) begins as a story of a doddery and disabled man writing in his 

mother’s room of a failed attempt to reach his mother’s room. In one of his episodes, he is 

tottering along on his bicycle with his one functional leg when he accidentally strikes the 

decrepit dog of an elderly woman he calls Lousse. Lousse rescues Molloy from a vengeful mob, 

takes him to her home, and propositions him:  

I would live in her home, as though it were my own. I would have plenty to eat and drink, 

to smoke too if I smoked, for nothing, and my remaining days would glide away without 

a care. I would as it were take the place of the dog I had killed . . . . All she asked was to 

feel me near her, with her, and the right to contemplate from time to time this 

extraordinary body both at rest and in motion. (42-43) 

Lousse, like a temptress in an early modern romance epic, offers to mollify Molloy’s bodily 

wants and indulge of all his whims—save one: he cannot leave.4 Although he suspects Lousse of 

drugging or bewitching him, he does not flee, initially. He is well-provided, unencumbered by 

unwanted company, free to indulge his eccentricities, and troubled with no unpleasant 

responsibilities. Nevertheless, as he explains, his stay is tainted with “mild regret”: “For in me 

there have always been two fools, among others, one asking nothing better than to stay where he 

is and the other imagining that life might be slightly less horrible a little further on” (43-44). Life 

with Lousse is not horrible, but Molloy eventually succumbs to “the small voice saying, Get out 

of here Molloy, take your crutches and get out of here” (54). 

Molloy’s desire to abscond is, on its face, irrational. He could not reasonably expect to 
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find a better situation elsewhere, and indeed he finds none. But for Molloy the particulars of his 

prospects are beside the point. The Lousse episode is but one of many instances involving the 

underlying opposition of Molloy’s two inner fools. Like the other protagonists of Molloy, 

Malone Dies (1951, 1956), and The Unnamable (1953, 1958), Molloy is embroiled in a continual 

oscillation between a yearning for homeostasis and a compulsion to compromise it. 

The allure of Lousse’s proposition is not in the room, board, or other perks per se; rather, 

what is most tempting to Molloy is its sheer inertness, and he finds less convenient arrangements 

comparably beguiling. A bit later, while hopelessly lost in an unfamiliar wood, teetering upon 

crutches and paretic legs, Molloy describes his longing to simply stop: 

For it was not so bad being in the forest, I could imagine worse, and I could have stayed 

there till I died, unrepining, yes, without pining for the light and the plain and the other 

amenities of my region. For I knew them well, the amenities of my region, and I 

considered that the forest was no worse. And it was not only no worse, to my mind, but it 

was better, in this sense, that I was there. . . . And being there I did not have to go there, 

and that was not to be despised, seeing the state of my legs and my body in general. (80) 

Many of Beckett’s protagonists share versions of this vision of an abandoned desire for an 

improved elsewhere accompanied by the physical incapacity to go on. Moran, the protagonist of 

the second half of Molloy, similarly encumbered by a flagging limb, imagines the “unspeakable 

satisfactions” of “a classical paralysis”: 

To be literally incapable of motion at last, that must be something! My mind swoons 

when I think of it. And mute into the bargain! And perhaps as deaf as a post! And who 

knows as blind as a bat! And as likely as not your memory a blank! And just enough 

brain intact to allow you to exult! (134). 
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Molloy’s portion of Molloy ends with him in a ditch, in a condition very similar to Malone’s 

fantasy. Malone of Malone Dies, too, achieves something akin as his mind and body decay on 

his deathbed. The unnamable spends time as a semi-sentient head in a jar, among other longings 

for like states. This fantasy is not of a perfect satisfaction but rather the absence of 

dissatisfaction, or what the narrator of The Unnamable calls “the grace of inurement” (344). 

This grace, however, is fickle. Sustaining it requires something like the bodily and 

cognitive incapacity Moran imagines, as the least trace of sense or sensibility upends it. 

Accordingly, Molloy’s sentient inertia is sullied by a vague, ephemeral discontent:  

But I could not, stay in the forest I mean, I was not free to. That is to say I could have, 

physically nothing could have been easier, but I was not purely physical, I lacked 

something, and I would have had the feeling, if I had stayed in the forest, of going against 

an imperative, at least I had that impression. (80) 

These “imperatives” are, in their way, “quite explicit and even detailed.” But they quickly 

dissipate, as Molloy explains, “leaving me like a fool who neither knows where he is going nor 

why he is going there” (81). They leave an “impression,” but little more. Molloy carefully 

distinguishes imperatives from the less ambiguous directives of his “prompters,” whom he 

admits to having habitually “sinned against.” He is ultimately indifferent to the prospect of 

having sinned,  

But imperatives are a little different, and I have always been inclined to submit to them, I 

don’t know why. For they never lead me anywhere, but tore me from places where, if all 

was not well, all was no worse than anywhere else, and then went silent, leaving me 

stranded. So I knew my imperatives well, and yet I submitted to them. It had become a 

habit. (80) 
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In spite of himself, and against the recurrent “unspoken entreaty” to “Don’t do it, Molloy” (81), 

Molloy habitually yields to unreliable and irresolute compulsions to move along.  

For Molloy, these compulsions, however opaque, relate to a definite purpose: to go to his 

mother. This purpose, however, is often enough fulfilled, and is, upon attainment, no more 

satisfactory to Molloy than any other arrangement:  

It is true they nearly all bore on the same question, that of my relationship with my 

mother . . . . And of myself, all my life, I think I had been going to my mother, with the 

purpose of establishing our relations on a less precarious footing. And when I was with 

her, and I often succeeded, I left her without having done anything. And when I was no 

longer with her I was again on my way to her, hoping to do better the next time. (81) 

His ostensible object is a more robust homeostasis, that is, “establishing our relations on a less 

precarious footing.” He no sooner obtains his object than, for no more coherent reason than he 

finds elsewhere, he moves on, “without having done anything.” Molloy continually and 

compulsively searches out his mother, leaves her, and searches for her again. In short, he finds 

himself in an elaborated game of peek-a-boo, as puzzling, pointless, and impractical as the 

infant’s game.  

For Molloy, however, any homeostatic situation can potentially serve as a surrogate 

mother. He is, for example, prone to conflate the memories of Lousse, his first lover Edith (or 

Ruth), and his mother (54). In Malone Dies, the asylum provides a similar function. Anything 

that seems to offer the possibility of extinguishing desire—a ditch, paralysis, decomposition—

serves well enough. The unnamable also recounts his return to his parents, wife, and the “little 

ones born in [his] absence” (311). When he finally arrives, his “loved ones” are, to his 

indifference, long dead (botulism). As he sloshes in the “muck” of their remains, he explains:  
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I like to fancy, even if it is not true, that it was in mother’s entrails I spent the last days of 

my long voyage, and set out on the next. No, I have no preference, Isolde’s breast would 

have done just as well, or papa’s private parts, or the heart of one of the little bastards” 

(317) 

There is nothing essentially maternal about the object of this peek-a-boo game. Something must 

serve, to be sure, but the role can be fulfilled by nearly anything. As Molloy observes, “if all 

muck is the same muck that doesn’t matter, it’s good to have a change of muck, to move from 

one heap to another a little further on, from time to time” (37). Homeostasis, as homeostasis, 

must be both renounced and pursued.  

Ultimately indifferent to either the current situation or the prospects for the next, the 

imperative is simply to go on. It has no intrinsic means of discerning its location, direction, or 

end. In the service of what the unnamable calls “this obligation,” he decrees that “mine was not 

to know, nor to judge, nor to rail, but to go” (316). Without any specific content,  

This obligation, and the quasi-impossibility of fulfilling it, engrossed me in a purely 

mechanical way, excluding notably the free play of the intelligence and sensibility, so 

that my situation rather resembled that of an old broken-down cart or bat-horse unable to 

receive the least information either from its instinct or from its observation as to whether 

it is moving towards the stable or away from it, and not greatly caring either way” (314). 

The nature of this engrossment recalls William Hazlitt’s notion of “keeping,” which he defines 

as a certain type of comic character’s “consistency in absurdity; a determined and laudable 

attachment” to “caprice, and whim, and fantastical prejudice.” While strictly irrational, this 

“truth of absurdity to itself” is as “consistent” as if it proceeded from “reason and good sense” 

(11). For Henri Bergson, this characteristic “reveals [a person’s] likeness to a thing, . . . which, 
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through its peculiar inelasticity, conveys the impression of pure mechanism, of automatism, of 

movement without life” (Laughter 49).5 For the unnamable, however, “the élan vital or struggle 

for life” is itself “purely mechanical,” and unconcerned with instinct, perception, or deliberation 

(236, 314). The obligation is, in itself, a pure Seeking response, a goad without a goal. 

Obligations and imperatives are not only fleeting and otiose, they are also fundamentally 

incomprehensible. They provoke interpretive responses, but themselves contain no semantic 

information. In this, they resemble all acts and events—even utterances and thoughts. Molloy, 

clarifying his rationale for leaving the woods, explains, “I also said, Yet a little while, at the rate 

things are going, and I won’t be able to move, but will have to stay, where I happen to be, unless 

someone comes and carries me” (82). Strictly speaking, however, he said no such thing: 

Oh I did not say it in such limpid language. And when I say I said, etc., all I mean is that I 

knew confusedly things were so, without knowing exactly what it was all about. And 

every time I say, I said this, or, I said that, or speak of a voice saying far away inside me, 

Molloy, and then a fine phrase more or less clear and simple, or find myself compelled to 

attribute to others intelligible words, or hear my own voice uttering to others more or less 

articulate sounds, I am merely complying with the convention that demands you either lie 

or hold your peace. For what really happened was quite different. . . . In reality I said 

nothing at all, but I heard a murmur, something gone wrong with the silence . . . . And 

then sometimes there arose within me, confusedly, a kind of consciousness, which I 

express by saying, I said, etc. . . . .” (82)  

For Molloy, narratives, and the “consciousness” those narratives compose, arrive after the fact. 

He has the general impression that “things were so,” but is only able to take that impression 

“confusedly” and without “knowing exactly.” “In reality” there are no coherent voices speaking 
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from inside him, from others, or from himself. To attribute semantic coherence to motives, 

decisions, or even speech is in truth, to “lie.” What “really happened,” in each case, is a bare 

almost-nothing, “something gone wrong with the silence,” that is, “a murmur.”  

Murmurs give rise to Molloy’s consciousness, and they are the last vestiges of sentient 

life in Malone Dies. When he is very close to dying, Malone intrudes upon his account of 

Macmann’s adventures: 

Yes, there is no good pretending, it is hard to leave everything. The horror-worn eyes 

linger abject on all they have beseeched so long, in the last prayer, the true prayer at last, 

the one that asks for nothing. And it is then a little breath of fulfilment revives the dead 

longings and a murmur is born in the silent world, reproaching you affectionately with 

having despaired too late. (270) 

Malone repeats Molloy’s peek-a-boo game, but here (like Freud6) explicitly imagines absolute 

homeostasis as death. As with Molloy, it is undermined by just enough “little breath of 

fulfilment” to reinvigorate “longings.” The breath actively stirs longings, but the “murmur” that 

follows “is born” passively, without reference to whence or from whom. As they affectionately 

reproach “you,” they are not from the same “you” being reproached, or not exactly. Murmurs are 

a subjective experience, but they are not merely subjective. They intrude upon conscious 

awareness from elsewhere, but from an intimate elsewhere.  

