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I. Introduction 


Ends of Enlightenment 

Critique defined the Enlightenment so strongly that the two terms approach tautology. We might now call this critical impulse reflexivity—whether as exemplified by Newtonian induction, by the restless skepticism of a David Hume, or by the esprit philosophique that for Denis Diderot and his colleagues proudly defined contemporaneity as such. In Immanuel Kant’s article “What Is Enlightenment?” (1784), the philosophe, who had been sketched in a 1765 entry in the Encyclopédie as the model of independently balanced critical thinking, reemerges as the ideal subject to live under an enlightened monarch. In America, the Declaration of Independence and the United States Constitution assumed such an ideal new citizen. As Kant declared in the preface to his Critique of Pure Reason (1781): “Our age is the genuine age of criticism, to which everything must submit. Religion through its holiness and legislation through its majesty commonly seek to exempt themselves from it. But in this way they excite a just suspicion against themselves, and cannot lay claim to that unfeigned respect that reason grants only to that which has been able to withstand its free and public examination.” Enlightenment critique delineated not only distinctive ideas but also idealized actors and institutional outcomes.1 Enlightenment was a state of being, a personal stance, an orientation to the world, and a present moment in history. We live with residual versions of these ideas, actors, and institutions in today’s world, even if most often in the modes of cultural unconsciousness and fragmentary recollection. 

The essays collected here aim to be in the spirit of Enlightenment critique, though of our own time. I am concerned, that is, with the Enlightenment and its consequences, but always from today’s perspective. I try to step outside of the framework of eighteenth-century ideas and not to let the objects of enquiry define my approach. We must conserve our own systems of reference and our own contemporaneity. Otherwise, as Anthony Giddens has remarked, the result approaches recapitulation. Without such distance, any period’s historical character will remain elusive.2 Thus, although my essays centrally engage the now remote period called the Enlightenment, I do not attempt strict reconstruction, even when my arguments depend upon historical understanding. Rather, I look back upon the past through analytic and interpretive lenses that crystallize around the armature of the Enlightenment and that stabilize our perceptions of its residual and fragmentary survival in the realms of philosophy, ethics, institutional formations, and in imaginative creation in literature and the arts. The Enlightenment ended long ago, and its initial ends are part of history, but its purposes return as new impulses that produce seemingly new endings. My title, Ends of Enlightenment, refers both to the past of a period long over and to the continuing presence of its purposes. Enlightenment repeated itself in the twentieth century and is doing so still today, but with the differences inevitably present in return and with the productive dissonance that belated repetition enables. 

Critical distance allows me to redescribe the eighteenth-century novel as an Enlightenment knowledge system that overlapped with those of science and philosophy in a period before the modern disciplines were marked off from one another. I show how ways of probing experience in the novel were interleaved with methods of experimentation in science. My continuing discussion of realism and fictionality focuses on techniques of narration that emerged in novels of the period but that much later became apparent as such—techniques that in fact permeated social thought and interaction as well. Realism and its accompanying fictionality are, in my account, not so much literary practices as modes that attribute coherence to life as it is lived in the modern world—ways of imparting order and decipherability to the flux of data conferred by our perceptual faculties. Eighteenth-century realism, significantly, replaced the techniques of classical rhetoric, which, as David Wellbery and I maintain in “Rhetoricality,” no longer had the power to organize experience within networks of social communication. Instead of formal oral persuasion, which had motivated classical rhetoric, one finds increasingly in the eighteenth century that socially motivated forms assumed dominance: conversation, conversationally actuated writing like letters and essays, and the informally structured exchange of ideas through public opinion.3 Realism, with its systems of evidence and judgment—as well as its capacity to render thought and thus to foster the communal sense that our minds are interconnected—sustained the fiction that people could move collectively in the wake of the solipsistic, individual-centered faculty psychology that empiricism had brought with it. Such fictions still structure ordinary life in modern society. Ideas central to my analysis, such as literary “realism,” “virtual witnessing,” and “free indirect discourse,” among others, did not exist in the eighteenth century. But, living as we do now at one of the ends of Enlightenment, later ideas allow us to reframe the period and to reinhabit it on our own terms. 

In this introduction I interweave short accounts of the essays that follow with an overview of recurring central themes of the volume. The sections of my introduction mark out central concerns for the reader: “Novelistic Realism and the Forms of Knowledge”; “Debating Enlightenment”; “Verisimilitude and New Media”; “Ends and Persistence of Enlightenment”; and “Enlightenment Today?” The table of contents shows that the essays themselves are grouped into parts centered on knowledge, on the novel as a genre, and on the framework of rhetoric inherited from the past. 

I. Novelistic Realism and the Forms of Knowledge 

How did the novel of the eighteenth century embody knowledge? In my essays, this question lies sometimes at the surface, sometimes in the substrate. How do I place the novel in the epistemological field of the period? I consider the novel not merely as an aesthetic genre but as a force in thinking. In Imagining the Penitentiary, I claimed an enabling presence for the novel in the emergence of reformative conscience and thus in the cognitive system that justified, actuated, and shaped the new penitentiary prisons of the later eighteenth century. There, I sought to engage novelistic practice and narrative technique with reformist discourse and with social psychology of the period, especially with the ideas of Jeremy Bentham and of Adam Smith in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759). I found not only thematic conjunctures but also alignments between the narration of thought in the novel—especially with the technique now known as free indirect discourse—and the constitutive impersonality underlying individual mental states and social formations. Although Locke, Hume, Smith, and Bentham were strongly present, my story traced the confluence of diverse knowledge practices more than the specific arguments of philosophers themselves.4 

Six essays in this volume strive explicitly to broaden the domain of practical philosophy to include the novel—more often as a genre that inquires into knowledge and knowing than as a site of philosophical argumentation itself. I am guided, always, by Hume’s understanding that the ideal of philosophy is to bring together, in a “double existence,” the examination of experience through reasoned reflection with the consideration of ordinary life in light of imagination and the moral sentiments. These essays refer often and centrally to Hume, who is for me a presiding point of reference.5 

“Enlightenment Fiction and the Scientific Hypothesis,” traces ways in which unease about fiction played out during the eighteenth century, both in the novel and in theories about the proper role of hypotheses in scientific inquiry. I argue that, as the century unfolded, the earlier discourse that integrated fictionality in narrative and science mutated into a protodisciplinary division between manifest fictionality in the novel and the tacit, methodologically submerged fictionality that supported a new factuality in science—a fiction that is called “hypothesis.” I maintain, further, that manifest fictionality in the realm of the novel came, over time, to certify scientific factuality. 

“Matters of Fact: Virtual Witnessing and the Public in Hogarth’s Narratives,” shows how an ostentatious hyperrealism in Hogarth’s early progresses, along with the sheer density of factual reference in these plates, calls objects to attention as physical facts—bringing them to focused awareness in ways analogous to Martin Heidegger’s claims that philosophy makes the everyday available to reflective consciousness. I parallel Hogarth’s realism with narrative and visual methods of persuasion that fostered consensus about scientific factuality in the period—“virtual witnessing” as Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer call it.6 Invitations to reflection opened by realism, I argue, demanded for their audience the traits Jürgen Habermas in his account of the public sphere assigned to the ideal disinterested actor. 

With “Novel Knowledge,” I again put the novel explicitly into the realm of epistemology and treat it alongside works of philosophy and natural science. Having observed that the words “experience” and “experiment” lie in the same semantic domain (explicitly in French, implicitly in English), I consider the novel side by side with the period’s presentations of scientific findings using devices of surrogate witnessing, a topic I also explored in the essay on Hogarth. I compare the staging of experience in the novel with experimental contrivance in science and claim that fictionality is central to both. Finally, with reference to the debate about the validity of induction sparked by Hume, I turn to the problem of generalization from specific instances that lies at the heart of claims to knowledge both by the novel and by experimental culture during the Scientific Revolution. 

In “The Novel as Modern Myth,” the topic of verisimilitude recurs, along with questions about the nature of the “real.” Here, again influenced by Hume, I maintain that our experience of the real as such is verisimilar and that realism is, thus, a way of proceeding in life, not merely a literary mode. I venture that the real operates in the modern world as myth and, further, that realism in the novel is not chiefly thematic and referential but rather deploys an arsenal of narrative techniques that permit language to mimic the experience of transparency through which we certify the real as such. The real, in this account, is phantasmatic and the realism that renders it is fundamentally Gothic. The Gothic novel is, then, not an aberrant sub-genre but the metagenre that exposes the nature of realism itself. 

Realism, as it figures in the European novel from the seventeenth century to the present, has profound ideological implications. I explore these in the essays described above but also in “Prison Reform and the Sentence of Narration in The Vicar of Wakefield” and in “Impersonal Violence: The Penetrating Gaze and the Field of Narration in Caleb Williams.” I accept many standard markers of realism: for instance, attention to detail, settings in a recognizable present or historical past, characters with everyday concerns, plots driven by probabilistic connections of cause and effect, and stylistic forms that echo plain, factual reporting. But I focus in particular on the interchange of first- and third-person narrative forms in free indirect discourse, where first-person thoughts appear impersonally in third-person grammar. External sociolinguistic usage interweaves with internal subjective states to form the structure of the modern human character and citizen as at once public and private. Adam Smith described this modern person in The Theory of Moral Sentiments and gave an account of the fusion of social norms with individual conscience. With Goldsmith, I explore the political placement of the impersonal within the personal in the 1760s and track the presence of implicit omniscient authority both in the vicar’s ideas about prisons and in the covert third-person grammar concealed within his first-person narrative. These concerns lead me, especially in “The Novel as Modern Myth,” to identify how the spectral effects of devices such as free indirect discourse reveal a crucial, if counterintuitive, kinship between classic realism and the Gothic in fiction. With Godwin, I uncover the violence which, overtly present in his account of Lord Falkland, is everywhere implicit in the narrative techniques Godwin employs to anatomize (his metaphor) the characters. As a personal aside, I may note that my fascination with the medical and anatomical imagery of the eighteenth century, which arose during my work on this piece, led me to participate fully for a term in the Stanford Medical School’s course in gross anatomy. A postscript to the essay on Godwin offers a kind of anthropology of my experience of anatomizing a human body with a team of three other students. 

Realism and verisimilitude crystallize important values that we associate with the Enlightenment, just as do other such characteristic phenomena of the eighteenth century: the consensus-building that yields scientific fact, free-floating conversation in coffeehouses and salons, and the rapid exchange of ideas in expeditiously available print media. 

II. Debating Enlightenment 

During the 1950s, while working within the Frankfurt School critique of Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno, and yet straining against boundaries drawn by its masters, Jürgen Habermas redescribed the Enlightenment as both a historical phenomenon and a model for public discourse in the present, whereas Horkheimer and Adorno’s Dialectic of Enlightenment emerges, in typical abstracts, as an attack on eighteenth-century thought. For them, the example of Nazism became the horrifying endpoint of the will to master nature through scientific, technological, and governmental devices. In fact, they traced the rationalistic impetus toward mastery—seen as the elimination of uncertainty, doubt, and fear—back to the ancient Greeks, and, in doing so, they marked “enlightenment” as a philosophical and societal urge across Western history. Yet, in a real sense, the project to improve humankind through enlightenment had ended again with the antifascist construction of Horkheimer and Adorno.7 

Habermas focused in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere on the eighteenth century itself and on social interaction more than on philosophical thought. He recast the Enlightenment as a historical moment that figured forth ideals worthy to guide public discourse in the present. His account of Enlightenment conversation and writing in the public sphere as models for rational discussion in contemporary society departed sharply from the characterization by his mentors of the Enlightenment’s instrumental reason, which set the stage for twentieth-century atrocities. Similarly, Habermas rejected the negative stance of Reinhart Koselleck’s Critique and Crisis—a work roughly contemporaneous with his own positive construction—although he acknowledged Koselleck’s account of the destructive contradictions unleashed by Enlightenment critique.8 

Habermas attempted to restart the Enlightenment by framing it as a constructive model. Referring to ideals about sociability promoted by Joseph Addison’s periodical The Spectator and to the representation of private subjectivity in Samuel Richardson’s novel Pamela, as well as to the conversational practices that governed coffeehouses in eighteenth-century London and salons in Paris, Habermas constructed a history that reinforced his ideal of rationally driven, interest-free discussion by politically engaged but unofficial actors, as the basis for progress in modern democracy. He crucially designated the kind of speaker capable of participating in disinterested discourse as one in possession of a species of self-reflexive interiority shaped privately within the bourgeois family. This speaker’s authority derived not from title or social rank but from reflective reason, emotional poise, and social responsiveness. 

These ideas were widely recognized and disputed in Germany after Habermas’s book appeared in 1962. But only in 1989—after almost thirty years of intervening work during which Habermas’s emphasis had moved away from actual actors to the structure of discourse itself—did the English translation of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere set off powerful new waves of research into Enlightenment ideas and practices. Disputes about the historical accuracy of Habermas’s account of the eighteenth century and about the validity of the ideals he defined for public discourse continue unabated. But the 1765 philosophe—historically concrete, possessed of l’esprit philosophique, and conversationally engaged—was transmuted in Habermas’s later work into abstract language-functions defined by rules. What had been conversation recurred as motivated discourse. The historical Enlightenment, which in Habermas’s critique had ended because of the domination of writing and discussion in print by commercial and political interests, had, in effect, been transformed by his thinking during the latter decades of the twentieth century into a debate about the nature and validity of debate. 