The unnamable ascribes the origins of murmurs to a quasi-entity he names “Worm.” 

Worm is all but completely senseless, something very close to the demented paralytic deaf-mute 

of Malone’s fantasy:  

Worm, to say he does not know what he is, where he is, what is happening, is to 

underestimate him. What he does not know is that there is anything to know. His senses 
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tell him nothing, nothing about himself, nothing about the rest, and this distinction is 

beyond him. (340) 

Incapable of thought or action, Worm does very little—even less than his predecessors, including 

the disembodied head in a jar that introduces him. According to the narrator, the other namable 

protagonist of The Unnamable, Mahood, is simply the latest iteration of “the others like him, of 

the same breed and creed, armed with the same prong,” that is, the protagonists of Beckett’s 

earlier novels. Worm, however, is “the first of his kind,” chiefly in that he never says anything. 

His occupation instead consists chiefly of murmuring: “[Worm] has not yet to speak his mind, 

only murmur, I have not ceased to hear his murmur, all the while the others discoursed” (331). 

Unlike “the others,” Worm’s murmurs only murmur, never cohering into sensible obligations, 

imperatives, or narratives.  

The unnamable cannot decide the nature of his relationship with Worm. He suspects but 

cannot confirm that they are one in the same, were once, or perhaps will be. At one point, he 

extolls Worm as the “epicentre of joys, of griefs, of calm. Who seems the truest possession, 

because the most unchanging. Who the one outside of life we always were in the end, all our 

vain life long” (340). Worm is “the one . . . we always were,” but he is not quite what the 

unnamable is, because of both’s relationship to language and reason. In a world where “it is 

solely a question of voices,” the unnamable asks himself, “Is there a single word of mine in all I 

say?” (340-41). 

 The unnamable’s answer confirms his affinity with Worm, but also the inherent 

complexity of that affinity: 

No, I have no voice, in this matter I have none. That’s one of the reasons I confused 

myself with Worm. But I have no reasons either, no reason, I’m like Worm, without 
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voice or reason, I’m Worm, no, if I were Worm I wouldn’t know it, I wouldn’t say it, I 

wouldn’t say anything, I’d be Worm. But I don’t say anything, I don’t know anything, 

these voices are not mine, nor these thoughts, but the voices and thoughts of the devils 

who beset me. (341) 

The unnamable cannot enmesh himself with Worm, but neither can he disentangle himself from 

him. Like reason and voice, unreasoning and voiceless murmurs neither originate from within or 

without the unnamable. His acts are, in a manner, self-determined, but at the same time, they are 

involuntary and compulsory. Movements emerge from steadfast obedience to indecipherable 

orders of indeterminate origin, and ultimately are, as the unnamable explains, “determined by the 

panic of the moment” (320). However tenacious, acts are without volition or strength, and they 

finally accomplish nothing. Beckett calls this “impotence.”7  

Murmurs, spontaneously emerging from just outside conscious awareness, prompt their 

hearer to forgo one homeostasis for the bare possibility of another. They produce an implicit 

expectation of a (relatively) happy ending, “that life might be slightly less horrible a little further 

on,” but they cannot, being incapable of reason, give any reason for belief. Their outcome is no 

outcome at all, but rather a protracted game of peek-a-boo. Every act they enable is adjunctive, a 

spontaneous and spurious misdirection employed to occupy the interminable wait for—but “for” 

is another matter.  

* 

Acts are not intrinsically intentional, but they distinctly seem so. Murmurs do not explain 

how, where, or why, but they unfailingly result in methods, directions, and rationales. They 

convince Molloy to get his crutches and go on, but other stirrings, similar but distinct, inspire the 

descriptions and explanations of those goings-on. Moran, as he nears the end of his story, 

recounts the origin of its composition:  
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I have spoken of a voice giving me orders, or rather advice. It was on the way home I 

heard it for the first time. . . . It did not use the words that Moran had been taught when 

he was little and that he in turn taught to his little one. So that first I did not know what it 

wanted. But in the end I understood this language. I understood it, I understand it, all 

wrong perhaps. That is not what matters. It told me to write the report. (164, 169-70). 

This “voice” is not concerned with prompting actions, but rather accounting for them. The 

unnamable too describes how obligations also give rise to narratives: “Possessed of nothing but 

my voice, the voice, it may seem natural, once the idea of obligation has been swallowed, that I 

should interpret it an obligation to say something” (305).8 Imperatives and obligations not only 

provoke acts, they also provoke interpretative accounts of those acts, that is, stories. 

Like actions, narratives are not the product of volition or conscious deliberation; rather, 

they are compulsive, involuntary intrusions. For the unnamable, story, like all coherent 

discourse, is the product of “the voices and thoughts of the devils who beset me” (341). Chief 

among these devils is Mahood (or Basil), but the unnamable suspects that Beckett’s earlier 

protagonists, “at least from Murphy on,” are also involved (287). In “presenting their report,” 

they taught the unnamable about his mother, God, “fellow creatures,” love, and time (291-92, 

302). Further, he explains, “They also taught me to count, and even to reason” (292). His self-

concept is likewise the product of their discourse, particularly Mahood’s. The unnamable claims 

that although “I never saw [Mahood], I don’t see him, he has told me what he is like, what I am 

like,” and has employed “my voice” or rather “the voice” to “make me think I was a free agent” 

and produced “ostensibly independent testimony in support of my historical existence” (309, 

303, 312). The ability to reason, determine causality, experience volition, and ascertain 

existence—that is, to recognizably think—depend on Mahood and his fellow besetting devils. At 
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one point, the unnamable even describes his “mind” as “Mahood dixit” (315).  

As with Worm, the unnamable can only with great difficulty disentangle himself from 

Mahood, and never finally successfully. More than once he ponders “if we were one and the 

same after all, as he affirms, and I deny?” (309). According to the unnamable, Mahood both is 

and is not the narrator:  

It was he told me stories about me, lived in my stead, issued forth from me, came back to 

me, entered back into me, heaped stories on my head. . . . It is his voice, which has often 

mingled with mine, and sometimes drowned it completely. Until he left me for good, or 

refused to leave me any more, I don’t know” (303).  

He later attempts to clarify the relation between himself, Mahood, and Worm, with trepidation: 

“But let me complete my views, before I shit on them. For if I am Mahood, I am Worm too, 

plop. Or if I am not yet Worm, I shall be when I cease to be Mahood, plop” (331-32). A few 

lines later, he postulates himself as a “tertius guadens” consisting of the murmuring Worm, the 

discoursing Mahood, and whatever listens, questions, and obeys. The notion quickly fizzles: 

At no moment do I know what I’m talking about, nor of whom, nor of where, nor how, 

nor why, but I could employ fifty wretches for this sinister operation and still be short of 

a fifty-first, to close the circuit, that I know, without knowing what that means” (332).  

The problem has less to do with the explanation per se than explanations in general. The quixotic 

attempt to “close the circuit,” that is, to fully explain the phenomenon, is a folly characteristic of 

“Mahood dixit.”  

Sans Mahood’s interference, the unnamable is content in his ignorance. The unnamable 

professes that he does “not know” how Mahood usurps his voice and “always liked not 

knowing.” Mahood, however, “said it wasn’t right. He didn’t know either, but it worried him” 
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(303). According to the unnamable, Mahood and his “gang” have no more understanding than 

himself, but for them, incomprehension is stimulating, and they respond to the cognitive tickle 

with imaginative play:  

It’s the old story, they want to be entertained . . . , no, not entertained, soothed, no, that’s 

not it either, solaced, no, even less, no matter, with the result they achieve nothing . . . . 

What can you expect, they don’t know who they are either, nor where they are, nor what 

they’re doing, nor why everything is going so badly . . . . So they build up hypotheses 

that collapse on top of one another, it’s human, a lobster couldn’t do it. (365) 

Like proper play, the gang’s narratives, explanations, and rationales have no discernible purpose 

or observable efficacy. While these games do not quite entertain, soothe, or solace, they do 

engage, occupy, and provide an illusion of understanding. They are, in other words, exercises in 

explanatory autoshaping. Here, all acts are essentially adjunctive, and all explanations for them 

are, at bottom, “plop.” 

“All lies”: The Confabulations of the Retrospective Hypothesis 

 
Now, if some bold novelist, tearing aside the cleverly woven curtain of 

our conventional ego, shows us under this appearance of logic a 

fundamental absurdity, under this juxtaposition of simple states an 

infinite permeation of a thousand different impressions which have 

already ceased to exist the instant they are named, we commend him for 

having known us better than we know ourselves. 

                                                                   —Henri Bergson* 

 

In Beckett’s Murphy (1938), Miss Carridge finds one of her tenants “curled up in 

meanders of blood on her expensive lino, a cut-throat razor clutched in is hand and his throat cut 

in effect” (82). As a respectable lady running a respectable business, Miss Carridge is of course 

distraught. After having some time to reflect, however, she offers a more palatable depiction than 

                                                 
* Time and Free Will, 133. 
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the obvious one suggested by the circumstances:  

“He gets out his razor to shave, as he always did regular about noon.” A lie. The old boy 

shaved once a week and then the last thing at night. “That I do know, because I found the 

brush on the dresser with a squeeze of paste on top.” A lie. “He goes to put up the tube 

before he lathers, he walks across the room with the razor in his hand, screwing the cap 

on the tube. He drops the cap, he throws the tube on the bed and goes down on the floor. I 

found the tube on the bed and the cap under the bed.” Lies. “He goes crawling about the 

floor, with the razor open in his hand, when all of a sudden he has a seizure.” Pronounced 

on the analogy of manure. “He told me when he first came he might have a seizure any 

minute, he had two this year already, one on Shrove Tuesday, the other on Derby Day. 

That I do know.” All lies. “He falls on his face with the razor under him, zzzeeeppp!” 

(88) 

According to the narrator, “she really convinced herself with this argument” (88). In James 

Knowlson’s reading, this incident presents a “comic pastiche of the human tendency to invent 

stories or to elaborate rational explanations to account for uncomfortable or unpalatable events” 

(196). For Beckett, however, it is not only uncomfortable or unpalatable events that are subject to 

this process. It accompanies any action, idea, impulse, decision, encounter, observation, or 

twinge. It is the very stuff of thought.  

Much of Beckett’s subsequent work explores the nuances and gradations of this 

phenomenon. Sam, the narrator of Watt (1953, written in 1945), identifies “the principle incident 

of Watt’s early days in Mr. Knott’s house”: A father and son attempt to tune Mr. Knott’s piano. 

As they conclude their work, Watt overhears an exchange that cumulates with 

The strings are in flitters, said the younger. 
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The elder had nothing to say to this either. 

The piano is doomed, in my opinion, said the younger. 

The piano-tuner also, said the elder. 

The pianist also, said the younger. (57) 

 A few pages later, Sam contemplates the nature of Watt’s later relation of the event: 

To return to the incident of the Galls father and son, as related by Watt, did it have that 

meaning for Watt at the time of its taking place, and then lose that meaning, and then 

recover it? Or did it have some quite different meaning for Watt at the time of its taking 

place, and then lose that meaning, and then receive that, alone or among others, which it 

exhibited, in Watt’s relation? Or did it have no meaning whatever for Watt at the moment 

of its taking place, were there neither Galls nor piano then, but only an unintelligible 

succession of changes, from which Watt finally extracted the Galls and piano, in self-

defence? (63) 

These questions relate to the reliability of memory, the process of remembering, and the 

subsequent “relation” of those recollections. The purpose of Watt’s relation is not only to recall 

the event, but to situate it in a comprehensible framework, that is, to imbue it with meaning. It is, 

in other words, an exercise in explanatory autoshaping.  

In Sam’s first hypothesis, the incident is inscribed or imprinted in Watt’s memory, much 

as an image or video is stored in a computer’s memory. In Watt’s “relation,” both the event and 

its “meaning” are “recovered” just as they were inscribed. This conception of memory produces 

coherent, meaningful relations, much as in memoir or nineteenth-century realist fiction. In an 

early essay (1930), Beckett, following Proust, calls this “voluntary memory,” which he describes 

as “the uniform memory of intelligence; and it can be relied on to reproduce for our gratified 
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inspection those impressions of the past that were consciously and intelligently formed” (Proust 

32). This process, however, only includes only what conforms to its understanding and 

expectations, and ignores “the mysterious element of inattention” that fascinates Beckett. As in 

Miss Carridge’s account of her tenant’s death, “Habit” can “veto” incongruous perceptions “that 

cannot be made to correspond with one or other of [Habit’s] intellectual prejudices” (Proust 23). 

This mode of relation is coherent, but its coherence comes at the expense of fidelity.  

Beckett was consistently wary of such coherence, in and out of his works. The narrator in 

Dream of Fair to Middling Women (1992, written in 1932) complains of T.F. Powys’s 

“fabricated darkness and painfully organised unified tragic completeness” and “the chloroformed 

world” of Honoré de Balzac’s “clockwork cabbages” (42-43). Story as such, Beckett explains in 

an interview (1961), cannot “admit the chaos” without attempting to say that “the chaos is really 

something else” (Driver 242). In an entry in his diary (1937), he explains, “I am not interested in 

a ‘unification’ of the historical chaos any more than I am in the ‘clarification’ of the individual 

chaos, and still less in the anthropomorphisation of the inhuman necessities that provoke the 

chaos.”9 For Beckett, the coherence voluntary memory and conventional narrative impose on the 

“chaos” is fallacious and disingenuous. For Watt, conversely, the Galls incident’s coherence 

dissipates into disjuncture, paradox, and tautology: 

[T]he scene in the music room, with the two Galls, ceased very soon to signify for Watt a 

piano tuned, an obscure family and professional relation, an exchange of judgements 

more or less intelligible, and so on, if indeed it had ever signified such things, and 

became a mere example of light commenting bodies, and stillness motion, and silence 

sound, and comment comment. (Watt 58).  

This unraveling voluntary memory unnerves Watt, and he is unable to settle on apprehending the 
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underlying chaos as such. Instead, the specter provokes a second attempt to derive coherence 

from the incident: “This fragility of the outer meaning had a bad effect on Watt, for it caused him 

to seek for another, for some meaning of what had passed, in the image of how it had passed” 

(58). For Watt, admitting the chaos only prompts a renewed search for unification and 

clarification.  

In a later interview (1961), Beckett spoke of a finding a “new form” that better 

“accommodates the mess.” In one such “mess,” a recurrent one in Beckett’s works, which he 

(wrongly) attributed to Augustine’s Confessions, “Two thieves are crucified with Christ, one 

saved and the other damned. How can we make sense of this division? In classical drama, such 

problems do not arise” (Driver 243).10 The apparently arbitrary outcome is a “mess” in that it is 

incompatible with the various modes of poetical justice employed by “classical drama” and 

related literatures. For H. Porter Abbott, Beckett—like Augustine—accommodates such messes 

through the process of “re-collection,” which leaves “an openness and uncertainty” in his text 

(32). Augustine describes this process of “cogitare” in his Confessions:  

By thinking we, as it were, gather together ideas which the memory contains in a 

dispersed way, and by concentrating our attention we arrange them in order as if ready to 

hand, stored in the very memory where previously they lay hidden, scattered, neglected. . 

. . It is what is collected (that is, by force) in the mind, not elsewhere which is strictly 

speaking the object of recollection. (189)  

Likewise, Watt’s secondary attempt is to find meaning “in the image of how it had passed,” not 

the event as such. No mere recovery, recollection is a creative process of selection, 

recombination, and composition.11 The product is both a narrative account and an account of 

narrative creation, “a work in progress, something happening in a textual present” (Abbott 6). 
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Sam’s second hypothesis lends itself to this line of thinking: “Or did [the Galls incident] 

have some quite different meaning for Watt at the time of its taking place, and then lose that 

meaning, and then receive that, alone or among others, which it exhibited, in Watt’s relation?” 

(63). As with the first hypothesis, something did in fact happen, which Watt more-or-less 

remembers. In the process of relating, however, the meaning Watt had originally attributed to it 

is lost, altered, and replaced with the meaning Watt “exhibited” in his relation.  

As Beckett describes in Proust (1930), Marcel Proust employs a similar process in À la 

recherche du temps perdu. Like Beckett, Proust distrusted voluntary memory, which tends to 

strategically overlook what Beckett called “the perilous zones in the life of the individual, 

dangerous, precarious, painful, mysterious and fertile, when for a moment the boredom of living 

is replaced by the suffering of being” (19). “Habit” assuages this “suffering” with what Beckett 

calls “intellectual animism,” or the “imposition of our own familiar soul on the terrifying soul of 

our surroundings” (41). Unlike voluntary memory, eruptions of involuntary memory (la mémiore 

involontaire) recall this “suffering” with vivid emotional intensity. Involuntary memories trigger 

a fresh attempt to orient a powerful affective impression that the “intellectual animism” of Habit 

failed to explain away, allowing “the actual sensation” to “engulf the subject in all the beauty of 

its infallible proportion” (72). In Recherche, involuntary memory unravels voluntary memory’s 

distorting schemata in what the philosopher Walter Benjamin cryptically described as “the 

Penelope work of recollection. Or . . . , rather, a Penelope work of forgetting” (202).  

No sooner does this eruption engulf the subject, however, than she begins the work of 

situating of the sensation situated in a new, revised framework of meaning. James Reid has 

described the creative work involuntary memory provokes in Recherche: 

Involuntary memories in fact recreate a particular past state of consciousness, 
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impressions of the world, which communicate “l’être que nous fûmes” (R, 1: 643). . . . 

The past impression is “remembered” when the mind repeats in the present its past 

transformation of a sensation into an impression. . . . [I]nvoluntary memory is not a 

passive repetition of a past impression. Rather, it is an active recreation of this impression 

in the present, which involves the will. . . . Marcel must try over and over to bring to 

consciousness the past impression to which his present sensation seems to refer: “Certes, 

ce qui palpite ainsi au fond de moi, ce doit être l’image, le souvenir visuel, qui, lié à cette 

saveur, tente de la suivre jusqu’à moi. (R, 1: 46). The attempt to find this past memory 

transforms it into something else: “Chercher? pas seulement: créer” (R, 1: 45). (28) 

As with memory reconsolidation and Nachträglichkeit, recollecting “suffering” imbues it with 

renewed significance. Recollection exposes the inner workings of meaning-making: it is a 

contingent, even arbitrary process of recombining scattering sensory impressions and affects into 

a coherent framework. Its accompanying affect can be strikingly profound, and the peek behind 

the scenes of the confidence trick of composition provides gist for contemplation.  

The process of recollection, however, introduces its own problems.12 Its revised meaning 

is as distorted as the original, if not more so. In exposing the fictitiousness of memory, 

recollection produces more fictions. Similarly, it disrupts the workings of Habit, but lays the 

foundation for new habits. In doing so, it also reproduces much of Habit’s folly. In Watt’s case, 

it does so even with the most singular, incongruous, or disturbing events: 

And he had experienced literally nothing, since the age of fourteen, or fifteen, of which in 

retrospect he was not content to say, That is what happened then. He could recall, not 

indeed with any satisfaction, but as ordinary occasions, the time when his dead father 

appeared to him in a wood . . . ; or the time when in his surprise hearing a voice urging 
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him, in terms of usual coarseness, to do away with himself . . . ; or the time when alone in 

a rowing-boat, far from land, he suddenly smelt flowering currant; or the time when an 

old lady of delicate upbringing . . . unstrapped her wooden leg, and laid aside her crutch. 

(Watt 58).  

The outcome of being able to say “That is what happened then” motivates Watt, “For he 

considered, with reason, that he was successful, in this enterprise, when he could evolve, from 

the meticulous phantoms that beset him, a hypothesis proper to disperse them . . . . For to explain 

had always been to exorcise, for Watt” (62). A sound explanation, for Watt, negates the chaos.  

The Galls incident, however, proves resistant to hypothesis, explanation, and exorcism. It 

“seemed rather to belong to some story heard long before, an instant in the life of another, ill 

told, ill heard, and more than half forgotten” (59). For the Galls and for “subsequent similar 

incidents” (60), “Watt did not know what had happened” (59). But neither can he forget it:  

What distressed Watt . . . was not so much that he did not know what had happened, for 

he did not care what had happened, as that nothing had happened, that a thing that was 

nothing had happened, . . . with all the clarity and solidity of something, and that it 

revisited him in such a way that he was forced to submit to it all over again, to hear the 

same sounds, see the same lights, touch the same surfaces, and so on, as when they had 

first involved him in their unintelligible intricacies. (60-61) 

Unlike when Watt perceived the ghost of his father, the disembodied voice urging suicide, or the 

phantom currant smell, Watt is unable to “exorcise” the incongruous elements of the Galls 

incident. Neither intellectual animism nor recollection can reconfigure the elements coherently. 

According to his narrative schemata, “a thing that was nothing had happened,” endlessly 

fascinating but without discernible meaning.  
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Sam’s third hypothesis accounts for this outcome: “Or did [the Galls incident] have no 

meaning whatever for Watt at the moment of its taking place, were there neither Galls nor piano 

then, but only an unintelligible succession of changes, from which Watt finally extracted the 

Galls and piano, in self-defence?” Here, what Watt really apprehended was “an unintelligible 

succession of changes,” or what Beckett elsewhere described as “the mess” or “a buzzing 

confusion” (Driver 242). This is merely a stronger version of the second hypothesis, but the 

difference in nontrivial. Here, meaning is not merely the original meaning reconfigured, but 

rather it “evolved, after a delay of varying length, and with greater or less pains, from the initial 

absence of meaning” (Watt 63).  