Some of my essays join in the resurgence of attention to Habermas, and my thinking has been responsive to his ideas about the formation of knowledge and the roles of those involved in its construction and dissemination. Often, I consider readers and the nature of social actors in the eighteenth century. Although I cited Habermas in Imagining the Penitentiary, the real impact of his historical work on me and on the field of eighteenth-century studies came only after the English publication of The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere. All of the essays in this volume were written after the appearance of this translation except those on Goldsmith and Godwin. Habermas is present especially in “Enlightenment Fiction and the Scientific Hypothesis” and in “Matters of Fact: Virtual Witnessing and the Public in Hogarth’s Narratives.” In these pieces, I connect two tendencies: on one hand, Habermas’s claim that consensus may be reached among disinterested actors in public discussion; and on the other, the derivation of scientific fact through surrogate witnessing in genres of publication that Shapin and Schaffer take as crucial to the constitution of fact in the period. In my introduction to Tom Jones, I align the audience that Henry Fielding defines and addresses in his introductory essays to the eighteen books of his novel with Habermas’s public. Fielding’s narratorial stance enables him to educate the reader as a judge of the complexities of human action—to lead the reader to judgments characteristic of the ideal citizen/speaker/writer in the public sphere: judgments that are rational, impartial, balanced, evidentiary, and subject to change through altered circumstance. Habermas took Richardson’s Pamela as a test case revealing the formation of what he called “audience-oriented subjectivity,” and thus defined the inner world and social orientation of the actor/citizen who speaks in public on the basis of traits formed in the private realm of the family. But Fielding, much more explicitly than Richardson, delineates the private/public symbiosis crucial to Habermas.9 

Habermas insists that the ideal actor in the public sphere had to put rank and private interests aside in order to act ideally in the debates of the coffeehouse, the stock exchange, or the salon. In one of my essays, I raise an implicit challenge to his assumption. In “Rational Choice in Love,” I consider the depiction in Choderlos de Laclos’s Les Liaisons dangereuses (1782) of the limits of rational planning and gaming—activities specifically excluded from Habermas’s definition of rational discourse. I pose the alternative discourse of interests so powerfully documented in Albert O. Hirschman’s The Passions and the Interests.10 In his account, during the first half of the eighteenth century and in prior decades, important intellectuals maintained that the exercise of self-interest—sometimes driven by reason but, more typically, by the passions—was beneficial to society. The countervailing forces of such interests, interacting with one another, brought the passions of men into balance and worked to the benefit of civilization. In this analysis, the traditional moral advocacy that placed reason over the passions had failed to control fundamental human drives and had not recognized their productive social dynamic. This view, in which an active tension among interests beneficially shapes society, is incompatible with Habermas’s idealization of interest-free actors engaged in autonomous, free-flowing discussion as the essential basis for modern social and political structures. Hirschman accounts historically for a range of theories that justify the pursuit of self-interest by groups and individuals as valuable to society. Habermas, by contrast, poses a utopian ideal for communication that posits interest-free critical discussion as the route to consensus and rational action in modern society. My account of Laclos’s novel implicitly casts doubt in both directions. 

III. Verisimilitude and New Media 

Since the first of these essays was published in 1987, the Enlightenment has returned in virtual guises and dispersed forms. My writings here are like recollections, at once capturing a past that has ended and holding it present in newly mediated forms. Knowledge systems, for example, have become digital and exhaustively indexable. Such indexing made a recent essay like “Novel Knowledge” possible. The Enlightenment ideal of universal, ever expanding learning might seem at last to have been digitally realized, just as the technology of cross-referencing so vital to Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie might appear to have been fully achieved by multi-indexical data mining, and by the internet itself, where a search using Google yields the content I seek and silently cross-references my search with other searches. The internet’s parallel to Diderot is Wikipedia, an online encyclopedia that notionally is unmoderated by any central authority, barring minor censorship and the prevention of vandalism. Anyone may contribute and anyone may modify the ever-transient entries. A listing of recent changes allows knowledge vigilantes to confirm the accuracy of newly added materials. Wikipedia’s fundamental principles—its “five pillars”—interestingly include central markers of Enlightenment critique. Articles must assume a neutral stance and represent multiple points of view. Articles must “strive for verifiable accuracy,” exclude personal experiences and opinions, and cite verifiable sources. Authors must be civil, respectful, act in good faith, and work toward consensus. All of this testifies to the durability of Enlightenment values.11 But internet systems are vast on a scale that alters the nature of things. Wikipedia, for instance, approaches 4,000,000 articles in English. By contrast, Diderot and D’Alembert’s Encyclopédie contained only about 74,000 articles. The earlier systems were scaled to the human being—a reader capable of grasping diverse fields of inquiry. 

The present scale of knowledge is ungraspable—dispersed into modules of extreme specialization that are indexable, and thus superficially accessible, but that do not interlock. This dispersal arises not merely because of scale, but because the objects of knowledge are now organized into disciplinary domains, each with its own separate protocols. Such disciplinary segmentation had barely begun to take shape during the Enlightenment. It is now pervasive, even in digital media like Wikipedia. The essay in this volume on “Hume’s Learned and Conversible Worlds,” coauthored with Robin Valenza, traces this process and the consequences of the divergent cultures and expectations that were already emerging in the eighteenth century for the sciences and the humanities. We live still today with the assumption that difficult scientific ideas can be satisfactorily explained for general audiences, even as they remain technical and complex, whereas specialized arguments in the humanities are given bad-writing awards if they are not couched in everyday language immediately accessible to the common reader.12 

Running parallel with the transformation of knowledge into data has been the mutation of conversation into social networks enabled by the internet. I may communicate with anyone at any time, anywhere, but at least on Twitter, only in isolated bursts of 140 characters. Under these conditions, the formation of individual personality in face-to-face socio-psychic interactions of the kind that Adam Smith described in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, his account of the “impartial spectator” as the ever-vigilant monitor in each of us, could become irrelevant. The basic mechanism that Smith delineated remained influential well into the twentieth century, whether in the psychic force of Freud’s superego derived from one’s personal past, in George Herbert Mead’s literally Smithean inner person in Mind, Self, and Society, or in Alvin W. Gouldner’s forces of cultural guilt and shame in Enter Plato. Current social-networking devices are too new for us to judge, and others will yet emerge, but with the enormous potential they allow for deceit—far beyond the possibilities of face-to-face interaction—they will open society to new personality formations. As early as 1959, in The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Erving Goffman launched a long series of studies that may anticipate the new person without personality—the situational and performative social human being. Recently, however, studies of consciousness and thought in cognitive science reveal new dimensions within which to consider social formation. So-called “mind reading” addresses issues similar to those Smith raised but with conceptual tools from today’s cognitive science. More intriguing are findings about the ways “mirror neurons” link us to others through mutually reflexive responses at the brain’s most detailed levels.13 

Is verisimilitude the new truth? Are the new media not the new knowledge but rather verisimilar infrastructures in which truth-value is secondary? Will the alert user confuse form and content? The skeptical, always critical philosophe of the Encyclopédie’s 1765 article had thought not: 

For the philosopher truth is not a mistress that corrupts his imagination. . . . He does not confuse it with verisimilitude: he accepts as true what is true, as false what is false, as doubtful what is doubtful, and as probable what is merely probable. He goes even further: when he does not have any proper basis, he knows how to suspend judgment, and this is the most perfect trait of the philosopher.14 

In his Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40), Hume had been more rigorous about method and more reserved about the possibility of finding truth. Even the faculty of reason is contingent. I quote him at the end of my essay “Novel Knowledge.” 

We must . . . in every reasoning form a new judgment, as a check or controul on our first judgment or belief; and must enlarge our view to comprehend a kind of history of all the instances, wherein our understanding has deceiv’d us, compar’d with those, wherein its testimony was just and true. Our reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause, of which truth is the natural effect; but such-a-one as by the irruption of other causes, and by the inconstancy of our mental powers, may frequently be prevented. By this means all knowledge degenerates into probability; and this probability is greater or less, according to our experience of the veracity or deceitfulness of our understanding, and according to the simplicity or intricacy of the question.15 

When it comes to the search for knowledge and the conduct of human life, Hume cannot dismiss verisimilitude like the philosophe, but instead pragmatically assigns contingent value to it. Yet he and the philosophe crucially share confidence in the contingent power of judgment to sort out hierarchies of value. 

The state of suspended judgment endorsed by the 1765 philosophe as one dimension of the quest to separate truth from the flux of verisimilitude has, in the postmodernist account, been supplanted by the media containing every form of life. Jean Baudrillard’s simulacra are nothing if not verisimilar stand-ins for a real that had been guaranteed from the eighteenth century onward by the sensory faculties. Then, one might suspend judgment but also move toward probability by making critical observations and gathering facts. Veri-Similitude may seem now to be a permanent condition. Theories such as those of Baudrillard and Jean-François Lyotard point in this direction.16 But, leaving out such extreme theories, the world around us actually does run on probabilistic procedures, which, for all of their vulnerability to failure, generally do allow lives to function and knowledge to be gained. Scientific findings that underlie cures to diseases and space landings are, at their base, statistical in nature and therefore not absolutely certain. I believe that vigor yet remains in these Enlightenment practices, no less than in such real, if at times tremulous, values as those of rights, majority rule, compromise, judicial evidence, and even in the observation of trivial rules, such as stopping at stop signs, that let us get on without harm to ourselves and others. 

IV. Ends and Persistence of Enlightenment 

The Enlightenment as a cluster of writings and performative events already had been defined by the end of the 1780s, when the French Revolution bloodily refigured its crafted critical balances into stark oppositions. Although Enlightenment giants such as the Marquis de Condorcet played important roles after 1789, a brief but cataclysmic few years soon unleashed the reason-haunting demons of Francisco Goya’s Caprichos (1799) in a Terror of Gothic extremity. The Enlightenment was now in the past—engulfed by the very emotions that it cherished but sought to moderate through the force of civil society. Whether challenged by revolution, by the Romantic embrace of the individual creative imagination, by the elevation of spirit in German idealist critique, by the vast social changes wrought by urbanism and industrialism, by nationalistic fervor, or by extreme rearticulations of its own intellectual productions such as Utilitarianism, or centrally inspected prisons and factories, the Enlightenment would recede during the nineteenth century into a topic for historians. Only aesthetic reminiscences could, nostalgically, recall the period’s texture: Sir Walter Scott’s novels; the writings of the Goncourt brothers on Rococo art; the Wallace Collection of eighteenth-century French painting, furniture, and art objects; reconstructions of eighteenth-century musical style in cameo moments by Tchaikovsky; and, most oddly, phantasmagoric reappearances of Marie Antoinette in memoirs and jeweled portraits.17 Or, personal ironists might cast backward glances at eighteenth-century skeptical critique, echoing it in works such as Lord Byron’s Don Juan (1819–24), Thomas Carlyle’s Sartor Resartus (1833–34), or William Makepeace Thackeray’s Vanity Fair (1847–48). 

Critique had produced potent ideals such as the autonomy of the self and institutionalized freedom. But Kant’s Horatian dictum “dare to know” could turn corrosive. Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s condemnation that society’s most basic institutions were fundamentally corrupting reversed the reigning assumption that the philosophes lived in an age of ever-increasing refinement and intellectual acumen. Even an idea such as the rights of man, positive in itself, produced ideological stresses that existing political institutions could not subsume. Neither Enlightenment systems nor the period’s political and social order could remain whole in the presence of critique’s acid environment of skepticism and paradox. Critique, by its very nature, according to Koselleck, was governed by internal contradictions of such profundity that they undermined even the regimes that attempted to assimilate them through reform. The ends—the very purposes—of Enlightenment shattered.18 

Michel Foucault declared that Kant’s “What Is Enlightenment?” posed a question that “modern philosophy has not been capable of answering but has never managed to get rid of either.” Nor has the question remained quite the same as for Kant in 1784. This is because “criticism is no longer going to be practiced in the search for formal structures with universal value but, rather, as a historical investigation into the events that have led us to constitute ourselves and to recognize ourselves as subjects of what we are doing, thinking, saying.”19 To be for or against Enlightenment, for Foucault, is a burden—a false dichotomy—compared with an acceptance of the skeptical posture implicit in critique itself. This is the stance I strive to maintain. More explicitly, Foucault’s words could well serve as an epigraph to the earlier essays in this collection, for the articles here on Goldsmith and Godwin, no less than my book Imagining the Penitentiary, were written under the sign of Foucault.20 

V. Enlightenment Today? 

What is the standing of Enlightenment today? Do its ends, in the sense of its purposes, remain vital through multiple endings? Is it still possible to experience Enlightenment, or are we bound by the postmodern condition merely to recollect it? In The Culture of Diagram, which Michael Marrinan and I coauthored, we concluded by suggesting that 

the descriptive regimes of our digital age, bound historically and philosophically to those of the Encyclopedia, are capable of producing working descriptions for living, despite—or even because of—their reliance on sampling, calculations, and probability. . . . Perceptual certainty has been sacrificed, but human beings are highly adaptable: our fascination with new media means that we have all become creatures of chance. Reality returns as virtual so that we might see.21

Can we move beyond critique to action staged pragmatically within the remnants of Enlightenment? Habermas’s own thought about the public sphere has transmuted over the decades into a highly abstract set of theories defining the rules of disinterested rational discourse concerning society. But he seeks to grasp the essence of an ideal that continues to fascinate. The virtual domain of Wikipedia still attempts to govern itself within categories that survive from the Enlightenment. However great the stresses and strains, citizens of the United States and the countries of the European Economic Community, among many others across the world, live politically under constitutions built on Enlightenment principles defined by Locke and his successors. The legacy of equality, human rights, objective scientific inquiry, and open communication continues with normative force for countless citizens of the world. Functional differentiation among human beings has replaced hierarchy based on birth as an ideal in large sectors of the world, though class heritage and economic privilege constantly threaten to replace new forms of hierarchy with the old.22 

In launching a project called “Re:Enlightenment,” aimed both to grasp and change this ideal, Clifford Siskin, William Warner, Peter de Bolla, Kevin Brine and others, representing universities, libraries, museums, and academies, assert that 

The Enlightenment of the eighteenth century—the revolution in tools, methods, and institutions that recast inquiry and enterprise in the West—still shapes the ways in which knowledge is produced and disseminated today. . . . Now, more than two centuries later, gradual and sudden changes in technology, finance, and society have put that inheritance and its heirs under pressure—pressure not only to understand those changes but also to participate actively in shaping them.23 

The very term “Re:Enlightenment” implies endings definitive enough to require the reformulation of basic premises. We may juxtapose a phenomenon from modern cognitive science such as the mirror neuron with Adam Smith’s description of social interactivity, but the idea of the mirror neuron is not a return to Smith or a repetition. It occupies a parallel universe of thought and experience. While recalling eighteenth-century ideas about conversation, we may consider Facebook or Twitter without confusing social networking with face-to-face give-and-take. Yet, as Michael Marrinan and I suggest, we might still rediscover the real within the virtual. If so, Re:Enlightenment would represent not the new within the old, but rather a new that refabricated fragments of the old. 

To present the essays collected here for publication together seems to imply a larger coherence of thought not present in any single piece standing alone. For me, such coherence resides more in an orientation to the past—and thus to the present—than in method alone. I consider Enlightenment thought to have been driven fundamentally by skepticism and the critiques it produced, but Enlightenment aspiration also was impelled by empiricism and pragmatism. The drive to make “working objects” in the mind—to engage in constant thought experiments as Marrinan and I insist—supplanted classic forms of philosophy.24 The Enlightenment was built on paradox, for it yielded institutions and forms of knowledge-production like virtual witnessing and statistical thinking that are fundamental to modern knowledge, yet which retain a stance of critique through their very stylization as procedures that produce so-called facts, but are not themselves factual. The Enlightenment’s legacy enfolds continual enactment of such paradox. 