Tracing this evolution of meaninglessness to meaning involves negotiating an impasse. 

On the one hand, Beckett knows of “no form that does not violate the nature of Being in the most 

unbearable manner” (qtd. in Shainberg 106). Formalizing the mess, that is imposing coherence 

upon it, necessarily distorts it. On the other hand, such distortion is necessary for interpretation 

or even perception. For Sam, “the only way one can speak of nothing is to speak of it as though it 

were something” (Watt 61); or, as the cognitive scientist Douglas Hofstadter and the 

psychologist Emmanuel Sander explain, 

No one can deny that our knowledge of the world constitutes an extremely tight set of 

constraints, but . . . [h]oping to get rid of one’s categories acquired through experience 

would be like wishing to jump right into the most advanced stages of Alzheimer’s 

disease. . . . [A] virgin perception, untainted by any prior concepts, is a chimera. The 

known, as it is an intrinsic extension to our physiological senses, is part and parcel of our 

perception. (315) 

Whether it is recovered, reconfigured, or “extracted,” meaning is always already distorted—and 
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it must be. Learning—whether it be perceptual, conditioned, or cognitive—involves just this 

kind of violation of the blooming, buzzing confusion of being into discernible parts and relations. 

It is what intelligence does. Of course, as Miss Carridge demonstrates, intelligence also 

misjudges, misapprehends, prejudices, and ignores what is incongruous or disconfirming. 

Against such intelligence Beckett deploys the tropes of atrophy, decay, and what he 

comes to call “ignorance.” Watt desires to successfully recollect, to be able to say “Yes, I 

remember, that is what happened then,” because “if then he could say that, then he thought that 

then the scene would end, and trouble him no more.” Unfortunately, “to elicit something from 

nothing requires a certain skill and Watt was not always successful, in his efforts to do so” (61). 

Watt, however, does not utterly fail; rather, he is just unsuccessful enough: “No, he could never 

have spoken at all of these things, if all had continued to mean nothing . . . . But if Watt was 

sometimes unsuccessful, and sometimes successful . . . in foisting a meaning there where no 

meaning appeared, he was most often neither the one, nor the other” (61-62). In his later work, 

Beckett adopts Watt’s ambiguous failure/success as a narrative model, if not quite a method.  

In a 1931 letter, Beckett describes the process of extracting “straws, flotsam, etc., names, 

dates, births and deaths” from “an inhuman and incomprehensible machinery” without 

employing “the last form of animism,” that is, “rationalising them.”13 In The Unnamable, 

Beckett revisits the idea with what his narrator calls “encounters.” Encounters undermine the 

schematizing and stereotyping functions of Habit: 

I have said that all things here recur sooner or later, no, I was going to say it, then thought 

better of it. But is it not possible that this does not apply to encounters? The only 

encounter I ever witnessed, a long time ago now, has never yet been re-enacted. (293) 

As with the Galls incident, encounters flummox the obligation to categorize or identify a 
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definitive meaning. They spark the cognitive Seeking system, but elude the hedonic rewards of 

resolution. In doing so, they inspire interminable, meandering, semi-coherent narratives: 

One starts speaking as if it were possible to stop at will. It is better so. The search for the 

means to put an end to things, an end to speech, is what enables the discourse to continue. 

(293) 

Something akin to Watt’s desire to exorcise incongruence, to be able to say “that is what 

happened then,” instigates the unnamable’s narrative rumination; however, at the same time, he 

undermines the attempt with unthinking utterances:  

No, I must not try to think, simply utter. Method or no method I shall have to banish them 

in the end, the beings, things, shapes, sounds and lights with which my haste to speak has 

encumbered this place. In the frenzy of utterance the concern with truth. Hence the 

interest of a possible deliverance by means of encounter. (293-94).  

Encounters evade the distorting effects of “rationalising,” and dwelling upon them in a “frenzy 

of utterance” helps facilitates the unnamable’s latent “concern with truth.”  

Like Augustine and Proust, Beckett’s narrators employ the process of recollection, but 

unlike Augustine and Proust, they do so poorly. Characters, events, and memories figure with the 

enervated spasms of a demented invalid bicycling with but one working leg. “What I need now is 

stories,” half-laments Molloy in Molloy, “It took me a long time to know that, and I’m not sure 

of it” (9). Beckett’s stories luxuriate in the incongruity, uncertainty, misinterpretation, and 

disconfirmation that well-functioning recollection typically—if erroneously—resolves.  

For readers like Frank Kermode and György Lukács, the result is maddening. Kermode, 

reading for allegory, finds only “illusive toeholds to any reader scrambling for sense” (225). For 

Lukács, in such works as Molloy, “man is reduced to a sequence of unrelated experiential 
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fragments” (26). In Beckett, however, “man” is an effect of the scramble to make sense of a 

sequence of unrelated experiential fragments: “Personality,” according to Beckett, “can only be 

apprehended as a retrospective hypothesis” (Proust 15). Here, the paragon of animals, the nobly 

reasoning, infinitely rational piece of work that delights not Hamlet, is a confused weaver of self-

justifying confabulations: “I invented it all,” the unnamable admits, “in the hope it would console 

me, help me to go on, allow me to think of myself as somewhere on a road, moving, between a 

beginning and an end, gaining ground, losing ground, getting lost, but somehow in the long run 

making headway. All lies” (308).  

Watt, for his part, reluctantly comes to terms with the situation. As Sam explains, he 

eventually “learned . . . to accept that nothing had happened, that a nothing had happened, 

learned to bear it and even, in a shy way, to like it” (Watt 63).  

For Beckett, Proust’s recollection of fragmented impressions cumulates in “the tragedy of 

the Marcel-Albertine liaison” (Proust 18). In what Hugh Kenner called “Beckett’s characteristic 

comedy of the impasse” (99), however, the recollected fragments never quite cohere. Whereas 

Proust enacts the struggle to form coherent meaning, Beckett stages the struggle to not. His 

protagonists cannot not narrate, but Beckett’s twist on recollection robs of it of its pretense. He 

still makes meaning, but he makes meaning absurd. Suffering is not only the substance of 

trauma, it is also the foundation of comedy. He accomplishes this by applying explanatory 

autoshaping to adjunctive reasoning. That is, he applies “ignorance” to “impotence.”14 

“This cannot possibly last much longer”: Waiting and Endgame 

 
A number of productions resembling jokes can be classed alongside of 

nonsense jokes. There is no appropriate name for them, but they might 

well be described as “idiocy masquerading as a joke.” There are 

countless numbers of them, and I will only select two samples:  

 

     “A man at the dinner table who was being handed fish dipped his 

      two hands twice in the mayonnaise and then ran them through his  
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     hair. When his neighbour looked at him in astonishment, he seemed      

     to notice his mistake and apologized: “I’m so sorry, I thought it was  

     spinach.’” 

 

     Or: “‘Life is a suspension bridge,’ said one man. – ‘Why is that?’           

     asked the other. – ‘How should I know?’ was the reply.” 

 

These extreme examples have an effect because they rouse the 

expectation of a joke, so that one tries to find a concealed sense behind 

the nonsense. But one finds none: they really are nonsense.  

                                                             —Sigmund Freud†                               

 

Malone, in Malone Dies, is not well. Barely alive, hardly able to move, he composes a 

story. The story is foremost a story about writing a story, but it is also a story. It has a typical 

Beckettian protagonist: Macmann, a feeble-minded man of tenacious torpidity. It also has a 

typical Beckettian plot: he is going, though he is also often not.  

Just beyond the midway point of the novel, Macmann finds himself caught in violent rain 

storm. He lays himself upon the ground, face first, and spread-eagle. Shortly thereafter, he 

removes his hat. The rain continues, and after three quarters of an hour, he flips over, arms wide, 

palms open, mouth agape. After another long while, he flops spasmodically, then rolls, 

effectively abandoning his hat.  

Malone knows perfectly well why: Macmann is, by temperament, “happier sitting than 

standing and lying down than sitting, so that he sat and lay down at the least pretext and only 

rose again when the élan vital or struggle for life began to prod him in the arse again” (236). As 

William Faulkner’s Quentin muses in Absalom, Absalom, “a man always falls back upon what he 

knows best in a crisis—the murderer upon murder, the thief thieving, the liar lying” (239). 

Macmann, facing a crisis, lies down, that is, until some inarticulate imperative spurs him onward.  

Macmann is not privy to this, his presumably true motivation. Instead he, with the 

                                                 
† Jokes, note 19, 190. 
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assistance of his author, produces an elaborate chain of almost-coherent rationales: 

Caught by the rain far from shelter Macmann stopped and lay down, saying, The surface 

thus pressed against the ground will remain dry, whereas standing I would get uniformly 

wet all over, as if rain were a mere matter of drops per hour, like electricity. (232)  

Macmann’s act precedes his decision to act, as his deliberative process rather accompanies than 

determines his lying down. His rationalization comes in two stages, the first, “whereas standing I 

would get uniformly wet all over,” from himself, and the second, with only a comma to 

demarcate its intrusion, Malone’s deprecatory gloss of “as if rain were a mere matter of drops per 

hour.” The “as if” distances Malone’s understanding from Macmann’s, but the sentence’s 

syntactic ambiguity muddles their respective interpretations and confuses the voices the of the 

narrator and the narrated. 