As I maintain such a bifocal view of the Enlightenment, I see myself echoing Hume’s double posture when he closes book 1 of his Treatise. Hume there specifies critical distance as the orientation required of the learned—the capacity “knowingly” to “embrace a manifest contradiction.” He declares that, “In all the incidents of life we ought still to preserve our skepticism.” Yet he is driven “almost to despair” by skeptical philosophizing, which leaves him in “forelorn solitude” and beset by “the wretched condition, weakness, and disorder of the faculties.” At the same time, thanks to the power of imagination to confer upon us memory, the senses, the understanding and even the substructure of reason itself, he can turn for consolation to the unreflective routines and habits of “common life.” For Hume in 1739–40, these included not only dining, backgammon, and conversation but would, later on, embrace his scholarly authorship of The History of England (1754–62).25 

Like Hume, “my only hope is, that I may contribute a little to the advancement of knowledge.” I am a skeptical historicist who believes in evidence, in documentation, and in our capacity to grasp the past—even if in the manner of the vignette rather than of the grand narrative. I align myself with Hume and his double vision: there actually is one passage in the Treatise in which he manipulates his own eye to produce overlapping images.26 Jean-François Marmontel’s account of “demi-illusion” or mixed illusion in the theater also comes to mind, for he followed Diderot’s theory of theatrical representation in imagining that we are capable of profound absorption in the actions of theater, but he insisted that viewers also mentally maintain a constant, shadowy awareness of the proscenium arch of the stage and of themselves as spectators. His account could well apply to the novel as I frame it: 

It was to furnish imitation with all the external appearances of reality that the genre of drama was invented, where not everything is illusion as in a painting, nor real as in the natural world, but where the mingling of fiction and truth produces this restrained illusion that constitutes the magic of theater. . . . The illusion exists only in my head.27 

Marmontel’s aesthetic points to the layered infrastructure of Enlightenment thought itself—a suspension of disbelief that enabled actions with profound force in the world of the eighteenth century and that may do so in our own day. 


II. Enlightenment Knowledge 


CHAPTER 1

Novel Knowledge 

Judgment, Experience, Experiment 

I begin with Émile Zola’s manifesto “Le roman expérimental” of 1880, although my own essay is concerned with the novel of the first half of the eighteenth century, and specifically with the place of the new novel of that time in the Scientific Revolution. Inspired by the writings of the physician Claude Bernard about contemporary medical research, Zola set forth a program for the novel, emphasizing its power to define the workings of the human machine in society. “What constitutes the experimental novel,” Zola says, is “to possess a knowledge of the mechanism of the phenomena inherent in man, to show the machinery of his intellectual and sensory manifestations, under the influences of heredity and environment, such as physiology shall give them to us, and then finally to exhibit man living in social conditions produced by himself, which he modifies daily, and in the heart of which he himself experiences a continual transformation.” Paraphrasing Bernard, Zola declares that “experiment is but provoked observation.” He goes on to insist that “all experimental reasoning is based on doubt, for the experimentalist should have no preconceived idea, in the face of nature, and should always retain his liberty of thought. He simply accepts the phenomena that are produced, when they are proved.”1 Zola’s novelist was heir to Sir Francis Bacon’s skeptical natural philosopher. 

It is something of a reach from Zola back to a Daniel Defoe, Henry Fielding, or Samuel Richardson. But the line of skeptical, experimental inquiry bridges across time from the earlier period to its later and exaggerated form in the positivist program of naturalist fiction—a program underpinned by Zola’s insistence upon empirical observation governed by doubt. The long strand of invasive, fact-obsessed, even indecent realism was more obvious to the nineteenth-century American Oliver Wendell Holmes than it may be for us today. His critique of Henry David Thoreau linked Robinson Crusoe to Walden, and both in turn to Zola—that master “scavenger” with a “slop-pail”—as a “story of Nature in undress as only one who had hidden in her bedroom could have told it.” Holmes explicitly understood the link of realism to scientific inquiry: “Happy were it for the world if M. Zola and his tribe would stop even there; but when they cross the borders of science into its infected districts, leaving behind them the reserve and delicacy which the genuine scientific observer never forgets to carry with him, they disgust even those to whom the worst scenes they describe are too wretchedly familiar.”2 Holmes traced the realist lineage from Robinson Crusoe, to Walden, to the poems of Walt Whitman, to the novels of Zola. The connection of Thoreau to scientific inquiry may seem surprising, yet he does reject received knowledge and insists from the early pages of Walden on the validity of experience based in experiment. “How could youths better learn to live,” he says, “than by at once trying the experiment of living.”3 In Holmes’s frame of reference, a statement like this participated in the dangerous social values he associated with extreme realism. 

In a reversal of the usual scientistic expectations, Zola insisted that the novel is equal or superior to medical science. Like the physician, the novelist can engage in structured observation and description. But above all, the novelist can employ the experimental method to reveal the inner workings of living beings interacting in society, whereas analytic medicine has to deal with individuals, and largely with dead ones at that. Zola insists that the element of imagination no longer should find a place in the novelist’s profession. In doing so, he merges novelistic fiction with the natural sciences and philosophy. He shares this proximity with earlier novelists and continues their ambition to communicate complex findings to their audiences. William Godwin in Caleb Williams, for instance, aimed to bring his own “refined and abstract” rationalist analysis to “persons whom books of philosophy and science are never likely to reach.” The original title Things as They Are lets readers know that he wants to teach “a valuable lesson, without subtracting from . . . interest and passion.”4 Here, as with Fielding’s insistence in Tom Jones upon the “probable” as the proper realm of action for the novel, the explicit purpose is to open wider experience to a large public by, as Fielding says, “showing many persons and things which may possibly have never fallen within the knowledge of great part of his readers.”5 Early critics often suggested that readers might best remain free of enlightenment. 

My beginning with Zola throws into relief likenesses and differences between knowledge systems, including the novel, that are separated by two hundred years and more. The novel of the first half of the eighteenth century was indeed a novel of experiment, but not precisely in Zola’s sense or with his explicitly programmatic demands. For Zola, doubt was a tool of inquiry. In the earlier period doubt more often had remained an implicit epistemological stance. Yet, as I consider here, the earlier novel did also participate in the aspirations and uncertainties about knowledge, experience, and experiment pervasive during the Scientific Revolution of which it was a part. 

I 

The place of the novel in the crosscurrents of experimental natural philosophy is the chief concern of this essay. My title reflects the central terms and ideas that I will be exploring, “judgment,” “experience,” and “experiment.” These terms link into a broad range of concerns about the relationship of novelistic fictions in the eighteenth century to hypothesis- and knowledge-making. Novels often were criticized in the eighteenth century because they were licentious or excessively absorptive: their fictional diversion of readers from work, education, or constructive social exchange appeared to be a threat. But perhaps novels were both attractive and criticized because they were sites of experiment issuing into surrogate experience. Perhaps they produced not too much knowledge about vice but too many thought experiments and, with them, too great an expansion of experience and, with it, a potentially dangerous capacity for independent judgment. 

The clergyman who instructs the heroine Arabella toward the end of The Female Quixote by Charlotte Lennox enters on both sides of the debate when he says, on the one hand, that the “Power of Prognostication, may, by Reading and Conversation, be extended beyond our own Knowledge: And the great Use of Books, is that of participating without Labour or Hazard [in] the Experience of others.” On the other hand, he narrows the range of valid fiction to that of the empiricist novel when he attacks the kind of romance that 

disfigures the whole Appearance of the World, and represents every Thing in a Form different from that which Experience has shewn. It is the Fault of the best Fictions, that they teach young Minds to expect strange Adventures and sudden Vicissitudes, and therefore encourage them often to trust to Chance. A long life may be passed without a single Occurrence that can cause much Surprize, or produce any unexpected Consequence. . . . the Order of the World is so established, that all human Affairs proceed in a regular Method, and very little Opportunity is left for Sallies or Hazards, for Assault or Rescue; but the Brave and the Coward, the Sprightly and the Dull, suffer themselves to be carried alike down the Stream of Custom. 

Given the close connection between experiment and experience in the thought of the time, novels seem to have been feared because their experiments produced a surplus of experience. This same chapter of The Female Quixote contains a ringing endorsement of the newly defined novel of experience: “Truth is not always injured by Fiction. An admirable Writer of our own Time, has found the Way to convey the most solid Instructions, the noblest Sentiments, and the most exalted Piety, in the pleasing Dress of a Novel.”6 The reference to Richardson and a quotation from Samuel Johnson in the same paragraph solidly place Lennox in the latest line of thought about the new novel as a mode of fiction that dwells in the realm of fact. 

II 

At one level, this essay has to be an exercise in the history of concepts—Begriffsgeschichte—for research on this subject is served by understanding its central terms and the semantic fields they inhabit. These terms have meanings in English and French that resonate together in the context of thought about the novel. This is the level at which I began originally to project this inquiry. 

English “judgment” and French jugement line up rather closely in senses like “to render judgment juridically” or “to form an opinion,” and, after John Locke and David Hume, also “the human faculty that judges and compares ideas.” French carries important additional senses that can shade over all but invisibly into English. I have in mind both Claude Adrien Helvétius’s “To feel is to judge” (“Sentir est juger”), which appears in the context of his discussion of powerful imaginative or artistic imagery, and also, in parallel, the dictionary sense in French of “to understand in one’s mind—to figure forth in the mind, to imagine.” Here, the French meaning of jugement supplements English significantly with meanings that might be summed up with words like “apprehend” or even “conceive.”7 

English “experience” and French expérience line up with one another but also explicitly diverge: for the French term expérience means “experiment” as well as “experience.” Even in English, the words “experience” and “experiment” intertwine so richly, as in Hume’s discussions of judgment and probability in his Treatise of Human Nature, that they become elements in one conceptual domain. For instance, “we consider, that tho’ we are here suppos’d to have only one experiment of a particular effect, yet we have many millions to convince us of this principle; that like objects, plac’d in like circumstances, will always produce like effects. . . . The connexion of ideas is not habitual after one experiment; but this connexion is comprehended under another principle, that is habitual. . . . In all cases we transfer our experience to instances, of which we have no experience, either expressly or tacitly, either directly or indirectly.”8 The domain is semantically continuous in French. It is divided in English but can flow easily with a contiguity approaching the continuous. 

The word “experiment” also exists in French (expériment), of course, and with meanings that align with English. But French offers a fascinating extension of the word. For a person can be expérimenté, meaning “one who has benefited empirically from experience” in both of its French senses. I am suggesting here that novel readers in the eighteenth century became expérimenté. This is the condition that Thoreau defined in Walden when he ranged, like Crusoe, within the domain of experience governed by experiment.9 

At another level of concern, as I have tracked these terms through dictionaries, novels, and philosophical texts, it has become clear that they bear on the large question at the heart of this essay: what kind of knowledge did novels make? And for whom? Or, perhaps more precisely, one might ask this: in the context of eighteenth-century thought, how can one characterize the knowledge novels were thought to produce? 

Let us pause to ask what “knowledge” meant during the period. The answer is that knowledge forms had undergone profound change during the seventeenth century and continued to be under exacting scrutiny across the eighteenth. Broadly speaking, knowledge, which had been shaped by Aristotelian ideas for centuries before, was no longer an armature of accepted generalizations from which classifications, observations, and understandings of particulars could be derived. Interestingly, these generalizations were earlier called “experience,” which in that older frame was considered to be of a general and received character, not the historical, situational, or personally specific information we now assign to the word. In the new paradigm, by contrast, experience was profuse, anecdotal, and scattered. Knowledge increasingly was formed when general principles were determined through controlled analysis of particulars as they emerged from the planned and specialized form of experience called the experiment. Knowledge became contextual, specific, and historical. 

I am relying here on Peter Dear’s book Discipline and Experience, where he declares that “a new kind of experience had become available to European philosophers: the experiment.” He continues, 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century, a scientific “experience” was not an “experiment” in the sense of a historically reported experiential event. Instead, it was a statement about the world that, although known to be true thanks to the senses, did not rest on a historically specifiable instance—it was a statement such as “Heavy bodies fall” or “The sun rises in the east.” Singular, unusual events were of course noticed and reported, but they were not, by definition, revealing of how nature behaves. 

Dear might be placing Bacon’s ideas in context when he continues, 

The new scientific experience of the seventeenth century was characterized by the singular historical event experiment, which acted as a surrogate for universal experience. The latter had routinely been regarded as the proper grounding for philosophically legitimate knowledge-statements about nature; the advent of event experiments was a practical response within the mixed mathematical science to a confrontation between such Aristotelian methodological demands and the practical exigencies of making knowledge that would be acceptable to all relevant judges.10 

Dear does not quote Bacon’s words in The Advancement of Learning but might well have noted Bacon’s early designation of experiment as planned experience: 

There remains simple experience which, if taken as it comes, is called accident; if sought for, experiment. But this kind of experience is no better than a broom without its band, as the saying is—a mere groping, as of men in the dark, that feel all round them for the chance of finding their way, when they had much better wait for daylight, or light a candle, and then go. But the true method of experience, on the contrary, first lights the candle, and then by means of the candle shows the way; commencing as it does with experience duly ordered and digested, not bungling or erratic, and from it educing axioms, and from established axioms again new experiments; even as it was not without order and method that the divine word operated on the created mass.11 

Bacon expounded the institutional form of his ideal in the account of the methodical experiments conducted in Salomon’s house in The New Atlantis, passages that often are taken to describe the basic ideals of the modern scientific method. That he turned to narrative fiction, albeit in a form traditional since Sir Thomas More’s Utopia, signals the organic connection between his ideas and emergent new genres of storytelling. 