J. Hillis Miller explores a like moment in a different novel. In Anthony Trollope’s The 

Warden, the Reverend Septimus Harding “sat gazing at the open window, and thinking, if he can 

be said to have thought, of the happiness of his past life” (102). The narrator, employing many of 

Harding’s characteristic tone and ticks, proceeds to fill in the possibly unthought details. Harding 

has “no language of his own, only a wordless state of mind to which language is ascribed by the 

narrator.” At the same time, “the narrator can speak or write only language that ironically mimes 

language Harding would have used” (Miller 167). The narrator constructs the character’s 

consciousness by ventriloquizing his unthought voice, but this voice in turn shapes and delimits 

the narrator’s discourse. Prompted by Harding’s mute gaze, the narrator coopts Harding’s 

language to translate his “wordless state of mind” into articulated thought—much in the manner 

that Mahood imbues Worm’s murmurs with meaning by usurping the unnamable’s voice and 

foisting it back upon him as “Mahood dixit” or “mind” (Three Novels 315). 
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In the rainstorm episode, Malone not only usurps Macmann’s voice and foists it back 

upon him, he also mocks him with it. Next, Malone ascribes a convoluted rationale to “a 

moment’s hesitation,” and then points out its absurdity:  

So he lay down, prostrate, after a moment’s hesitation, for he could just as easily have 

lain down supine or, meeting himself halfway, on one of his two sides. But he fancied 

that the nape of the neck and the back right down to the loins were more vulnerable than 

the chest and belly, not realizing, any more than if he had been a crate of tomatoes, that 

all these parts are intimately and even indissolubly bound up together, at least until death 

do them part . . . . (232) 

“Prostrate” is, of course, face down, but Macmann loses himself in the counterfactual 

possibilities. If “the nape of his neck and back” are “more vulnerable than the chest and belly,” it 

stands to reason that he would be better off with them unexposed. It is possible that Macmann 

prefers to expose his vulnerable parts, but there is better cause to suspect that the confusion is 

Malone’s: 

It was a heavy, cold and perpendicular rain, which led Macmann to suppose it would be 

brief, as if there were a relation between violence and duration, and that he would spring 

to his feet in ten minutes or a quarter of an hour, his front, no, his back, white with, no, 

front was right, his front white with dust. This is the kind of story he has been telling 

himself all his life, saying, This cannot possibly last much longer. (232)  

Unlike Macmann, Malone presupposes no “relation between violence and duration,” but he does 

seem to share Macmann’s confusion regarding the hypothetical consequences of a prostrate 

position. The muddling of Malone’s and Macmann’s voices works both ways: Malone imbues 

Macmann’s articulate consciousness with faulty reasoning, but Macmann’s confusion in turn 
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intermingles with and corrupts Malone’s commentary. In effect Macmann, or Malone, seems to 

lucidly narrate his own imbecility.  

At the core of this shared imbecility is “the kind of story he has been telling himself all 

his life,” that is, “This cannot possibly last much longer.” It is a long story, with innumerable 

variations, and the “this” that cannot possibly last much longer can be any state or situation: 

anticipation, content, pleasure, boredom, confusion, anxiety, terror, despair, anguish, or the like. 

Here, the “this” is most proximately something like moderate discomfort, at least initially.  

Buoyed by this prospect of fleeting inconvenience, Macmann, like a child biding her time 

for a delayed marshmallow, attempts to manage his disconcert with self-distraction. His 

approach in the present case is to assuage inconvenience with calamity: 

Incommoded by the rain pouring into his hat through the crack, Macmann took it off and 

laid it on his temple, that is to say turned his head and pressed his cheek to the ground. 

His hands at the ends of the long stretched arms clutched the grass, each hand a tuft, with 

as much energy as if he had been spread-eagled against the face of a cliff.  

Though Macmann’s antics remedy nothing—as with compulsive grooming, checking, gnawing, 

or drinking—they are not intrinsically unsound, though the particularities of their application is 

unbefitting. Macmann is “incommoded” by the rain pouring through the crack in his hat, so he 

removes the crack. That other, more functional components of the hat are attached to the crack is 

a nicety Macmann overlooks in the panic of the moment. Moreover, were Macmann caught in 

the same storm while climbing the Matterhorn, his exertion and posture would be entirely 

appropriate. As is, they work as adjunctive distractions, and, were the storm of shorter duration, 

they may well have buoyed Macmann through his ordeal. 

This storm, however, lasts longer than Macmann thought possible. As he lies listening to 
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“the kind of distant roar of the earth drinking,” he begins to find, in spite of himself, some 

significance to his ordeal: “The idea of punishment came to his mind, addicted it is true to that 

chimera and probably impressed by the posture of the body and the fingers clenched as though in 

torment” (233). As is typical in Beckett, Macmann’s “mind” is the passive recipient of the 

“idea,” which spontaneously emerges as a function of habit (addiction) and the impression of his 

body’s convincing pantomime of agony. For Macmann, “the idea of punishment” evokes a 

schema in which suffering serves as “atonement” for what he calls “sin.” Having become 

convinced he is being punished, Macmann struggles to conceive of a previous infraction worthy 

of such punishment: 

And without knowing exactly what his sin was he felt full well that living was not a 

sufficient atonement for it or that this atonement was itself a sin, calling for more 

atonement, and so on, as if there could be anything but life, for the living. And no doubt 

he would have wondered if it was really necessary to be guilty in order to be punished but 

for the memory, more and more galling, of his having consented to live in his mother, 

then to leave her. (233)  

In Macmann’s reasoning, it is difficult to distinguish between sin and atonement, and in his 

ignorance he very nearly questions the founding tenant of his idea of punishment, that a guilty 

act necessarily precedes punishment. Just as Clarissa had in retroactively transforming the 

fragmented cacophony of her experience into trauma, Macmann interposes a measure of consent 

to prevent what Beckett elsewhere calls “an inhuman and incomprehensible machinery” to 

appear as such.15 To be sure, the idea that he had “consented to live in his mother, then to leave 

her,” that is, initiated the ur-peek-a-boo moment of birth, is a dubious proposition, though it does 

provide a founding image for the mise en abyme of his atonement fantasy.16  
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But only for a moment. Like Watt, Macmann is only provisionally able “to elicit 

something from nothing” (Watt 61), and his “memory” fails him: 

And this again he could not see as his true sin, but as yet another atonement which had 

miscarried and, far from cleansing him of his sin, plunged him in it deeper than before. 

And truth to tell the ideas of guilt and punishment were confused together in his mind, as 

those of cause and effect so often are in the minds of those who continue to think. 

Just as he had with sin and atonement, Macmann confuses the causal relationship between guilt 

and punishment—which is unsurprising, in that Macmann’s idea of punishment (effect) preceded 

his guilt (cause). Here, guilt does not necessitate punishment but rather punishment necessitates 

having been guilty. Guilt, for its part, presupposes an illicit act. Through this inverted chain of 

association,17 suffering becomes at once a forbidden pleasure, the punishment for that pleasure, 

and a precursor of contented understanding:  

And it was often in fear and trembling that he suffered, saying, This will cost me dear. 

But not knowing how to go about it, in order to think and feel correctly, he would 

suddenly begin to smile for no reason . . . , to smile and give thanks for the teeming rain 

and the promise it contained of stars a little later, to light his way and enable him to get 

his bearings.  

In short, he is buoyed by a sustaining fiction that his current suffering will give way, that “this 

cannot possibly last much longer.”  

Just as his adjunctive antics failed to support him through a storm of sufficient duration, 

so does the “sanguine expectation” elicited by his explanatory autoshaping:  

But Macmann would have been more than human, after forty or forty-five minutes of 

sanguine expectation, seeing the rain persist as heavy as ever and day recede at last, if he 
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had not begun to reproach himself with what he had done, namely with having lain down 

on the ground instead of continuing on his course, in as straight a line as possible, in the 

hope of chancing sooner or later on a tree, or a ruin. (233-34) 

Macmann discovers his mistake, but unlike the “true men, true links” comprising his ancestors, 

Macmann, whose “semen had never done any harm to anyone,” is unable to “acknowledge the 

error of [his] ways and hasten on to the next.” Macmann, conversely, fancies “that he could 

grovel and wallow in his mortality until the end of time and still not have done.” He is wrong 

again, but not by much:  

And there comes the hour when nothing more can happen and nobody more can come 

and all is ended but the waiting that knows itself in vain. Perhaps he had come to that. . . . 

But apparently not . . . . For having reproached himself with what he had done, and with 

his monstrous error of appreciation, instead of springing up and hurrying on he turned 

over on his back, thus offering all his front to the deluge. 

Macmann’s is a curious response, but it is not one without its own kind of reason, that is, the 

consistency of absurdity of Hazlitt’s notion of comic keeping. The syntactical ambiguity of “his 

monstrous error of appreciation” both accentuates his self-reproach for “what he had done” and 

provides an explanation for his subsequent actions (the ambiguity is preserved from the original 

French). Rather than hastening on to his next error in the manner of his forebears, Macmann 

doubles down on his first.  

The move, although minimal, provides Macmann a change of muck. His hat remains 

embedded in the mud in place, but it is abandoned by his head, which “comes to rest at x inches 

approximately from where it was before.” Further, his abandonment of the prostate position for 

the supine allows him greater tactile intimacy with the storm. He cannot bear to look upon “the 
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dark streaming mass” as “the rain hurt his eyes,” so he “opened his mouth and lay for a long time 

thus, his mouth open and his hands also and as far apart as possible from each other . . . , the 

better to feel the rain” (235). Again, for Macmann, the lure is not the ablation of suffering, but 

rather homeostasis, and of whatever quality. The problem with his previous prostration was not 

that it was uncomfortable, but rather that it was not uncomfortable enough: 

And in the midst of his suffering, for one does not remain so long in such a position 

without being incommoded, he began to wish that the rain would never cease nor 

consequently his sufferings or pain, for the cause of his pain was almost certainly the 

rain, recumbency in itself not being particularly unpleasant, as if there existed a relation 

between that which suffers and that which causes to suffer. (235) 

Macmann grows content in his suffering, but further rumination complicates the situation. This 

time, the prod in the arse originates in Malone’s “as if” explication, which usurps Macmann’s 

voice and questions the relationship between cause and suffering: 

For the rain could cease without his ceasing to suffer, just as he could cease to suffer 

without the rain’s ceasing on that account. And on him already this important quarter-

truth was perhaps beginning to dawn. For while deploring he could not spend the rest of 

his life (which would thereby have been agreeably abridged) under this heavy, cold 

(without being icy) and perpendicular rain, now supine, now prone, he was quarter-

inclined to wonder if he was not mistaken in holding it responsible for his sufferings and 

if in reality his discomfort was not the effect of quite a different cause or set of causes. 

(235-36) 

Malone’s intrusion seeps into Macmann’s thought, incompletely, but enough to begin to 

destabilize Macmann’s sense of certainty. Malone’s commentary continues, largely unbeknownst 
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to Macmann, and without providing an alternative hypothesis to the cause or causes of 

Macmann’s suffering, explains why he cannot be satisfied in it:  

For people are never content to suffer, but they must have heat and cold, rain and its 

contrary which is fine weather, and with that love, friendship, black skin and sexual and 

peptic deficiency for example, in short the furies and frenzies happily too numerous to be 

numbered of the body including the skull and its annexes, whatever that means, such as 

the clubfoot, in order that they may know very precisely what exactly it is that dares 

prevent their happiness from being unalloyed. And sticklers have been met with who had 

no peace until they knew for certain whether their carcinoma was of the pylorus or 

whether on the contrary it was not rather of the duodenum. But these are flights for which 

Macmann was not yet fledged . . . .” (236) 

Macmann is less concerned with his suffering than he is with his inability to “know very 

precisely” its cause, and to be able, like Watt, “To say this is what happened then,” to ascribe 

meaning to it, and thereby to “exorcise” it (Watt 58, 62). Worse, Macmann is even denied 

Malone’s awareness of the futility of the endeavor, as he is “not yet fledged” for such “flights.”  

Macmann’s failure to find proper tragedy in misfortune provokes a lengthy mediation in 

Malone of the consistent futility in Macmann’s struggles, his constant confusion, and his 

inability to perform menial occupations such as sweeping a street or weeding a flower bed.18 

Incongruously, however, he is able to patch his boots with willow bark and perform like tasks, 

though ultimately to no higher purpose:  

For he had to, he had to, if he wished to go on coming and going on the earth, which to 

tell the truth he did not, particularly, but he had to, for obscure reasons known who 

knows to God alone, though to tell the truth God does not seem to need reasons for doing 
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what he does, and for omitting to do what he omits to do, to the same degree as his 

creatures, does he? (238) 

Malone imitates God’s example and abandons the attempt to impose meaningful coherence on 

Macmann’s “coming and going,” and instead dreams up a suitable end for his protagonist, a 

nearly identical arrangement to that Molloy abandons when leaving Lousse, along with the 

“general paralysis” of Moran’s fantasy and Malone’s reality: 

But to pass on now to considerations of another order, it is perhaps not inappropriate to 

wish Macmann, since wishing costs nothing, sooner or later a general paralysis sparing at 

a pinch the arms if that is conceivable, in a place impermeable as far as possible to wind, 

rain, sound, cold, great heat (as in the seventh century) and daylight, with one or two 

eiderdowns just in case and a charitable soul say once a week bearing eatingapples and 

sardines in oil for the purpose of postponing as long as possible the fatal hour, it would be 

wonderful. (238-39) 

This wish does not explicitly occur to Macmann, but it serves as a murmur or imperative would, 

and he behaves as if, like Molloy’s second inner fool, he imagines “that life might be slightly 

less horrible a little further on” (44), and recommences his antics with more vigor: 

But in the meantime in the end, the rain still falling with unabated violence in spite of his 

having turned over on his back, Macmann grew restless, flinging himself from side to 

side as though in a fit of the fever, buttoning himself and unbuttoning and finally rolling 

over and over in the same direction, it little matters which, with a brief pause after each 

roll to begin with, and then without break. (239)  

Macmann is, once again, engaging in superfluous self-distraction. He proceeds without any 

apparent direction, intention, or purpose. 
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Amidst his flailing, however, in an unlikely, fortuitous, and seemingly innocuous event, 

Macmann loses his hat:  

And in theory his hat should have followed him, seeing it was tied to his coat, and the 

string twisted itself about his neck, but not at all, for theory is one thing and reality 

another, and the hat remained where it was, I mean in its place, like a thing forsaken. 

(239) 

In staying where it happens to be, the hat inspires the appearance of direction: 

Now it was not the first time that Macmann rolled upon the ground, but he had always 

done so without ulterior locomotive motive. Whereas then, as he moved further and 

further from the place where the rain had caught him far from shelter and which thanks to 

the hat continued to contrast with the surrounding space, he realized he was advancing 

with regularity, and even a certain rapidity, along the arc of a gigantic circle probably, for 

he assumed that one of his extremities was heavier than the other, without knowing quite 

which, but not by much.  

Having already advanced some way, the hat signals that Macmann is in fact advancing. His 

rolling commenced as one in a series of compulsive adjunctive acts. Now, the appearance of 

advancement retroactively inspires an ostensibly deliberative plan:  

And as he rolled he conceived and polished the plan of continuing to roll on all night if 

necessary, or at least until his strength should fail him, and thus approach the confines of 

this plain which to tell the truth he was in no hurry to leave, but nevertheless was leaving, 

he knew it.  

Like the broken-down bat horse the unnamable compares himself to, Macmann is indifferent to 

the outcome, but is obliged to account for his rolling. The conception and polishing of his “plan” 
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is not enough to subject his actions to his will per se: his “leaving” is not something he does but 

rather something that happens to him. It does, however, as autoshaping is want to do, produce the 

sensation of intention, understanding, and predictive power.  

The plan gives way to further rumination, which bestows upon Macmann the fantasy of 

an end beyond the proximate leaving of the plain: 

And without reducing his speed he began to dream of a flat land where he would never 

have to rise again and hold himself erect in equilibrium, first on the right foot for 

example, then on the left, and where he might come and go and so survive after the 

fashion of a great cylinder endowed with the faculties of cognition and volition. And 

without exactly building castles in Spain, for that (239) 

It borrows from Malone’s wish for him a “general paralysis,” a barely sentient almost-absolute 

homeostasis free of any possible perturbation, but Macmann confuses the sentiment, and it 

coheres without troubling itself with any of Moran’s trappings of verisimilitude or plausibility.  

In The Unnamable, Mahood, a disembodied head in a jar, realizes Macmann’s dream, but 

Macmann must settle for Malone’s wish for him. He is institutionalized and fairly well cared for, 

much in the manner of Molloy’s arrangement with Lousse. His first caretaker, Moll, becomes his 

lover, loses interest, and then dies. His second, Lemuel, is occasionally cruel but more often 

negligent. Some time passes, and Macmann grows thoughtful: 

Macmann sometimes wondered what was lacking in his happiness. The right to be abroad 

in all weathers morning, noon and night, trees and bushes with outstretched branches to 

wrap him round and hide him, food and lodging such as they were free of all charge, 

superb views on every hand out over the lifelong enemy, a minimum of persecution and 

corporal punishment, the song of the birds, no human contact except Lemuel, who went 
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out of his way to avoid him, the faculties of memory and reflection stunned by the 

incessant walking and high wind, Moll dead, what more could he wish? And he clung 

closer and closer to the wall, but not too close, for it was guarded, seeking a way out into 

the desolation of having nobody and nothing, the wilds of the hunted, the scant bread and 

the scant shelter and the black joy of the solitary way, in helplessness and will-lessness, 

through all the beauty, the knowing, and the loving. Which he stated by saying, for he 

was artless, I have had enough, without pausing for a moment to reflect on what he had 

enough of or to compare it with what it had been he had had enough of, until he lost it, 

and would have enough of again, when he got it back again, and without suspecting that 

the thing so often felt to be excessive, and honored by such a variety of names, was 

perhaps in reality always one and the same. (271) 

The object of desire is often “excessive,” it goes by “a variety of names,” but it is (with the 

obligatory “perhaps”) “in reality always one and the same.” Whether it’s mud, muck, or mother, 

homeostasis is homeostasis. What is “lacking” in its associated happiness is nothing, which is the 

problem. Desire is not insatiable; it is only too satiable, which is why “enough” is “so often felt 

to be excessive.”  

Macmann never regains his “having nobody and nothing,” as Malone dies mid-thought, 

leaving him stranded on a boat with Lemuel and four others, at least two freshly murdered by 

Lemuel. It is of no matter. Macmann is not alive, and never was. His feeling of “enough”—i.e., 

the absence of dopaminergic activity in the medial forebrain bundle—is no feeling at all, as 

Macmann has no medial forebrain bundle. It is much the same with his longing, his suffering, the 

misdirected impulses that impel him, and the tangled rationalizations that constitute his quasi-

consciousness. It was only play, an orchestrated array of simulated Seeking responses and 
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homeostatic yearnings coupled with reflections, explanations, and justifications imposed from 

without. Macmann owes his existence to compulsions and voices springing from an intimate 

elsewhere that he can never really know, any more than if he had been a crate of tomatoes. 

Within the story’s schema, Macmann’s play is choreographed by Malone, who directs his 

protagonist’s actions, usurps his voice, and heaps it back upon him. Malone, however, has no 

more substance than Macmann. He—like Murphy, Watt, Molloy, Moran, and Mahood—is what 

the unnamable calls an “avatar” (309). According to the unnamable, it is the avatars that do the 

voice usurping and foisting of reason; these “devils” are the origin of the articulate voices and 

explanations. The product of the narrative is also its source, much as Macmann’s confusion 

creeps into Malone’s narrative. There is no reliably attributable origin of the voices and 

murmurs; for creators and created alike, they are always from elsewhere.  

For Macmann, Malone, and the others, the ultimate elsewhere is Samuel Beckett. Moving 

outside the text, however, only displaces the problem. Despite his affinity for protagonists such 

as a sentient cylinder or a blathering disembodied mouth, Beckett is remarkable for his realism. 

It was once critical commonplace that “Beckett’s work was, if anything, more ‘real’ than the 

conventional text” (Pattie 151). For Martin Esslin, Beckett eschews mere representation for a 

direct encounter with “the ultimate void in all its grotesque derision and despair” (14). Similarly, 

Lawrence Shainberg marvels at Beckett’s almost unbearable realism apropos of Molloy: 

Simply stated, what he brought to narrative fiction and drama was a level of reality that 

dwarfed all others that had preceded it. . . . [T]he act of writing — i.e., his own level of 

reality, at the moment of composition — is never outside his frame of reference . . . . 

When Molloy changes his mind it’s because Beckett has changed his mind as well, when 

the narrative is inconsistent it’s not an esthetic trick but an accurate reflection of the mind 
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from which that narrative springs. Finally, what Molloy doesn’t know Beckett doesn’t 

know either. (106) 

In Shainberg’s estimation, Beckett is less an author of his narratives than a participant, and much 

in the manner of the minds he is representing—imperatives, obligations, voices, murmurs, and 

all. Macmann’s struggle, in this sense, is real, material, and bodily, as he shares it with his author 

and his author’s author. It is a brain thinking, while, as much as possible, eschewing the 

heuristics, biases, and assorted cognitive crutches of autobiography or Proustian recollection.  

Macmann’s encounter is play, at bottom, much the same as an adolescent rat’s rough-

and-tumble game, an infant’s peek-a-boo, or a toddler’s fairy tale. It is autoshaping applied to 

adjunctive reasoning, shared. By impulse, compulsion, or reaction, it creates potentially 

intolerable situations, manufactures misdirecting spectacles to assuage the anticipation or 

anxiety, and imbues them with after the fact explanations, dubious and otherwise, all to say, in 

effect, “This cannot possibly last much longer,” and to promise a slightly less horrible elsewhere, 

only to end, irresolute, incomplete, like a shaggy-dog story, or idiocy masquerading as a joke, 

“as if there could be anything but life, for the living” (232, 233). 

Notes

1 Adapted from Kornhuber and Deecke’s account in “Readiness for Movement.” See 

“Hirnpotentialänderungen bei Willkürbewegungen und passiven Bewegungen des Menschen” 

for the results. 

2  Adapted from LeDoux’s account (92-93). 

3 For several discussions on Beckett’s knowledge of and interest in brain sciences, see 

Elizabeth Berry’s special issue of Journal of the Medical Humanities devoted to Samuel Beckett.  
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4 Philip Howard Solomon finds a parody of Edmund Spenser’s Aracia’s Bower of Bliss in 

Beckett’s Lousse’s garden in Molloy. He finds Lousse’s desire to replace her dog as threat of 

metamorphosis like Acrasia to her paramours (a convention of medieval and early modern 

romance, apparently originating in Homer’s Circe). Both scenarios threaten to satiate Sir Guyon 

and Molloy, preventing them from keeping going. See also footnote 7 in Uhlmann (50-51). 