III 

This new approach to knowledge raised any number of issues, and while we may in retrospect imagine the Scientific Revolution as a focal point, experimentalists of the time explored a huge range of procedures and formations and raged with debates about method that presented internal and external challenges to the emergent epistemology. Indeed, I would insist that questions about method and the nature of knowledge are intrinsic to modernity as it takes form during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. I am identifying the new novel of the eighteenth century as one of the strands in these debates and as one of the modes of experimentation. Indeed, in my view, the implicit ambitions of the new novel parallel those Hume voiced for a new human science in the introduction to A Treatise of Human Nature: 

Moral philosophy has . . . this peculiar disadvantage, which is not found in natural, that in collecting its experiments, it cannot make them purposely, with premeditation. . . . We must therefore glean up our experiments in this science from a cautious observation of human life, and take them as they appear in the common course of the world, by men’s behaviour in company, in affairs, and in their pleasures. Where experiments of this kind are judiciously collected and compared, we may hope to establish on them a science which will not be inferior in certainty, and will be much superior in utility to any other of human comprehension.12 

Tom Jones cannot but come to mind as a prime novelistic exhibit in this Humean frame of reference. Can the novel overcome the disadvantages of Hume’s new science of the human?13 

Fielding’s continual presence in Tom Jones, especially in the opening chapters of each book, points to the work’s organization of its characters’ scattered experience into the focused and methodical order of experiment. Tom Jones explicitly puts its leading character into the laboratory and asks readers to observe his behavior side-by-side with the narrator. The theme is clear, for instance, when Mr. Allworthy refuses to allow Thwackum to continue a whipping that, “possibly fell little short of the torture with which confessions are in some countries extorted from criminals,” in order to break young Tom’s stalwart unwillingness to implicate Allworthy’s gamekeeper in an episode of poaching: “But Mr. Allworthy absolutely refused to consent to the experiment. He said the boy had suffered enough already for concealing the truth, even if he was guilty, seeing that he could have no motive but a mistaken point of honour.”14 Mr. Allworthy draws the line at an experiment with a human subject that verges on torture. 

The fictional flexibility of the novel as a genre opens a range of experimental possibilities that Hume does not consider when he writes, again in his introduction, “When I am at a loss to know the effects of one body upon another in any situation, I need only put them in that situation, and observe what results from it. But should I endeavour to clear up after the same manner any doubt in moral philosophy, by placing myself in the same case with that which I consider, ’tis evident this reflection and premeditation would so disturb the operation of my natural principles, as must render it impossible to form any just conclusion from the phaenomenon.”15 As Fielding’s narrative experiment unfolds, his introductions encourage readers to become moral philosophers and active critical enquirers under his guidance. Readers must constantly judge evidence, probability, and the chain of cause and effect as he pushes them toward the inductive method of moral philosophy. 

Concurrently, the very existence of a narrative frame and the internal logic of the plot, so strongly emphasized by Fielding as a clockwork device, guarantee that such induction will uncover patterns of cause and effect that underlie the action. Fielding, one might say, builds a novel on the very defect that Hume had identified in Newtonian induction: that its conclusions are prefigured in its premises and methodological rules. The circular character of induction so devastatingly criticized by Hume meshes in Tom Jones with a plot literally mapped across England in a circular pattern of error and return. 

The halts, starts, and erroneous trials in Tom Jones call to mind the many false starts and failed attempts in Robert Boyle’s published experiments. Boyle’s form of presentation was structured, as Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer show in Leviathan and the Air-Pump, to project a rhetorical formation that they name the “virtual witness” to the experiments—a witness who authenticates Boyle’s findings for readers who, by definition, participate at a distance. This virtual witnessing parallels surrogate observation in novels by witnesses who stand in for readers or who, as with the narrator of Tom Jones, set the very terms of observation.16 

And so, with this framework from Hume and Fielding in view, among the many interrelated questions germane to our consideration of the novel in this essay, and among the many circulating at the time, three strike me as central to inquiry about the place of the novel during the period. 

The first, as I have been arguing, is that of surrogate witnessing. This is the practice in early modern science of placing a single experiment at the foundation of a generalizing inductive process even though this unique experiment could not have been witnessed by the wide audience required for assent to newly defined general principles, or indeed witnessed by anyone or any but a very small group present at the experimental site. What Robert Hooke called the instantia crucis and Sir Isaac Newton the experimentum crucis demands that we place our trust in accounts of the historical experience of others and use their accounts to extend our own experience to the point of assent—despite the potential for deceit or fictionalization. 

The second question has to do with the contrived nature of these experiments. The methodological move was away from a Scholastic, formally mediated observation of a nature that was imagined as a book to be read, and toward experimental contrivances involving precision-manufactured devices like the telescope, the microscope, the refined glass prism, or the finely blown glass-globed air pump. Artificiality and contrivance all raised the specter of fictionality and trust. As knowledge became extrinsic rather than intrinsic, the concurrent insistence on replicability that was, for instance, so much a part of the reception of Newton’s Opticks, emerged as a response to this specter. Replicability made possible a literal witnessing by further limited observers but did not eliminate the benefits of virtual witnessing as produced linguistically.17 

My third question has to do with the challenge of moving from the unique historical particularity and contrivance of the experimentum crucis to truths of general validity. Baconian induction became, in Newton’s hands, the device to resolve this challenge. Newton’s “Rules of Reasoning in Philosophy” aimed to codify the method. The last of the four rules, added to the Principia in 1726, directly addressed the standing of inductive findings as knowledge: “In experimental philosophy we are to look upon propositions collected by general induction from phaenomena as accurately or very nearly true, notwithstanding any contrary hypotheses that may be imagined, till such time as other phaenomena occur, by which they may either be made more accurate, or liable to exceptions.”18 Hume, who originally aimed to follow Newton’s example in his Treatise, delimited induction much more sharply. He found that induction, for all of its theoretical and practical benefits, crumbled under skeptical scrutiny, and lost its epistemological stability because it was at ground a device for filling in the gap between empirical, factually based sensory observation and mental constructs dependent on human memory and mental fictions of causality. For Hume, these fictions enabled provisional findings to be made and worked to stabilize our perception of the real, but they did not certify knowledge. I consider here that the manifest fictions of the new novel could work, paradoxically, to guarantee induction by framing it within tightly controlled narrative structures. Thomas Reid’s reassertion of Newtonian induction under the banner of his commonsense philosophy did not close the gap Hume had opened in his treatment of the problem of induction, and the so-called “problem of induction” remains an active philosophical topic even now. 

My claim in this essay, at its core, then, is quite simple: that the early novel figures in specific ways in the discursive network now called the Scientific Revolution, and that our understanding of the novel as a genre is expanded by viewing it as a system that puts into play the three basic issues I have identified. 

IV 

The early novel in its many permutations, including works by Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding, depended crucially upon devices associated with surrogate observation of the kind described by Shapin and Schaffer under the heading “virtual witnessing.” Let us recall here that these devices are largely those of a historically specific sort of verbal rhetoric. The novel depends fundamentally on a rhetoric that allows, even demands, that readers add to their stock of knowledge through assent to the truth of absent experience. Defoe early experimented with rhetoric of this kind in A True Relation of the Apparition of One Mrs. Veal (1706), a story of visitation from the dead that is attested in the manner of an affidavit with minute evidentiary particulars certified by a gentleman justice of the peace of Maidstone, Kent: “This relation is matter of fact, and attended with such circumstances as may induce any reasonable man to believe it.” It ends with an assertion that might seem like a prefiguration of Hume through a glass darkly: “This thing has very much affected me, and I am as well satisfied as I am of the best grounded matter of fact. And why should we dispute matter of fact because we cannot solve things of which we can have no certain or demonstrative notions, seems strange to me.”19 The powerful frame of narration here works to certify the evidence and points to its factuality by simulating the effect not only of a legal document but also of a scientific report. Bacon’s unbound broom of experience is shaped into an account resembling that of an experimentum crucis. 

Richardson’s definition of the precisely balanced mental posture he hoped for in readers of Clarissa’s fictional letters remarkably mirrors Newton’s fourth rule, albeit from the inversely parallel realm of the novel: 

I could wish that the Air of Genuineness had been kept up, tho’ I want not the letters to be thought genuine; only so far kept up, I mean, as they should not prefatically be owned not to be genuine: and this for fear of weakening their Influence where any of them are aimed to be exemplary; as well as to avoid hurting that kind of Historical Faith which Fiction itself is generally read with, tho’ we know it to be Fiction.20 

In other words, Richardson wants readers to be poised on a skeptical knife edge between acceptance of his novelistic letters as real and awareness that they are fictions. Catherine Gallagher embraces the term “ironic credulity” to account for this posture in fiction more broadly.21 

In parallel to my second question about contrivance in experiments, the novel also contrives situations—often extreme and counterintuitive—that transform fictional experience into decisive experiments in the course of their action. A contrivance of this kind is what Arabella’s clergyman instructor notes in The Female Quixote. Indeed, Arabella’s own awakening to reality comes after a contrivance, within the plot of the novel, of what she takes to be a life-threatening attack on her. And, in tandem with my third question about the standing of the unique event, the quasi-inductive leap from particulars to general principles that Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding aspired to actuate in readers of their novels operates in these books through the causal sequences we call narratives. In a reverse system, cause and effect frame induction and even stand in for it rather than being its outcome. The precise operation of machinery contrived by the novelist—as Fielding continually informs his readers—replaces the clockmaker God’s precision. Novels of this kind suspend the limitations of induction for their duration. 

V 

Modern theory of the novel includes a concept that assists my thinking in this essay. It is Ian Watt’s “realism of assessment” as he applied it to the novel—especially the novels of Henry Fielding and Jane Austen. “Realism of assessment,” in the context of Watt’s central category of “realism of presentation,” means something like judgment founded on experiment and experience. The experience in question for Watt is that of the represented narrator, or so it seems to me, though of course such assessment has the reader as its audience.22 

Assessment is at the heart of both Locke’s and Hume’s accounts of judgment but for them this judgment does not attain the status of knowledge. Locke observes of this limit that, “I must apply my self to Experience; as far as that reaches, I may have certain Knowledge, but not farther.” He continues, “I deny not, but a Man accustomed to rational and regular Experiments shall be able to see farther into the Nature of Bodies, and guess righter at their yet unknown Properties, than one, that is a Stranger to them: But yet, as I have said, this is but Judgment and Opinion, not Knowledge and Certainty.”23 Hume asserts that “since it is not from knowledge or any scientific reasoning that we derive the opinion of the necessity of a cause to every new production, that opinion must necessarily arise from observation and experience.” And he goes on to insist that, “ ‘Tis therefore by experience only that we can infer the existence of one object from that of another. The nature of experience is this.”24 Clarissa claims as much when she writes to Miss Howe—herself impersonating an elderly lady giving advice to a younger mother: 

Nothing but experience can give us a strong and efficacious conviction . . . and when we would inculcate the fruits of that upon the minds of those we love, who have not lived long enough to find those fruits, and would hope that our advice should have as much force upon them as experience has upon us; and which, perhaps our parents’ advice had not upon ourselves at our daughters’ time of life; should we not proceed by patient reasoning and gentleness, that we may not harden where we would convince?25 

We should not be deceived by Richardson’s post-facto moralistic explications of Clarissa or by his pietism, for he appears to have been quite attuned to the problematics with which I am concerned here. 

Robinson Crusoe illustrates the theory of experiment-based experience when he describes his acquisition of knowledge about the strategy of planting crops: 

The rainy season, and the dry season, began now to appear regular to me, and I learn’d to divide them so, as to provide for them accordingly. But I bought all by experience before I had it; and this I am going to relate, was one of the most discouraging experiments that I made at all: I have mention’d that I had sav’d the few ears of barley and rice which I had so surprisingly found spring up, as I thought, of themselves, and believe there were about thirty stalks of rice, and about twenty of barley; and now I thought it a proper time to sow it after the rains, the sun being in its southern position going from me. 

Accordingly I dug up a Piece of Ground, as well as I could with my wooden spade, and dividing it into two parts, I sow’d my grain; but as I was sowing, it casually occur’d to my thoughts, that I would not sow it all at first, because I did not know when was the proper time for it; so I sow’d about two thirds of the seed, leaving about a handful of each.26 

Crusoe forms his judgment through ongoing experimental assessment based on observation and probability. He makes a prudential decision founded on experience, and he emerges with knowledge as Hume later will characterize it. His repertory of knowledge grows across the action, developing into a virtuoso expertise, not just in natural processes but, as Zola says, in the capacity “to exhibit man living in social conditions produced by himself, which he modifies daily, and in the heart of which he himself experiences a continual transformation.” Significant here is the reach of Crusoe’s experience across time, for the concept of experience would mean little without memory of the past and projection into the future. The reach of remembered experience as history is crucial when, a few pages before his story about the crops, Crusoe recounts having found abundant fruit, especially grapes, in his island’s highland woods: “I was exceeding glad of them; but I was warn’d by my experience to eat sparingly of them, remembering, that when I was ashore in Barbary, the eating of Grapes kill’d several of our English Men who were slaves there, by throwing them into fluxes and fevers.”27 With expertise gained by experience at Crusoe’s command, he is able to stage the episode toward the end of his island stay in which he entraps the mutineers. His expertise now comprehends not only experience and its special variant, experiment, but also the power to make the narrative fictions with which he lures his prey.28 

What other approach might Defoe have written for Crusoe to take as a character? It is hard to imagine Crusoe as a master of received knowledge and deduction rather than of sense observation and induction, but we may speculate that he could have employed the opposite of his experiential experimentalism, which was called “theory” in his own time. Clarissa’s own Lovelace, for instance, declares of one Miss Rawlins that she is, “an agreeable young Lady enough; but not beautiful. She has sense, and would be thought to know the world, as it is called; but, for her knowledge, is more indebted to theory than experience. A mere whipped-syllabub knowledge this, Jack, that always fails the person who trusts to it, when it should hold to do her service. . . . But, for Miss Rawlins, if I can add experience to her theory, what an accomplished person will she be!”29 Although Lovelace gives the idea of experience a salacious twist here, he is operating within the epistemology of his day. Did Clarissa protect the Miss Rawlinses of the world by expanding their experience? Richardson seems sincerely to have believed that it would. 

Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver has experiment forced upon him, and vows that it confirms both what he has heard and his own past experience when confronted with a gigantic domestic cat in the phantasmatically huge realm of Brobdingnag: 

I heard a Noise behind me like that of a Dozen Stocking-Weavers at work; and turning my Head, I found it proceeded from the Purring of this Animal, who seemed to be three Times larger than an Ox, as I computed by the View of her Head, and one of her Paws. . . . The Fierceness of this Creature’s Countenance altogether discomposed me; although I stood . . . above fifty Foot off. . . . But it happened there was no Danger; for the Cat took not the least Notice of me when my Master placed me within three Yards of her. And as I have been always told, and found true by Experience in my Travels, that flying, or discovering Fear before a fierce Animal, is a certain Way to make it pursue or attack you; so I resolved in this dangerous Juncture to shew no Manner of Concern. I walked with Intrepidity five or six Times before the very Head of the Cat, and came within half a Yard of her; whereupon she drew her self back, as if she were more afraid of me.30 

Gulliver’s senses deceive him into thinking about stocking weavers, but his experience, and what he has been told, secure his safety despite the doubtful analogy between wild and domestic animals. Crusoe’s assessments based on experience are confirmed by experiment, and Gulliver’s prove at least in part to be. But their actions do not both constitute realism of assessment in Watt’s sense. Rather, the narrations in which the two appear as characters frame their assessments in ways that produce quite diverse effects. The implicit ironic asides of Swift’s narration, as it presents Gulliver’s alternate cowering and swaggering, guide the reader to a specific stance. And one wonders in Swift how integral Gulliver’s narration is supposed to be when it is possible that the metaphor of the stocking weavers may be a retrospective ornament on the hero’s part. Close readers also may question Gulliver’s judgment if they recall the episode when huge Brobdingnagian field workers bear down on him and he decrees that everyone knows animals to be more savage the larger they are. This is precisely the opposite of what he could have observed in Lilliput where he himself is a gentle giant and the Lilliputians are, on the whole, vicious. 