5 For a discussion of Bergson and Beckett in regards to neurological disorders, see Maude. 

6 Beckett linked his own lifelong fascination with stones (he claimed to have often took 

them in and cared for them as a child) to his own affinity with Freud’s concept of “a prebirth 

nostalgia to return to the mineral state” to Gottfried Büttner at a dinner in 1967 ( Knowlson 46). 

7 Qtd. in Kenner 33.  

8 In an interview with Georges Duthuit, Beckett speaks of “the expression that there is 

nothing to express, nothing with which to express, nothing from which to express, no power to 

express, no desire to express, together with the obligation to express” (Proust 103). 

9 German Diary, notebook 4, 15 January 1937. Qtd. in Knowlson 228. 

10 Nothing resembling this description appears in Confessions. It may be from an obscure 

passage in one of Augustine’s letters. See Dougald McMillan and Martha Fehsenfeld, esp. 59. 

11 Cf. the neuroscientist Antonio Demasio’s description of the creative process: “Provided 

that a scene has some value, provided that enough emotion was present at the time, the brain will 

learn multimedia sights, sounds, touches, feels, smells, and the like and will bring them back on 

cue. In time, the recall may grow faint. In time and with the imagination of a fabulist, the 

material may be embroidered upon, chopped to pieces, and recombined in a novel or screenplay. 

Step by step, what began as filmic nonverbal images may even morph into a fragmentary verbal 

account, remembered as much for the words in the tale as for the visual and auditory elements” 
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(140). 

12 As Paul Stewart notes, Beckett parodies a moment of Proustian recollection in Dream of 

Fair to Middling Women, when Belacqua attempts to conjure the appropriate tears when leaving 

the Smeraldina-Rima by recalling the trivial image of a beret (36). 

13 Letter to Tom MacGreevy, 8 November 1931. Qtd. in Knowlson 138. 

14 In an interview with Kenner, Beckett explains, “I’m working with impotence, ignorance. I 

don’t think impotence has been exploited in the past” (33). It has since become critical 

commonplace that impotence and ignorance are central to Beckett’s work. 

15 German Diary, notebook 4, 15 January 1937. Qtd. in Knowlson 228. 

16 Beckett claimed to have lucid memories of being painfully imprisoned in his mother’s 

womb (Knowlson 23-24). In Proust, Beckett cites Pedro Caldarón de la Barca’s “Pues el delito 

mayor / Del hombre es haber nacido” to illustrate his point that “the tragic figure represents the 

expiation of original sin, of the original and eternal sin of him and all his ‘socii malorum’ [sic], 

the sin of having been born” (67). 

17 The associative chain here is an example of a “second order” pleasure response in sign 

tracking (autoshaping). If a light precedes a treat, the Seeking system learns to respond to light as 

it would a treat (i.e., the sign elicits the same dopaminergic response in the medial forebrain 

bundle that the object itself would). In this “first order” association, if the light becomes an 

unreliable indicator of a treat to follow, the animal unlearns the association. However, if a 

“second-order” signal, say a bell, precedes the first-order signal, and the Seeking system cues off 

the bell, the association cannot be unlearned, even in the absence of a treat (Shultz; Holland and 

Rescorla).  

18 The neuroscientist V.H. Ramachandran describes “John,” a stroke patient whose fusiform 
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gyrus had been compromised, as being able to “see” but not “know.” He could still walk and 

talk, but could not identify objects or faces: “When he tidied up the garden, he often plucked 

flowers from the ground because he couldn’t tell them from weeds. . . . John could still ‘see’ 

objects, could reach out and grab them . . . because his ‘how’ stream was largely intact. . . . And 

yet he could not tell weeds from flowers, or for that matter recognize cars or tell salad dressing 

from cream” (66).  

  Malone describes Macmann: “But when given the job weeding a plot of young carrots for 

example, . . . it oft happened that he tore them all up, through absent-mindedness, or carried 

away by I know no to what irresistible urge . . . Or without going so far as that, suddenly all 

swam before his eyes, he could no longer distinguish the plants destined for the embellishment of 

the home or the nutrition of man and beast from the weeds which are said to serve no useful 

purpose” (237). 
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EPILOGUE 

AFTER THE FACT 

 

In William Gass’s The Tunnel (1995), the embittered history professor Willi Kohler, 

ostensibly writing in the late 1960s, recalls his deceased mentor Magus “Mad Meg” Tabor 

propounding what was, for the young Kohler, a novel and provocative conception of history: 

It’s not the study of kings and princes, gentleman . . . . It’s not the study of classes . . . . 

It’s not the study of forces—laws or causes . . . . Clan or family? ——no. Genius, fate or 

fortune? ——no. Gods? ——no. Heroes? ——never. (247) 

The actual lives, actions, events, trends and conditions of the past are beyond knowing and 

beneath bothering. What really happened is not only impossible to recover, it is irrelevant. As 

Kohler recalls, Mad Meg taught that a “fact” is nothing more than  

a permanent unlikelihood, a counterfeit miracle, a wonder which nature can never have 

honestly produced. A fact . . . He feels tenderness for it, wonder and tenderness, a wonder 

such as children have for butterflies and flowers, sweet bright fluttering evanescent 

things; but can this fact, this marvel, truly be? FACT? (236-37, ellipses in original) 

In Mad Meg’s view, all histories are essentially “myths” to be marshaled in the service of some 

end. What we believe are not facts, not truths, but rather convenient, self-serving fictions (269). 

As he addresses his German audience, in the early hours of Hitler’s rise: 

Honestly now . . . my fair-haired, blue-eyed gentlemen and hope of Germany—we do not 

care, will not give a soft stool for the august verities if what we believe is convenient; if it 

dashes our enemies to the ground; if it makes us rich; if it fends off our fears; puts us in 

bed with women, kicks others out, and deprives them of the pleasures which, from some 

inadequacy, we cannot share. What trivial nonsense truths are, how false their elevation. 

It’s a mere name . . . , the last itty-bitty fib of God. (269) 
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Of course, it is the same for dark-haired, dark-eyed women and other enemies of his Germany, 

and so, conflict. At bottom,  

It’s a war of lie against lie in this world where we are, fancy against fantasy, nightmare 

throttling nightmare like two wedded anacondas, and anyone who’s taken in is nothing 

but a bolo and a bumpkin. But that’s just exactly what we all are—hoddydoddies—aren’t 

we? (270) 

In Mad Meg’s post-fact world, everyone is a dupe of self-serving illusions, truths are whatever is 

convenient to believe, and anything that challenges or threatens those self-serving illusions is 

untrue, false, fake. As Kohler recalls, “No one really wants the truth, [Mad Meg] always argued. 

Its possibility is despised. And if it existed, it would nevertheless be ignored: the ugly slut that 

sits outside of the system, with nothing to offer but despair and constraint (418).” 

For Mad Meg, what is ultimately at stake in this interminable battle of lies is identity. To 

be sure, identity is as much a myth as any other history, but it is no less worth fighting for: 

Don’t you see that when a man writes the history of your country in another mother-

language, he is bent on conquest? If he succeeds, he will have replaced your past, and all 

your methods of communication, your habits of thinking, feeling, and perceiving, your 

very way of being, with his own. His history will be yours, perforce. . . . I say make 

others—why be made? I say that we . . . , finally arriving at our militant majority, should 

accede—we should invade! capture the Kingdom, take our rightful place, recompose the 

world in our, not someone else’s, image, and impose our way of seeing on the rest of this 

poor aged blindness men call Europe. And what is Europe for us? a beginning! (271) 

The ethical imperative is to accrue enough of a “militant majority” to successfully impose “our” 

fictions over competing fictions. For Mad Meg, the anti-Semitic German nationalist, “our” 
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fiction is that of German (Nazi) conquest, but he knows there is no more intrinsic validity in his 

fictions than in any other’s. History, and the production of knowledge in general, is not a matter 

of discovering, uncovering, or even producing facts, but a matter of affirming identities and 

silencing dissent by “force of fiction” (418). For Mad Meg, “anything of which you could form a 

passionate conception automatically was, because the pure purpose of things lay in their most 

powerful description” (248). Truth is, at bottom, what is vehemently felt to be true.  

Kohler’s anti-Semitism, vulgarity, and fascism are more muted than his master’s, but 

Mad Meg’s underlying message permeates his thought. For Kohler, the alternatives are 

hopelessly naive, when they are not utterly ridiculous. His colleague, the positivist Planmantee, 

would eschew narratives altogether, as  

history for him was never to be found in this event or that, but in swatches and samples 

and grand amounts, and lines he drew and called History were every one of them 

medians, summaries, averages on-the-wholes, inasmuch as human affairs fell, for him, 

under the same laws as rust, rot, mold, or mildew did . . . , since history had no Geist to 

goose it on, no target for which it strung its bow, no real great moments, turning points, 

or apogees, but only its slow continuous implacable flow in no discernible direction to 

realize no appreciable value or even fatal flaw. (394) 

Like Mad Meg, Planmantee recognizes that historical narratives do not reflect reality. Unlike 

Mad Meg, however, he believes that objective reality matters. History is in truth a “muddled 

mass in motion” (395), but it is quantifiable, measurable, and even discernible in discreet 

aggregations of “heretofore neglected quantities” (396). Planmantee considers the sort of 

historical “reification” lionized by Mad Meg to be 

almost the chief intellectual vice, not only because it tended to multiply entities beyond 



 

268 

necessity, but because it created them in the first place, populating the mind with fictions 

. . . which then took over history, strutting and fretting their “period” upon the stage, 

rising, falling, acting, achieving, failing, fading, degenerating, on and on, . . . until they 

returned to the realm of legitimate data again. (395) 

The production of history is a matter of data collection, with a view to the greater pragmatic 

concern of “generally regulating life so that its meaninglessness will be obvious; that is to say, 

removing, putting away like outgrown clothes, the cultural disguises which transform truth into 

something which can be pleasantly believed” (395). To be sure, this careful organization of 

unpleasant meaninglessness is not for everyone. In Kohler’s estimation, Planmantee’s vision is 

not necessarily wrong insomuch as it is impracticably utopian, and per the intellectual laziness it 

despises, broadly unpalatable, impalpable to thought.  

Governali, another of Kohler’s colleagues and “the nemesis of Planmantee,” has a much 

more palpably palatable approach. Governali’s conceives of history as a melodrama:  

For him, history has acts; whole nations die like prima donnas, or clasp hands with their 

allies and swear vengeance. The greeds of the village he understands, but not the larger-

than-life, the actually inhuman, appetites of cartels and corporations. He is innocent when 

it comes to economics. Statistical data drive him dotty. History is hysteria and histrionics. 

There is a pit, a proscenium, and a curtain—whatever the audience can see—but there is 

nothing going on behind the scene. . . . There are heroines, of course, and the villains who 

tie them to the tracts. There are heroes who at least always try to arrive in the nick of 

time. Life is a harmless tragedy which has moments of comic relief. (400-1) 

Governali’s colleagues despise him. For them, his view is recklessly naive overindulged 

sentimentality that properly understands nothing of its subject. Like Mad Meg’s, Governali’s 
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history is composed of edifying fictions. Unlike Mad Meg, he believes them. He believes in good 

and evil, in purpose, in redemption, even in, as Kohler observes, “what are called ‘plots’” (401). 

He is, for these reasons, wildly successful. His “silly book,” as Kohler calls it,  

received raves from the reactionaries who wanted history turned back into biography, and 

biography backed into moralized little Aesopian fables of fate, fortune, and foolishness, 

edifying as all git out, uplifting as a bra, rosy as the nipples in it . . . . (405). 

Governali was then interviewed by the Times, appeared on public radio, promoted, given a 

Guggenheim, and elected to the Faculty Senate, becoming the department’s de facto celebrity, 

and much to its chagrin.  

Governali’s conception of history is an embarrassingly self-unaware exercise in uncritical 

explanatory autoshaping. Another of Kohler’s colleagues, Culp, conceives of history as an 

arrangement of inchoate absurdities, that is, as adjunctive farce. His project, a “limerickal history 

of the human race,” proceeds with such entries as:  

Dido wrote to Aeneas,  

Why don’t you sail by and see us, 

I’m here all alone 

with my lust and no phone, 

half dead of desire, 

my crotch quite on fire, 

which I’ve heard you’d put out with your penis. (412) 

Culp’s project is a parody of history, particularly of self-justifying mythologized grand 

narratives. It exposes the absurd vulgar desires that underlie so-called History’s didactic and 

teleological pretensions. For Culp, history’s figure par excellence is the illicit carnal desire of a 
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naughty nun (164).  

Although he is no dupe of Western myths, Culp is an uncritical appropriator of Native 

American culture, and revels in its shamelessly romanticized reflection. His deconstruction of 

History is not impelled by a latent nihilism; rather, Culp is motivated by a sincere belief in an 

alternative arrangement. In Kohler’s estimation,  

Culp believes. . . . [I]t is easy to imagine him going from door to door, the Wigwam 

magazine in hand, pleading to be let in so he can harangue some poor soul about the 

glorious history and present plight of the red man. . . . Culp believes that the Indian is 

untiring, stealthy, resourceful, and stoically brave. Ah, Culp is a man of cliché the way 

some men are men of the cloth. . . . He believes that societies without writing are 

spiritually free, not stupidly becalmed. He believes in killing and roasting your own meat; 

growing your own grain; cleaning your own fish; tanning your own hides; slaying your 

enemies and settling scores; living as the sun and the snow and the seasons demand, 

following the great herds, worshipping snakes and bears. (157) 

Culp’s project is parodic and vulgar, but it is not cynical. His limericks do not expose underlying 

meaninglessness; rather, for Culp, they reveal a deeper truth. Culp’s project betrays an 

underlying adjunctive confidence in an innate nature, which he adores from afar in his fetishistic 

xenophilia, but also embraces in his imitation of its imagined object. Culp is a proper comic 

hero, and appropriately absurd. 

Herschel is, on the face of things, the most insignificant of Kohler’s colleagues. He is 

small, jug-eared, incontinent, and the quintessential “nobodynow—the guy who wrote an early 

little book, got lucky and took tenure when it was an undefended town, and who faded into the 

wallpaper” (222-23). He is decidedly not ingenious, has no sweeping theories or passionate 
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convictions, and has made no mark worth mentioning. He, however, “knows how to listen; 

Herschel will follow and can understand even ideas he intensely dislikes; and even to those, 

Herschel can sympathetically respond” (414). By these means, he tempers Kohler’s flights of 

Mad Meg-inspired brilliance with tiny, annoying, obtrusive hindrances:  

How many times have I sent a roundly arranged and always thick-skinned notion of 

mine—skeptical, relative, ironic, cavalier—to audition in Herschel’s studio, as though it 

were a space for rent; and how many times have I heard it hit some defiant, distant, 

resilient wall, and return with a bruise as a witness to its bounce? . . . My thesis, taught I 

thought by my mentor Magus Tabor (peace to his spirit)—that there is no Nature which 

we are compelled to obey, only a Culture which various interests conspire to place on its 

empty throne—is a satisfyingly gloomy point of view which I tried out in Herschel’s 

hearing half a dozen times, only to have the heresy sent back to me—when I dispatched 

my radically relativistic and cynical formulation, “There are no goals, only errant 

ways”—revised and replaced by a phrase even more succinct, “Few ends, yet many 

means.” One pole is sufficient, Herschel says, to hold up the tent. (419-20) 

Herschel is for Kohler “a kind of cruel copyeditor, and I alas, am often his hapless text” (202). 

Contra Meg Meg’s convention that historical data is “maliciously malleable,” that “data 

are dogs; they only need to be trained,” that “causes” are nothing more than “lies that advertise, 

lies that have fan clubs,” Herschel supposes that there are such things as what he calls “facts,” 

which “trip the thief up” (416-17). Kohler, something of a thief himself, cannot help but be 

convinced, albeit mutedly: 

What Herschel has taught me, by being his deeply inconsequential self, is not that there is 

no reality; that there are no events “out there” solid enough to sustain a spider’s scrutiny 
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or a waterstrider’s scoot (for that is what I am tempted to believe when I am solely on my 

own); rather his inadvertent existence has proved to me that the real is harder, indeed, 

than a dry roll; that everything that happens is as tough as tempered steel, stainless as a 

steel sink, sharp, if it needs to be, as a Spanish blade, blunt as any iron sledge, greedy and 

as eager to grab for its own good as a thief, cruel, unforgiving, inexorable—all the harsh 

hard unbending brutal words: in sum, the firstborn fact, from which we should never 

allow ourselves to be estranged, is—yes—simply that there are facts. Whoopee. (416) 

It is a softer claim than Planmantee’s, for whom the central fact is that history is the indifferent 

accumulation of data; or Governali’s, who fancies that that world is ordered, meaningful, and 

even just; or Culp’s belief in the superiority of all things Native American. Herschel’s is a less 

naive but more banal notion: “There are facts, but we don’t know them,” concedes Kohler. To 

which, Herschel implicitly replies, “Ah . . . then they know us” (416). 

For Herschel, the importance of facts is not in the validity of this or that particular fact 

per se, but an acknowledgment of—a “belief” in—its existence. He calls this belief “honesty,” 

and the fact, albeit belatedly, enforces it: “if you are careless, your missteps are set right; if you 

are biased, you get corrected; if you aren’t honest, you get caught; the cheater, the fudger, the 

plagiarizer, the dupe, the fraud, are sooner or later dead ducks” (417). In Herschel’s estimation, 

the historian’s creed has to contain a belief in the ultimacy of facts—not their rock-ribbed 

and everlasting permanence, but their relative resistance to tampering, to falsification. . . . 

Without a faith in facts . . . there is nothing to hold the historian down . . . . [T]o permit 

the world to go soft, as some would like, is to make the truth totally an instrument of 

power, and a tool of business, church, state, and special interest, of every imaginable 

ideology and benighted cause.” (417)  
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Without “a belief in the ultimacy of facts,” reality appears as in Mad Meg’s fascist fantasy: so-

called facts are simply claims, the veracity of which depends on the force of conviction and 

outrage of whatever militants happen to be in majority—or, as in the Germany of the Third 

Reich, a mere plurality. Facts thwart the likes of Mad Meg and other militants. Of course, facts 

can be falsified, distorted, and misrepresented—but not forever.  

Herschel’s facts are as superficially trivial and unobtrusive as the man himself. “A fact,” 

Herschel and Kohler agree, is simply “the mutual influences of simultaneous presences in the 

same space” (427). Facts are different from convictions. Convictions are the cornerstones for 

actions, the substance of manifestos, the grist for revolutions. Facts are none of these. They can 

perhaps usher in new ways of thinking, but only slowly. More often, they merely persist, linger 

in the darkened corners of assumed understanding, far more likely to impede brilliance and 

ingenuity than to inspire it. Galileo’s fact, in Herschel’s sense, did not so much usher in a new 

way of thinking than to trip up the old one. Facts are limits, thresholds, obstructions, and they 

inspire only corrections, revisions, and second thoughts. As banal and uninspiring as they almost 

always are, as elusive and slippery as they almost always appear, as confounding and obtrusive 

they almost always seem, they are, eventually, obdurate and undeniable. Facts, given enough 

time, undermine, refute, kill. They do little else. 

An “honest” history, in Herschel’s sense, accounts for facts. It need not, perhaps cannot, 

reveal, establish, or discover any particular fact—but it cannot ignore it. Dishonest histories 

project prejudices, confirm convictions, and advance agendas, but can only do so by ignoring, 

overlooking, or mangling this or that inconvenient fact. Every history distorts, but an honest 

history takes its limitation seriously. For Kohler, “every honest history is a history of . . . the 

fragility, the brittleness, not of the fact, but of its continued, unbroken, and untransmogrified 
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existence” (423). Herschel replies, “Just so,” but it is not. For Herschel, the production of 

knowledge requires the historian to capture and arrange “the few things that are important” and 

“to put them into stories as if they were Helens of Troy or at least mighty denizens of the deep” 

(423). Facts are not necessarily incomprehensible or non-narratable, but they are indifferent to 

comprehension and narration. Stories and schemata can never finally apprehend the fact, but the 

fact only appears in stories and schemata. The honest production of palpable knowledge, for 

Herschel, is the production of fictions that account for the facts they can never fully grasp. They 

are always partial, warped, and ultimately wrong—but they are less so for their honesty.  

On occasion, the facts to be accounted for are particularly inopportune. An honest history 

of the influences of infantile play in literature, if I am not incorrect, runs up against a most 

inconvenient conclusion: If all confidence is, or must be, a genuinely false self-deception 

bestowed by evolutionary pressures to maximize individual reproductive potential, and even the 

greatest monuments of human reason are, at bottom, intricately elaborated self-satisfying post 

hoc confabulations, then my account of it is a groundlessly optimistic exercise in cheering 

myself up (I suspect it is).  

As convictions, these insights authorize Mad Meg’s dystopian post-truth nightmare, an 

interminable war of “fact” against alternative “fact” determined only by who is fortunate or 

crafty enough to have gained the upper hand. As mere facts, however, they suggest the opposite. 

They instruct us to disbelieve our convictions, to suspect our stories, to question our accounts. 

They are facts that endlessly demand more facts, as only facts—if even their bare possibility—

prevent our confabulations from becoming full-blown psychoses. In “honest” discourse, the 

winner is whichever can best account for the relevant facts—which are too often asinine, 

obtrusive, deflating, and otherwise disagreeable. Facts undermine agendas and puncture utopias. 
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They are unsettling, dissonance-inducing, and almost never pleasurable. They are boring, 

uninspiring, and disappointing. There is little incentive to account for them, and, as I write in the 

spring of 2017, there is hardly a pittance of evidence of their impending ascent.  

Nevertheless, I remain optimistic. I have my reasons.  
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