Swift’s critique of scientific inquiry run amok in book 3 of Gulliver’s Travels could seem to diminish the probability that his narratives in the other books would intersect with the rhetoric of the Scientific Revolution. But his satire of excess in that one book does not rule out what one might call “normal science” in the others—books that are often treated as part of the history of the new novel. Swift’s generic choice of the travel story as the armature of his accounts also worked in the 1720s, after the enormous impact of Robinson Crusoe, to embed devices of the empiricist novel in his narrative. Even as he satirizes such narratives, he is swept into their technical vortex. Another dimension of Gulliver’s Travels that may seem to cut against any association of it with the new novel is the element of fantasy at the core of each book’s action. Yet, fantastic stories are not necessarily incompatible with the narrative techniques of realism, as the linguistic practices of the Gothic novel reveal in Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto and its heirs. Indeed, many works in the canon of the nineteenth-century British and American novel have powerful Gothic aspects and yet are narrated in the modes of realism.31 

Swift’s ironic signposts, which become so massive in book 3 of Gulliver’s Travels that they move away from implication and indirect statement to manifesto, define possible responses. The much more neutral presentation of Crusoe by Defoe opens the potential for readers to make judgments of their own—that is, to the weighing of evidence, experience, and experiment in order to arrive at judgments of the kind characteristic of Fielding’s or Austen’s realism of assessment. 

VI 

Realism of assessment implicitly includes the consideration of probability. Locke devoted an entire chapter to the topic in book 4 of his Essay Concerning Human Understanding. Knowledge being, in his account, “nothing but the perception of connexion and agreement, or disagreement and repugnancy of any of our ideas,” probability “is nothing but the appearance of such an Agreement, or Disagreement, by the intervention of Proofs, whose connexion is not constant and immutable, or at least is not perceived to be so, but is, or appears for the most part to be so, and is enough to induce the Mind to judge the Proposition to be true, or false, rather than the contrary.” He continues, “Probability is likeliness to be true, the very notation of the Word signifying such a Proposition, for which there be Arguments or Proofs, to make it pass or to be received for true. The entertainment the Mind gives this sort of Propositions, is called Belief, Assent, or Opinion.”32 In such a context, as Peter Dear notes, citing Ian Hacking, the “probable” means “worthy of approbation” rather than simply “likely.”33 We should not hurry, then, to bring the modernist rise of mathematical probabilities too quickly into the picture in thinking about novelistic knowledge during the first half of the century or even later. 

Although many speculations about probabilistic understanding in moral, ethical, and judicial affairs were undertaken in the eighteenth century, and the Marquis de Condorcet, for instance, tried to apply mathematical probabilistic thinking to aspects of society including judicial practice, the sense that the calculus of probability might govern practical human decisions was not widespread.34 Even in the realm of games of chance, where Edmond Hoyle’s work was very broadly disseminated beginning in the 1740s and 1750s, the practical effects were few.35 Insurance brokers and annuity writers, for instance, were slow to bring into practice the findings of mathematicians—even findings that were specifically about the field of business.36 In addition, and in general harmony with Locke’s approach to probability, which includes an element of intuition, the very modern assumption that the rational, probabilistic projection of circumstance is at odds with common sense does not reflect eighteenth-century practice, in which, according to Lorraine Daston and her colleagues, the mathematicians studying probability actively sought to align their findings with those of commonsense reasoning—even sometimes adjusting their math to conform to common sense. 

The Female Quixote is the novelistic locus classicus defining the kind of judgment that Watt calls “realism of assessment” and that he assigns to narrators. This novel also includes a debate on the issues of concern here. At the end of this work, as noted earlier, the clergyman who appears in order to set the heroine, Arabella, to rights and to correct her uncritical belief in fantastical romance fictions asserts that, “when the Sailor in certain Latitudes sees the Clouds rise, Experience bids him expect a Storm. When any Monarch levies Armies, his Neighbours prepare to repel any Invasion.” And then, “The only Excellence of Falshood . . . is its Resemblance to Truth; as therefore any Narrative is more liable to be confuted by its Inconsistency with known Facts, it is at a greater Distance from the Perfection of Fiction; for there can be no Difficulty in framing a Tale, if we are left at Liberty to invert all History and Nature for our own Conveniency.”37 The good divine is functioning as a hybrid of narrator and character when he works Arabella through a series of empirical tests of her faith in romance. He is, from the point of view I take here, framing a distinction, on the one hand, between fictions that enhance the powers of readers as they form the probabilistic judgments with which they must make their way through he world, and on the other hand, fictions that diminish these powers or, at worst, foster delusion. He is framing a method for using experience to distinguish between fiction and reality. For this purpose, the broad expansion of experience that the empiricist novel made possible functioned as knowledge. 

Do the fictions that the divine implicitly endorses—the ones we now call realist novels—actually make knowledge for readers? Or for science? Certainly, they can provide templates for practical reason or judgment based in experiment, experience, and—to invoke that French sense of jugement—intuitive apprehension of the world. As John Richetti says of Locke’s Essay, “Within the dramatizations of Book II at least, ‘reality’ itself is an ultimate hypothesis, an extrapolation from the data experience provides.”38 

I would suggest in closing that novelistic knowledge resides not only in the new novel’s expansion of experience but also in the genre’s staging of the act of assessment as ongoing probabilistic judgment. And is this knowledge? Let us recall, as I give Hume the last word in this essay, that his arguments come down to this astonishing finding—one that in itself could be described as a theory of the novel: 

We must . . . in every reasoning form a new judgment, as a check or controul on our first judgment or belief; and must enlarge our view to comprehend a kind of history of all the instances, wherein our understanding has deceiv’d us, compar’d with those, wherein its testimony was just and true. Our reason must be consider’d as a kind of cause, of which truth is the natural effect; but such-a-one as by the irruption of other causes, and by the inconstancy of our mental powers, may frequently be prevented. By this means all knowledge degenerates into probability; and this probability is greater or less, according to our experience of the veracity or deceitfulness of our understanding, and according to the simplicity or intricacy of the question.39 

Perhaps this is the best we can do, useful as the discipline of what we now call the scientific method has proven to be. But the new novel of Hume’s own time was experimenting with methods to improve the odds. 


CHAPTER 2 

Enlightenment Fiction and the Scientific Hypothesis 

The eighteenth-century novel was part of a cultural system that worked to validate Enlightenment canons of knowledge by dynamically linking the realms of science and fiction in the very process of setting them in opposition. In contemplating the historical particulars of this always mobile counterpoise, this essay focuses on a realignment that occurred around 1750, when the guarantee of factuality in science increasingly required the presence of its opposite, a manifest yet verisimilar fictionality in the novel. My method is purposely to erase boundaries among specialized senses of words that, even today, remain central to our protocols of knowledge in order to suggest how freely the problematics they engage jostled with one another during a period when the modern disciplines and professions were emerging in correlation with new divisions of knowledge. I have ignored the tiny parentheses that followed headings—for example, “HYPOTHESE (Métaphysiq.)”—in the dictionaries and encyclopedias that played a crucial role in marking out these divisions and in linking words to disciplines. Parenthetical allocations in Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie—for instance, dividing “VERISIMILITUDE” into three specialized articles marked “metaphysics,” “poetry,” and “painting,” or designating “PROBABILITY” to “philosophy,” “logic,” and “mathematics” while treating related issues in the mimetic arts under a selection by a poet about “FICTION”—block the cross talk that I study here. These tiny parenthetical marks in the semantic domain are traces of fierce struggles in which different meanings were assigned to fields as part of the process that defined and maintained their disciplinary autonomy. Watching words in this way lets me propose an affinity in difference between Enlightenment science and the novel.1 

The eighteenth-century trends described here need to be understood as elements in a set of long-term transactions concerning the maintenance and ownership of impartial discourse, because public exchange aiming toward consensus was the medium that enabled the modern sense of objectivity and constructed and stabilized its terminologies. These terminologies include not only the concepts of hypothesis and fiction that this essay explores, but also related ones like verisimilitude, probability, fact, history, and even truth, which remain vital to present-day philosophy of science.2 For only through public discussion and contestation in open conversation and printed exchange did the array of terms treated here come to signify differently than they had before the Scientific Revolution and to assume different interrelationships. The article in the Encyclopédie on “Hypothesis” (1765), for instance, at once impartially reflected a positive consensus about the value of hypotheses in science emerging at mid-century and defined an arena of debate by cordoning off both Cartesians and Newtonians as extremists in a manner reminiscent of Diderot’s attack on both schools as abstractionist and anti-empirical in his pornographic novel The Indiscreet Jewels (1748). In doing so, the article also implicitly engaged the sharp division that opened up around midcentury between two forms of science. The first was a speculative science theorized by Diderot, for whom hypotheses were a guiding value and function when anchored empirically in experiments that provided continual feedback from observation. The second was an aggressive hyperinductivism typified in England by the work of Thomas Reid, which was similarly experimentalist but neo-Newtonian in its absolute rejection of hypotheses and its ridicule of them as dangerous fictions.3 

The Encyclopédie was a symptom of the Enlightenment’s embrace of new ways of formulating knowledge based on empirically oriented critical communication, which opposed itself to the abstract system-making characteristic of late medieval Scholasticism and early modern metaphysics.4 Consensus, the essential yet mobile reference point that defined critical discussion aimed at the progressive improvement of knowledge, is the hallmark of modern inquiry as epitomized in Immanuel Kant’s essay, “What Is Enlightenment?” (1784). Here, of course, I also have in mind Jürgen Habermas’s description of the eighteenth-century public sphere as a scene of communication freed from the constraints of courtly hierarchy and a priori thinking: within this arena a public science could thrive in which lectures and demonstrations in coffeehouses and other sites would take place on a continuum with formal proceedings and in which descriptive techniques for making scientific experiments vividly present in published form could develop.5 Empiricism, the experimental method, and an emergent sense of science as progressing through accumulation and refinement, all fostered the ideal of impartial knowledge as a product of rationally moderated interactions among such problematics as (1) theories of observation; (2) the derivation of “facts” from nature directly via the senses and indirectly through their extension with instruments; and (3) the practice of inductive thought, which arrived at synthesis by methodically breaking problems down into sequential, empirically definable parts and judging validity or “truth” according to coherence and completeness of sequence and probabilistic weighing of evidence. Although derived from mathematics, such methods extended as far as rules of evidence in law and even to proofs of God’s nature in theology.6 

The “new” novel of the earlier eighteenth century may be described as an institution of the Enlightenment not only because it partook, to greater or lesser degrees, in what Webster’s dictionary calls “a philosophic movement . . . marked by questioning of traditional doctrines and values, a tendency toward individualism, and an emphasis on the idea of universal human progress, the empirical method in science, and the free use of reason” but also, more significantly, because the novel operated within the Enlightenment model of critical communication. Not only do the novels of Daniel Defoe, Samuel Richardson, and Henry Fielding, for example, pretend to offer densely particular, virtually evidentiary accounts of the physical and mental circumstances that actuate their characters and motivate the causal sequences of their plots, but they also attempt to frame the subjectivity of their characters within editorial objectivity, as in Defoe and Richardson, or narratorial objectivity, as in Fielding. These novels share a way of representing the world and kind of verisimilitude that Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer in Leviathan and the Air-Pump call “virtual witnessing,” by which they mean the rhetorical and visual apparatus for communicating scientific experiments to a public and convincing that public of their authenticity. Shapin and Schaffer cite, for instance, the hyperrealism of diagrams in which additions of fine detail and unneeded illusionism work to satisfy and convince an audience.7 

Samuel Johnson defined “verisimilitude” simply as “probability.”8 These synonyms are not directly the subject of this essay, but they are constant referents of the concepts that are, and they recur continually in discussions of both scientific method and novelistic practice. These terminological axes are not accidental. From a philosophical perspective, all hypotheses are fictional, but the most serviceable (those that appear to yield scientific truth) are the ones most probable given the evidence and the prevailing rules of verification—which is to say, the ones most verisimilar. Paradoxically, the best hypotheses are those that seem the most like truth. Yet their very plausibility also renders them suspect because they are products of imagination that are logically indistinguishable from poetic fictions. David Hume held that “vivacity” in poetry “never has the same feeling with that which arises in the mind, when we reason, tho’ even upon the lowest species of probability” because ideas in manifest fictions rely on imagination rather than on distinct impressions.9 He cannot say the same of hypotheses, which early fall victim to his deconstruction of most causal connections as fictional. Hume struggles valiantly to feel the difference between fiction and reality, but, in his own skeptical account, verisimilitude is essential to our apprehension of both because both rest upon probable inference and upon the fiction of causal continuity.10 As Hume says, “All knowledge resolves itself into probability, and becomes at last of the same nature with that evidence, which we employ in common life. . . . In every judgment, which we can form concerning probability, as well as concerning knowledge, we ought always to correct the first judgment, deriv’d from the nature of the object, by another judgment, deriv’d from the nature of the understanding. . . . As demonstration is subject to the control of probability, so is probability liable to a new correction by a reflex act of the mind, wherein the nature of our understanding, and our reasoning from the first probability become our objects.”11 Unlikely as the pairing may at first appear, Hume’s simultaneously skeptical and commonsensical now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t position about reality and fiction shows an affinity with Samuel Richardson’s position on the kind of conviction he wished readers to experience in the letters that make up ­Clarissa (1747–48): “I could wish that the Air of Genuineness had been kept up, tho’ I want not the letters to be thought genuine; only so far kept up, I mean, as that they would not prefatically be owned not to be genuine: and this for fear of weakening their Influence where any of them are aimed to be exemplary; as well as to avoid hurting that kind of Historical Faith which Fiction itself is generally read with, tho’ we know it to be Fiction.”12 Fictions, be they hypotheses or novels, yield a provisional reality, an “as if,” that possesses an explanatory power lacking in ordinary experience. Science needs separation of its findings and procedures from the ordinary, and explanatory hypotheses have compelling power as stories that approximate truth, but the scientific disciplines cannot tolerate the imputation of fictionality. Hence induction emerges as the opposite of hypothesis in scientific method because it attains or seems to attain independence from the fictional.13 

Even the novel shares the impulse toward formal proof so strongly voiced in the embrace of induction by scientific theorists inspired by Isaac Newton. Fielding declares, for instance, “In reality, there are many little circumstances too often omitted by injudicious historians, from which events of the utmost importance arise. The world may indeed be considered as a vast machine, in which the great wheels are originally set in motion by those which are very minute, and almost imperceptible to any but the strongest eyes.”14 But while novels may present attributes of inductive proof, they cannot attain such status and find themselves recurring to other models such as the juridical. Thus Richardson directly linked circumstantiality, probability, and legal proof when he wrote (after the 1749 publication of Fielding’s Tom Jones), that “the Probability of all Stories told, or of Narrations given, depends upon small Circumstances; as may be observed, that in all Tryals for Life and Property, the Merits of the Cause are more determinable by such [details], than by the greater Facts; which usually are so laid, and taken care of, as to seem to authenticate themselves.”15 In point of both thematic exposition and narrative strategy, these novels force readers into the position of neutral observers arriving, probabilistically, at judgments based upon the weight of available facts and reasonable inferences. Although these works continue to echo plot forms and incidents traditional to the fantastical seventeenth-century romances their prefaces ritually condemn, the concern expressed by their authors to distinguish their enterprise from that of earlier prose fiction signals the reformulation of generic traits and cultural function that transformed the novel during the eighteenth century. Richardson was tacitly acknowledging that Tom Jones decisively marked the success of Fielding’s effort to find formal means to legitimate novels as objects of and forums for critical discussion by bringing to the foreground issues of evidence and probability. Yet, given the moment of its publication in 1749, Tom Jones must also be viewed as a monument to a fading ideal of apparent historical factuality as the basis for impartiality in the genre of the novel, because, at the same time that Fielding’s work relied on this historical factuality, it also embodied a turn, characteristic of midcentury, toward a manifest fictionality that tends to undercut the novel’s own claim to simple factuality as a basis for its truth. Thus Michael McKeon can argue in The Origins of the English Novel that the novel at mid-century was giving up claims to embodying literal, historical truth in favor of claims to manifesting higher truths through the transparently fictional construction of specialized versions of the “real” world within strict canons of physical, temporal, and psychological probability.16 

I 

Questions about fictionality are crucial to the period’s theories of both literature and science, yet a certain denial of fictionality marks both the earlier eighteenth-century novel and early science. Two famous, nearly concurrent instances from Isaac Newton and Daniel Defoe can serve as launching points for this discussion. 

Newton, in the “General Scholium” added to the second edition of his Principia in 1713, wrote the much disputed words “hypotheses non fingo,” which early were translated as “I do not frame hypotheses” and, more recently, have been accepted as meaning “I do not feign hypotheses.” The context includes an attack on Cartesian celestial mechanics and an assertion of Newton’s sincere if unprovable belief in God as all-present cause: 

Hitherto we have explained the phenomena of the heavens and of our sea by the power of gravity, but have not yet assigned the cause of this power. . . . I have not been able to discover the cause of those properties of gravity from phenomena, and I frame [feign] no hypotheses; for whatever is not deduced from the phenomena is to be called an hypothesis; and hypotheses, whether metaphysical or physical, whether of occult qualities or mechanical, have no place in experimental philosophy. In this philosophy, particular propositions are inferred from the phenomena, and afterward rendered general by induction.17 

The opposite of “hypothesis” for Newton was inductive proof, which found its basis in his natural philosophy on observational and experimental fact and yielded valid generalities about nature. Newton’s disputed phrase is oriented both to the issue of hypothesis versus fact or truth, thus defined, and to the issue of feigning—for the Latin root of the word “fiction” is fingo, and, as we shall see, it is no accident, given sound ancient precedent, that Newton linked this concept with that of hypothesis. Defoe, who like Newton believed his representations embodied the higher truth of God’s being, took on the role of Editor in the preface to Robinson Crusoe of 1719 in order to assert the standing of his text as “a just history of fact.” He instantly defined the opposite of “fact” by declaring that his story is without “any appearance of fiction in it.” That same year, he maintained this stance in the preface to The Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe, with the slight concession that the “just application of every incident, the religious and useful inferences drawn from every part . . . must legitimate all the part that may be called invention or parable.” The critic Charles Gildon shortly attacked both works for their implausibility not only as “fact” but even as “fable,” cataloging one implausibility after another and in the process revealing criteria for verisimilitude so stringent that he would have required the character Xury to speak Arabic rather than English. Though from different realms, both Gildon’s literalist response to Robinson Crusoe and Newton’s ever more intransigent statements against hypotheses added to the Principia during the 1720s may be viewed as indices of a crisis concerning the nature of factuality and verisimilitude that Defoe tried to bridge using terms like “parable” and “allegory.” Another symptom of this crisis was the furious debate over whether physical laws were factual manifestations of God’s literal nature—as opposed to representations in the mind of God or in mere human consciousness—that was published under the sponsorship of Princess Caroline in the technical but widely circulated correspondence between Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz and Samuel Clarke on the consequences of Newtonianism for religion.18 

Both Newton and Defoe in their different ways are forced to back away from the absolute stance. Newton, in a 1726 addition to his “Rules of Reasoning in Philosophy” in the Principia, said, 

In experimental philosophy we are to look upon propositions inferred by general induction from phenomena as accurately or very nearly true, notwithstanding any contrary hypothesis that may be imagined, till such time as other phenomena occur by which they may either be made more accurate, or liable to exceptions. . . . This rule we must follow, that the argument of induction may not be evaded by hypotheses.19 

Truth, it turns out, is a matter of approximation. Speaking as the supposed editor, Defoe retreats also—even within his own sentence—asserting that Robinson Crusoe’s power of “improvement . . . will be the same,” whether fact or fiction, since in either case it works “as well as to the diversion, as to the instruction of the reader.” Analogously, Defoe questions the factuality of “fact” in Robinson Crusoe’s Serious Reflections (1720), his defensive sequel justifying the original novel as true in the larger sense of parable or allegory, declaring that “nothing is more common than to have two men tell the same story quite differing one from another, yet both of them eye-witnesses to the fact related.” In a strange kind of consonance with Newton’s “hypotheses non fingo,” Defoe declares that “this supplying a story by invention . . . is a sort of lying that makes a great hole in the heart.”20 Newton’s propositions, it seems, must withstand hypotheses while partaking in the partiality of being “very nearly true”—and Defoe’s facts slide easily, through the process of narration, into untruths that erode self-certainty. In both cases, narration symptomizes the disease of fictionality. Narration bears with it the infection of fictionality. Newton sets the feigning of hypotheses, which spring from the imagination, opposite the accuracy of propositions, yet these too are only relatively accurate, very nearly true, and liable to exceptions. Their epistemological standing is different from hypotheses, yet they share the extension in time fundamental to narrative and are threatened by its tendency toward fictionality—even, as Defoe pointed out, in eyewitness accounts. Newton’s denial of hypothesis in the “General Scholium” immediately follows a discussion of the assignment of human passions and agency to God “by way of allegory”: “For all our notions of God are taken from the ways of mankind by a certain similitude, which, though not perfect, has some likeness.”21 In context, his refusal of hypotheses is specifically a rejection of fictional “similitude” and its substitution of stories for the vexingly unattainable truth about first causes. 

Hans Vaihinger argues in The Philosophy of “As if” that “the Greeks made no clear-cut distinction between hypothetical and fictional assumptions.”22 Indeed, the very concept of hypothesis, though urged toward a different status by Copernicus and others during the Scientific Revolution, in antiquity traditionally referred to the narration of specific facts and particular cases treated by rhetoricians or to a plot outline. According to Wesley Trimpi, citing Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics (3.3.9–13), “The philosophical-scientific function of ‘hypothesis’ in a mathematical construction begins simultaneously with the choice of an ‘hypothesis’ in the dramatic sense of a plot outline.”23 In Quintilian, too, the relationship between hypothesis and fictional argumentation and narration remains intimate: “When I speak of fictitious arguments I mean the proposition of something which, if true, would either solve a problem or contribute to its solution.” Finally, as Trimpi shows, “The use of ‘hypothesis’ in a literary context [was] not restricted to summary or outline, but [gradually came] to refer to fiction itself or rather to [that] historically important type of fictional narrative, the verisimilar.” Newton’s theoretical condemnation took as a premise these associations of hypothesis with fiction and narrative found in the rhetorical tradition (a tradition central to grammar school education and to the first-year curriculum at Cambridge). The powerfully antirhetorical bias of the new science is one facet of his attempt to disentangle himself from imputations of hypothetical thinking.24

Despite Newton’s late theoretical declarations, his attitude toward hypothesis turns out to have been remarkably unstable across his career. In practice, Newton himself did form hypotheses and often in his works went so far as to call them just that. Historically, as the context of the 1713 “General Scholium” makes clear, his condemnation was aimed at the extravagant use of explanatory hypotheses without experimental reference that marked Cartesianism and Leibnizianism as he viewed them. With this context in mind, then, the key word in Newton’s phrase becomes “fingo,” rather than “hypotheses,” and his statement is reoriented away from the issue of fact or truth versus hypothesis to the issue of feigning; that is, to the issue of manifest, empirically unanchored, fictionality. This Newtonian tendency to suspend or erase the speculative function—including its uncomfortable associations with verisimilar narrative, as opposed to the factual truth of demonstration in both its analytic and physical senses—continues with surprising strength in both English and French science. Joseph Priestley declared, for instance, in a lecture of 1761 at the Warrington Academy that “all true history has a capital advantage over every work of fiction” because “works of fiction resemble those machines which we contrive to illustrate the principles of philosophy, such as globes and orreries, the use of which extend no further than the views of human ingenuity; whereas real history resembles the experiments by the air pump, condensing engine and electrical machine, which exhibit the operations of nature, and the God of nature himself.”25 Fiction for Priestley can never be more than representation, and even “real history” can do no more than resemble physical experiments, which are the thing itself. His assertions parallel Newton’s about allegory in the “General Scholium” while extending them to fiction in general and establishing a contrast with science in which history is the middle term. This contrast of fiction with real science became codified in eighteenth-century French usage of the term for the novel, roman. Voltaire styled Père Louis-Bertrand Castel, a Jesuit popularizer of mathematics and science whom he loved to hate, as “the Don Quixote of mathematics,” while the 1739 revision to his essay in the Philosophical Letters, “On the System of Attraction,” condemned René Descartes because, in his desire “to create a universe, he made a philosophy the way one makes a good novel: everything seems verisimilar, and nothing is true.”26 

Questions about fictionality are crucial not only to the period’s theorization of literature and science but also to its general epistemology. The Encyclopédie devotes more than three folio pages to an article on poetic “fiction” by the poet Jean-François Marmontel (1756). The more technical aspects of the topic “Fiction” are managed chiefly through cross-references and in other articles, but Marmontel allows himself a paragraph praising the new “esprit philosophique” as condemning “extravagant fictions,” while embracing poetic fictions that respect probability and verisimilitude because the new philosophy, which “observes, penetrates, and unfolds nature . . . alone is capable of appreciating imitation because it alone knows the model.” Discussions dealing with the matter of fiction appear in the main text and supplements on topics such as “Fact” (by Diderot), “Experiment,” “Induction,” “Unbelievability” (by Diderot), “Observation,” “Phenomenon” (by d’Alembert), “Probability,” and “Verisimilitude” (possibly by Diderot). The Encyclopédie article on “Hypothesis,” by the mathematics teacher Abbé de La Chapelle, also deals centrally with the question of fiction.27 It is a virtual panegyric about the centrality of hypotheses to scientific progress and specifically contrasts the orderly, empirically oriented usage of hypotheses in the scientific method with their fabulous employment by the followers of Descartes. He presents Newton’s condemnation as an overreaction to the abuse of hypotheses and urges what we may take as the commonsense view of the mid-eighteenth century: namely, that the process of hypothesis is necessary to scientific research, which, by its nature, must stretch over long periods and must be conducted by many different people “before attaining a certain perfection.” Hypotheses, he says, need to have a place in science because they “give us new points of view,” an idea that seems to point to something like Nelson Goodman’s “worldmaking.”28 And yet he confidently asserts that hypotheses can be falsified and recognized as fictions if they are “made up of empty terms or ones that lack fixed and determinate ideas, if they explain nothing, [or] if more difficulties follow from them than they resolve, and so forth.” Throughout the article, La Chapelle assumes the validity of what amounts to a proto-Kantian notion of the perfection of knowledge through public circulation and, interestingly, considers hypothesis as a medium of critical communication. 

The Encyclopédie article epitomizes in everyday language a practical yet theoretically treacherous understanding of the relationship among fictions, hypotheses, and verifiable findings that has informed countless more technical discussions by “realists” from Newton to Vaihinger.29 Diderot expressed it metaphorically in his Thoughts on the Interpretation of Nature (1754): 

As long as things are only in our understanding, they are opinions—notions that may be true or false, agreed upon or contradicted. They assume solidity only in relation to externally existing things. This connection comes about either through an uninterrupted chain of experience or through an uninterrupted chain of reasoning anchored at one end to observation and at the other to experience—or, alternatively, through a chain of experiments spread at intervals between deductions like weights along a line suspended by its two ends. Without these weights, the line would become the sport of the least movement of air.30 

Throughout this work, Diderot strives to define the practice of objectivity as a dialectical fusion of observation and creative speculation, which yields probable, verisimilar representations of nature. As Diderot’s metaphor implies, such a fusion transcends the tendency of individual subjectivity to fantasy or fiction by employing sensory feedback—an effect that is amplified by critical communication. Even Hume, whose far more skeptical account of causality as entirely mental has devastating consequences for the distinction between fictions and hypotheses, remained convinced that he could feel the difference between manifest fictions, such as those of literature, and logically fictional real entities because manifest fictions rely on imagination rather than on distinct impressions, which Hume says are physically closer to reality.31 But even for Hume, facts, unless of the most rudimentary physical or historical kinds, are verisimilar representations based on consensus. Madame du Châtelet, a Leibnizian and an ardent defender of hypothesis-making in science, reveals with perfect clarity the groundless grounding that was usually hidden in defenses of hypothesizing as the path to truth—that is, the subjectivity underlying the “objectivity” of science: 

Hypotheses are not merely probable propositions that have a greater or lesser degree of certitude when they conform to a greater or lesser number of those circumstances accompanying the phenomenon that one wants to explain by means of hypotheses; since a very large degree of probability commands our assent and has nearly the same effect on us as certainty, hypotheses at last become truths when their probability mounts to such a point that, morally, one can let them pass for certitude. This is what came to pass with Copernicus’s system.32 

At the end of Madame du Châtelet’s statement, the divergent ideas of scientific and moral certainty suddenly converge paradoxically and peep slyly through the standard disguise of probabilistic rhetoric. Another way of thinking about “moral certainty” in science would be to redescribe it as the end point of a long process of informed public exchange yielding consensus. 

What I want to consider here in thinking about the novel together with the debate over the fictionality of hypotheses is not the merit of eighteenth-century arguments about the scientific validity of hypothesis but rather the significance of the debate’s persistence over such a long period from the seventeenth century onward. This period coincides with the development of the modern novel, and eighteenth-century proponents of the genre and its critics alike, obsessed with questions about its standing as a form of knowledge, recurred again and again to concepts that haunt both the scientific discussion and debates like Defoe’s with Gildon: “fact,” “fiction,” “probability,” “verisimilitude,” and “truth” are the common terms.33 I suggest that the novel, in tandem with the Enlightenment debate under review here, partook of a crisis precipitated when the Scientific Revolution disrupted the old continuity between the hypothetical and the fictional, a continuity that Vaihinger and Trimpi document. Yet even rigorous experimentation and theorizing could not guarantee or ultimately underwrite the difference between the scientific hypothesis and fiction because both are based in “cases”—that is, in causal and narrative sequences—and both share basic technologies of world-making and sense making: they are not just features of logic and science or of fantasy and literature, but of both. Yet in the emergent discipline of science, hypotheses, which were central to the experimental method, had to be vaccinated against fictionality. The novel, while in the main sharing verisimilar reference with empiricist science, responded to the crisis by abandoning claims to literal, historical fact of the kind Defoe had worked so strenuously to maintain and, by asserting its own manifest fictionality, strove, as Michael McKeon and Catherine Gallagher suggest, toward the representation of higher truths and toward a more intense emotional identification between readers and novelistic fictions. This novelistic occupation of the terrain of fiction then could ground the factuality of experimental science, oddly freeing it to encompass double tendencies of which the literalist inductionism of a Reid and the more imaginative versions of fact in Georges-Louis Buffon are extreme instances. 

II 

I want to propose, then, that the new novel of the eighteenth century can be regarded as a guarantee of difference. It shares such attributes with the hypothetical as narrativity and verisimilitude, yet its fictionality is manifest—even paradoxically underlined through the insistence upon factuality that we have noticed in the early novel. By midcentury, however, as Catherine Gallagher shows—especially with regard to Charlotte Lennox’s novel The Female Quixote (1752)—the novel’s attraction was increasingly based upon the readerly identification that manifest fictionality strangely enabled.34 As Anna Laetitia Barbauld and her brother John Aikin wrote in 1773, 

To the writer of fiction alone, every ear is open . . . and every bosom is throbbing with concern. 

It is . . . easy to account for this enchantment. To follow the chain of perplexed ratiocination, to view with critical skill the airy architecture of systems, to unravel the web of sophistry, or weigh the merits of opposite hypotheses, requires perspicacity, and presupposes learning. Works of this kind, therefore, are not so well adapted to the generality of readers as familiar and colloquial composition; for few can reason, but all can feel, and many who cannot enter into an argument, may yet listen to a tale.35 

What had happened by this juncture in the eighteenth century was a specialization (running in tandem with the period’s great division of knowledge) whereby manifest fictionality underwrote the factuality of science. Just before midcentury, Fielding had been poised strangely between the old world of the novel as fact and the new world of the novel as fiction: his essay about verisimilitude, which makes up the introductory chapter to book 8 of Tom Jones, attempts theoretically to protect the new novel against charges of unbelievability. These charges would arise from what Defoe called “falling into fiction.” Fielding insists that the novel must not deal in the “possible” but must limit itself strictly to the “probable.” As his chief modern editor, Martin Battestin, notes, he was the first author consistently to have defined the genre of the novel, with reference to Aristotle, as centrally concerned with probability.36 Yet in practice he was already of the avant-garde in his wholesale abandonment, in the actual telling of the story by an intrusive narrator, of the apparatus of apparent factuality that surrounds Defoe’s and Richardson’s novels. By 1773, the trend toward viewing novels as fictional appeals to subjectivity had become fully articulate. 

By 1759, at the end of the first installment of Tristram Shandy, Laurence Sterne could declare that “it is in the nature of an hypothesis, when once a man has conceived it, that it assimilates every thing to itself.” He goes on to challenge the reader to “conjecture upon it, if you please. . . . Raise a system to account for the loss of my nose by marriage articles,—and shew the world how it could happen, that I should have the misfortune to be called TRISTRAM, in opposition to my father’s hypothesis, and the wish of the whole family. . . . But I tell you before-hand it will be in vain.”37 Sterne is purposely dealing in the improbable everyday world where fact is stranger than hypothesis or fiction. Sterne’s is the world of the “possible,” a terrain that Fielding tried to forbid novelists. Following classical literary theory, Fielding allotted the “possible” to historians relating proven, thoroughly witnessed fact (which can compel belief through incontrovertible evidence), while ceding the “marvelous” to poets as tellers of miraculous events that are credible only to audiences already convinced of their truth through belief in myth or religion. For Fielding, the “probable” had been the only domain in which a novelist could move with assurance because he sought to engage readers in an economy of rational exchange, which he summed up with the word “judgment.” 

Five years after Tristram’s debut, Horace Walpole, the inventor of the Gothic novel, could formalize the turn toward manifest fictionality in the first preface to The Castle of Otranto (1764): “If this air of the miraculous is excused, the reader will find nothing else unworthy of his perusal. Allow the possibility of the facts, and all the actors comport themselves as [real] persons would do in their situation.” Interestingly, in the anonymous first edition where he poses as editor and translator of an old manuscript, Walpole also echoes previous novelistic convention when he declares, “Though the machinery is invention, and the names of the actors imaginary, I cannot but believe that the groundwork of the story is founded on truth. The scene is undoubtedly laid in some real castle.” The wildly paradoxical program that Walpole outlines in his preface to the second edition, where his initials give away his authorship, says much about the midcentury emergence of the novel as the simultaneous site of manifest fictionality and ostensible probability. Otranto, he says, 

was an attempt to blend the two kinds of romance, the ancient and the modern [that is, the new novel]. In the former, all was imagination and improbability: in the latter, nature is always intended to be, and sometimes has been, copied with success. Invention has not been wanting; but the great resources of fancy have been dammed up, by a strict adherence to common life. . . . 

The author of the following pages thought it possible to reconcile the two kinds. Desirous of leaving the powers of fancy at liberty to expatiate through the boundless realms of invention, and thence of creating more interesting situations, he wished to conduct the mortal agents in his drama according to the rules of probability; in short to make them think, speak, and act, as it might be supposed mere men and women would do in extraordinary positions.38 

Walpole aspires to a kind of novel unmistakably fictional in its premises yet tethered to experienced reality by psychological realism and by the canons of probability. The common ground with science is, of course, that of the probable. The probable is the ground where scientific hypothesis meets fictionality; the probable is the point around which science and the novel rotate in complementary orbit, the meeting point at which fact can, apparently, be separated from fiction. Yet Walpole’s words also point to the duplicity of the probable—to its instability as a ground. For “the rules of probability” in fact leave “the powers of fancy at liberty to expatiate through the boundless realms of invention”—which is to say, fiction. We return, then, to Newton’s objection to feigning and to his attempt to refuse both hypothesis and fiction. For, following Friedrich Kittler, I might call the system I am describing an “Aufschreibesysteme” or “discourse network,” in which all parts are systemically interconnected.39 Scientific truth may be guaranteed by the cultural elaboration of a domain like the novel that shares certain of its protocols yet is manifestly fictional, but then science cannot fully escape implication in that very fictionality. 

Corresponding to the specialization in which the novel’s fictionality worked to underwrite the factuality of science, whether in the Encyclopédie or in the culture at large, we find a profound relativization of narrative in science—through the insistence upon hypotheses as necessary catalysts that structure inquiry but theoretically are not part of knowledge. This trend was accompanied by what Alexander Welsh has recently designated “strong representations.” From the mid-eighteenth century, as Welsh says, “Narrative consisting of carefully managed circumstantial evidence, highly conclusive in itself and often scornful of direct testimony, flourished nearly everywhere—not only in literature but in criminal jurisprudence, . . . natural religion, and history writing itself.”40 One thinks in this regard of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, though Welsh does not cite him. Early in the Discourse on the Origin and Foundation of Inequality (1755), Rousseau declares, “Let us begin, therefore, by laying aside all facts, for they do not affect the question. The researches in which we may engage on this occasion are not to be taken for historical truths, but merely as hypothetical and conditional reasonings better suited to illustrate the nature of things than to show their true origin, like those systems that our naturalists daily make of the formation of the world.”41 According to Welsh, the powerful causal narrative structures characteristic of strong representation, “claiming to encompass more than can ever be experienced at first hand,” invaded even natural science itself—suggesting afresh the instability of the very edifice of scientific factuality that the novel may be seen as underwriting. 

III 

I conclude by reflecting on the emergent current of speculation that occurred doubly in the novel and science in England and France just past midcentury. I already have noted that Lennox, Sterne, and Walpole are crucial for an understanding of this turn. An analogous figure in French science was the great midcentury naturalist Georges-Louis Buffon, a friend of Diderot who was attacked from every quarter for elaborating theories without the support of facts and for shaping “facts” to support his speculations. Probably he was Rousseau’s target in the passage quoted above. Buffon’s work in natural history, biology, and geology, as described by modern historians of science like Virginia Dawson, does epitomize a burgeoning of speculative science at midcentury.42 It would be easy to link Buffon to the turn toward manifest fictionality that I have pointed to in the novel by suggesting, for instance, that the discourse network in which the novel becomes a domain of striking fictionality supporting the factuality of science and concealing its fictionality by something like relative contrast also produces discursive space for scientific speculation. Probably this linkage is apposite, but, contrary to Buffon’s practice as viewed by contemporary critics and later historians, his own framing of arguments against hypothesis making shows instead, or in addition, that he followed the classic strategy of attempting to maintain the scientificity of his work by associating hypotheses with fictionality and limiting their relevance to his findings, which he stringently contrasted with hypotheses and called “theories.” Bowing to Leibnizians like Christian Wolff and Madame du Châtelet, but also thinking as the translator of Newton that he was, Buffon categorically rejects hypotheses that operate as abstractions: abstractions may be useful heuristically, but science ought instead to be founded on the observation of concrete physical fact. Such observation yields real knowledge in the form of “théories physiques”: 

We hope to make the reader more able to articulate the large difference between . . . a hypothesis, which merely opens possibilities, and a theory built on facts—between a system such as we are offering in this essay on the formation and first state of the earth and a physical history of its present condition such as we have just given in the previous work.43 

Although Buffon allows hypotheses, he refuses those that disguise statements of belief or imply answers about cause and effect—cause and effect being regarded, in the spirit of Hume, as fictional constructs. As he says, introducing his vast Natural History (whose publication began in 1749) in words that could as well come from Diderot or, indeed, constitute a theory of verisimilitude in the novel: 

The word truth gives rise to only a vague idea; it never has had a precise definition. And the definition itself, taken in a general and absolute sense, is but an abstraction which exists only by virtue of some supposition. Instead of trying to form a definition of truth, let us rather try to make an enumeration of truths. . . . Physical truths . . . are in no way arbitrary, and in no way depend on us. Instead of being founded on suppositions which we have made, they depend only on facts. A sequence of similar facts, or, if you prefer, a frequent repetition and an uninterrupted succession of the same occurrences constitute the essence of this sort of truth. What is called physical truth is thus only a probability, but a probability so great that it is equivalent to certitude. In mathematics, one supposes. In the physical sciences, one sets down a claim and establishes it. There one has definitions; here, there are facts. In the first case one arrives at evidence, while in the latter the result is certitude.44 

Later in the Natural History, he allows hypotheses that answer the question “how” but never those that answer the question “why.”45 Only hypotheses answering the question “how” can point to “théories physiques,” the buried treasure of Buffon’s science. In trying to stake out factual ground for his “théories physiques” by pushing hypothesis toward fiction, Buffon serves as the mirror reverse of Walpole’s attempt to free a space for fancy by hewing to strict probability of action, characters, and psychology within initially fantastic fictional premises. Buffon is rejecting fantastic premises—which for him are concealed in hypotheses that function as abstractions or that attempt to answer the question “why”—and insisting upon exact analysis of observable physical fact in order to free a space for strictly controlled speculation in the form of hypotheses that answer the question “how.” Fantasy opens space for circumstantial and psychological realism in Walpole’s novel—the space within which he develops techniques for the first sustained third-person (impartial) narration of thought in English fiction. Fact opens a space for speculative thought experiment in Buffon’s Natural History. 

IV 

This essay has concerned ways in which eighteenth-century science worked to assume the mantle of factuality as the novel became increasingly the domain of manifest fictionality. Yet while moving toward the positions of absolute opposition they occupy today, both joined in the larger project—seen so clearly in my quotation from the introduction to Buffon’s Natural History—of defining truth in terms of verisimilitude or probability. Another way of putting this would be to say that they defined the most accurate representations of reality as those that contextualized empirical, sense-based facts by arraying them in probable explanatory networks—be these experimental cases and reports or manifest fictional narratives. Hypotheses were crucial to this mode of representation but they were also sites of crisis in the theory of verisimilitude because, while they were fictitious in essence, they could become true if verified through the assimilation of enough empirical data. The contradictory nature of hypotheses produced paradoxical symptoms across the period I have described. For against the backdrop of a commitment shared by the two realms to the system of verisimilitude, the novel began to ground science’s claim to be nonfiction by becoming increasingly the domain of manifest though probable fictionality. Then, in a doubly paradoxical twist at midcentury, as I propose, the move toward verisimilar yet “possible” fiction that occurred with Lennox, Sterne, and Walpole participated (relationally, not causally) in a turn toward the more imaginative or speculative variant of “truth” advocated by Diderot and Buffon.46 

What is the long-term import of the phenomena I have been describing? The guarantee of scientific factuality through the manifest yet verisimilar fictionality that I have been discussing finds a counterpart in the emergence across the nineteenth century of broader cultural forms in which probabilistic thinking dominates, such as Welsh’s “strong representations” in legal rules of evidence and in religious thought. The rise of modern disciplines in the social sciences was well underway by the 1830s. Terminological change during the same period suggests completion of the process of polarization that I describe above, since, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the term “novel” became synonymous in English with “fiction” in 1871. In fact, the first major instance of this usage may well have been in John Dunlop’s The History of Fiction, whose subtitle suggests that the new mapping of the terrain already had been accomplished: Being a Critical Account of the Most Celebrated Prose Works of Fiction, from the Earliest Greek Romances to the Novels of the Present Age.47 

The conclusion that fictionality plays a role in certifying reality is hard to avoid even today, when long dead “real” stars like Humphrey Bogart or Marilyn Monroe can sell products of our moment on television. And when, despite infinite permutations and sophistications over the past three hundred years, debates about the truth status of scientific representation are still being fought out within polarities built around terms like “realism,” “verisimilitude,” and even “approximate truth.” Whether one notices the persistence of realism in popular and pulp fiction—and this despite any number of twentieth-century avant-garde deconstructions—or constant accounts in the New York Times about the rampant interfoliation of reality and virtuality, fact and fiction, past and present on the contemporary scene, the questions remain similar to those raised in my contemplation of the novel and the Enlightenment. At least in the Western cultural system, are not fact and fiction, reality and verisimilitude, proposition and hypothesis, truth and narrative, inseparably bound functions of each other? 


CHAPTER 3 

Matters of Fact 

Virtual Witnessing and the Public in Hogarth’s Narratives 

The circumstantial rendering of the facts of London life in Hogarth’s earlier cycles or progresses is noticed by his every commentator and has been from the beginning. Jean Rouquet’s inaugural commentary of 1746, which sought to help French audiences decipher details at once striking but obscure in significance, codified a tradition of factual reference that remains unbroken. Hogarth criticism has thrived on the detection of such facts and their denotation since the initial publication of A Harlot’s Progress (1732) and A Rake’s Progress (1735). This effort found its monumental outcome in Ronald Paulson’s Hogarth: His Life, Art and Times (1971) and Hogarth’s Graphic Works (1965), both later rewritten and enhanced by his further decades of research.1 But why do the cycles provoke such activity? What is the meaning of their facticity? 

This chapter revolves around senses of “facticity” that lie in constellation with, but differ subtly from, the most contemporary usages in the Oxford English Dictionary, which defines the term as “the quality or condition of being a fact; factuality.” Its examples are inconsistent. The dictionary’s first context lies close to my meaning and occurs in a legal work of 1945, which defines “facticity” as “the efficacy of the idea of the law.” The other contexts are theological, contrasting or comparing physical and divine fact. One sits uneasily with mine and is psychological: “Suddenly in the excitement of the battle the soldier loses his self, his ‘facticity,’ his consciousness of himself as a human being and becomes an anonymous machine” (1960). Crucial in this constellation, though not in the OED, is the word’s relation to the German, Faktizität, a philosophical term important to Martin Heidegger and signifying everyday, unreflective experience of the world. I both refer to this sense and crucially depart from it.2 

Most basically, I intend by “facticity” not just a certain reality effect involving the rendering of material elements in visual or verbal form but a self-reflexive, self-referential, self-indexical rendering of material elements. This definition is not strictly philosophical. Rather, it represents my condensation of two elements in Heidegger’s thinking. The first is his sense of facticity as the everydayness of familiar objects, including the body and even ideas themselves, which, through their very familiarity exist, unreflected upon, as unexamined yet always already preinterpreted factors of experience. The second element is a rather down-to-earth version of Heidegger’s insistence that the job of philosophy is to bring forth such objects to reflective consciousness. Hogarth produces the effect of bringing the everyday to awareness through his self-reflexive visual staging of ordinary objects and bodily forms. Later, I will suggest ways in which this essentially reflective conception of facticity that I am deriving from Heidegger—whose rather passive ethics in Being and Time are so inimical to the ideal of rational consensus in the public sphere advanced in the writings of Jürgen Habermas—may clarify retrospectively, through its application to Hogarth’s cycles, our sense of how Hogarth’s series may have consolidated a “public” in England in the 1730s.3 

I 

Neither realism nor its canonical power to reform through the vivid depiction of abuses is strictly the issue here, for what I call “facticity” stages everyday objects and actions in a self-aware fashion that tends to undercut illusionism. In Imagining the Penitentiary, I previously joined others in linking Hogarth’s cycles to the formal attributes of the early English novel by describing them as “realistic,” a classically articulated category that, in this more stringent context, cannot be explanatory because it is tautologically defined as the presence of real or pretended factuality. Facticity, rather, disrupts both the mere factuality of the everyday and also the convention of realistic representation by suspending objects between two different ways of apprehending them. Facticity is, to paraphrase the OED’s instance above, about the efficacy of the idea of the fact. For this reason, facticity acknowledges (even exploits) visual or textual ruptures in the densely specific realist fabric and requires us to look differently at objects. Such ruptures in Hogarth’s plates work, at one level, as part of illusion but, at another, they call attention to the means of illusion (perspective, for instance) and tend to fly to the pictorial surface in collage-like ways. Nor is the specificity of satire the question. Paulson and David Bindman have persuasively connected Hogarth to the Augustan tradition of moral satire, a genre whose effect, in the carefully elaborated views of early eighteenth-century literary practitioners like Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift, required recognizable specificity of reference in order to gain its moral impact. The cycles are indeed moral satires—more on the tough Juvenalian side than the Horatian in my view. Yet, while the reformative power of the satire in A Harlot’s Progress and A Rake’s Progress may have depended upon factual reference, their facticity cannot be said to derive from their satiric effect or to be explained by it.4 

The objects represented in these plates have demanded and received both historical explication as satires and also allegoresis moral and iconological. This demand depends upon their facticity, but the visual provocations that launch such exegesis remain largely unanalyzed. These provocations include the odd positionings of objects and of bodily parts everywhere present in Hogarth’s plates, as well as disruptions of the visual field by distortions of scale or perspective.5 These aspects of Hogarth’s earlier cycles are, I believe, the very ones to which Rouquet referred when he said of the later March to Finchley that “the first and greatest fault that I find in Mr. Hogarth’s painting is that it is totally new.” The idea is not ironic, which Paulson suggests, but a “paradox,” as Rouquet immediately says, for he claims Hogarth’s work to be “new” in the sense not of novelty but of its raw, unprocessed immediacy: “quite brilliant with that low freshness one finds in nature but never in the best collections.” He means “new” in the sense of “new-mown hay.” Rouquet had looked intently and had seen something quite specific, for he has just declared that Hogarth’s vision “corresponds too closely to the objects it represents.”6 What Rouquet saw was Hogarth’s visual insistence that his audience witness the commonplace in a certain particular way that brings the everyday world to consciousness, reframing it and calling attention to its visual oddities—a step necessary to ethical awareness yet prior to it. I believe that Rouquet intuited this aspect of Hogarth’s achievement, for, at the start of his brief volume, he recognizes the artist’s place in the tradition of satire while denying the genre’s power to correct. This chapter considers, then, not what objects mean in Hogarth but the meaning of how they look. 

Hogarth’s “Satire on False Perspective” (1754) takes the visual provocation of perspective distortion to such an extreme that its drawing appears to be different in kind from that of the early cycles. Yet they share the use of visual distortion to provoke thought (Figure 1). The “Satire” introduced a treatise on the nature of accurate draftsmanship, but, as Paulson says, “the perspective errors (characteristic of signboards) are used to engender puns, to show not only how not to draw but, in a sense, how to draw—how to suggest a different set of relationships by using a different set of rules.” Paulson gets at just part of the problem because of his linkage of this plate to the later (1762) exhibition of signboards in which Hogarth was involved. He sees the plate as a celebration of the “naïve.” Yet illustrations and diagrams in didactic treatises and in natural-science publications also employed distorted or naively simple-looking images—among them both treatises on perspective and that most exhaustive of compilations, the volumes of plates that accompanied the Encyclopédie. While the relationship of Hogarth’s plate to illustrations and diagrams in works on natural science is not causal, the use of a “different set of rules” to instruct the viewer is a point of contact. Robert Boyle may have to apologize for the engravings in which he presents diagrams and quasi-illusionistic drawings to persuade readers of the accuracy and veracity of his experiments with the air pump, but they in fact combine illusionism and naïveté (in ways analogous to Hogarth’s) in order to underline their truthfulness and their instructive force (Figure 2).7 Their lack of precise, strictly illusionistic alignment with their denotation and with that of his written text provokes us both to believe in them and to think about the truth they represent. They are both illusionistic and diagrammatic in character. Viewed in this way, Hogarth’s “Satire” becomes a regionalized or fragmented diagram of options within the perspective system. Hogarth’s use of perspective distortions to underline comic points in his satiric progresses of the 1730s and 1740s, considered both retrospectively through the lens of the 1754 “Satire on False Perspective” and also in light of the importance of multiple scales and points of view to the new methods of presentation in natural science, suggests a Hogarthian analytic in which both alignment and failure of alignment with the real are meaningful.8 This “double existence,” to use a phrase from Hume’s Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40), lies at the heart of facticity as I employ the term in this essay.9 

Hogarth’s cycles and early experimental science—as well as the novels of Daniel Defoe and others during the earlier eighteenth century—were marked by a certain denial of fictionality of which the claim to factuality is the obverse and facticity the effect. In stressing their factuality, all three of these discourses partook in technologies aimed at the construction of an imagined public that shared certain intellectual and ethical values and that both established and promulgated these values through open, impersonal, empirically grounded discussion. This public used fact and evidence as points of departure for conversation aimed at, if not always necessarily achieving, consensus. Such conversation required reflection and, as Habermas suggests, depended, therefore, upon an easy flow between private consciousness and public exchange. Because of the importance of print culture and private reflection, not just conversation, to communication within this public, it was more of a working fiction than an actual aggregation of people. Although the English novel after about 1740 tended to abandon the pretense of literal historical factuality along with specific reference to the casuistical weighing of conscience, it continued to impel readers to consider the “cases” of characters juridically in light of fictive factual evidence about them presented through narration. Similarly, “facts” in the account of Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer in Leviathan and the Air-Pump could be constituted through a rhetoric of verbal and visual appearances in print. I should hardly need to stress in this context that Hogarth’s cycles were prints made for and circulated in a new world of publication whose chief media were the printed word and the printed image. Such images served a public that used “factual” evidence as the ground both for consciousness and for consensus. All of these media forms could serve the easy flow between inwardness and open exchange among the informed public that Habermas describes, but, like novels, they also worked pedagogically to recruit a broadening circle of the population. In the 1740s Hogarth’s friend Henry Fielding found a novelistic analogue of this easy flow in bestselling works where openly fictive narratives were both framed by and shot through with the reflective awareness of a conversational narrator of apparent factual solidity.10 Fielding, like Hogarth in my account, quite purposively put the techniques of realism in the service of organizing an audience’s perceptions with a view to its developing independent critical standards. The implicit audience shaped within the tutelage of Hogarth’s fractured illusionism and Fielding’s intrusively self-aware narrator may, historically, have been more of a notional function than a concrete body of individuals—just as Boyle’s “facts” as Shapin and Schaffer analyze them were at once experimentally founded and sociomedia constructions—but this system of exchange produced potent effects that went beyond ideology to its embodiment, for instance, in a burgeoning commercial market purveying the clothing, images, books, furniture, objects of use, and even the taste that marked membership in its domain.11
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FIGURE 1. William Hogarth, “Satire on False Perspective” (1754). The British Museum © The Trustees of the British Museum. 
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FIGURE 2. Anon., “Robert Boyle’s Air-Pump,” from Robert Boyle, New Experiments Physico-Mechanicall, Touching the Spring of the Air, and its Effects (1660). Courtesy Department of Special Collections, Stanford University Libraries. 

The ethical      aspect—what is both prior to and beyond satire—in Hogarth’s cycles was achieved in part by the pressure exerted by an idealized public that was itself projected by the machinery of appearance in the prints Hogarth made, not merely by the existence of some heterogeneous mass of people who lived actual lives in eighteenth-century London. Hogarth was, in many ways, on a cusp between two publics: one that did share the values of the ideal constructed audience he was trying to project visually in the prints, and the other, a public he was trying to educate. He sought to bring the latter group into his audience and to bestow on them ideal forms of reflexivity. A productive tension, if not actual warfare, exists in the plates between the values of these two audiences. 

Certainly, the initial customers for A Harlot’s Progress and A Rake’s Progress were drawn from among “persons of fashion and artists” as George Vertue suggested, but the ideal public that Hogarth engraved into his prints was far wider—as the cycle of piracy and his own involvement in the wider publication of inexpensive versions during the 1730s shows.12 This public was not so much an aggregation of concrete individuals as an ideal. It resembled more closely the “impartial spectator” of Adam Smith’s later Theory of Moral Sentiments than it did the specific individuals who visited Hogarth’s studio or appeared in his painted conversations. These individuals were, of course, important, and the role they played in the making of an ideal of public behavior and public ideas that served both private and community interests was crucial, as David Solkin has shown in his book Painting for Money; but as a group their collective power far exceeded the influence they exerted individually. As Solkin argues, these ideals were powerfully ideological and were not shared by all, but their force depended upon the illusion that they were shared by everyone.13 

II 

I am focusing upon this apparent illusion in thinking about facticity. What I want to argue, most generally, is that the self-reflexive “factness” of Hogarth’s realism is an effect crucial to its functioning in the public sphere of the first half of the eighteenth century, because reflexivity and self-contemplation are basic to the kind of moral and ethical consciousness Hogarth’s and his contemporaries in the novel sought.14 Such a public represents ideals and employs modes of communication and interpretation that are fundamentally different from those assumed by the composite popular/polite public described in Paulson’s works on Hogarth. Without doubt these and many other subcultures ranging along the popular/polite spectrum existed in eighteenth-century England, and their various performative domains from fairs, riots, traditional “liberties” or “rules,” to the judicial, masterly and courtly theaters of cultural hegemony so brilliantly described by the late E. P. Thompson certainly existed too. This aggregate society continued, also, to use forms of communication that were histrionic, rhetorical, and emotionally demonstrative on the theatrical model—forms accompanied by corresponding, allegorically derived modes of interpretation, which, like Paulson’s own, correlated different “levels” of historical reference and cognitive complexity in a given communication or piece of art with different strata of social class, education, and sophistication in the audience. I believe, however, that this essentially allegorical form of “reading” visual signs iconologically was not the crucial outcome of Hogarth’s visual strategies. Although the peculiar visuality of the cycles reinvigorated traditional iconographies, which, as Paulson shows, Hogarth employed in sophisticated abundance, these signs are among the objects of his visuality, not its means. The iconological approach, while not mistaken, has tended to efface the impact of Hogarthian looking so accurately identified by Rouquet.15 

At least at some levels, Paulson cannot be faulted for structuring his analysis of Hogarth around this armature. Paulson, stressing the “high and low” in Hogarth’s art, focuses in the main on myriad social groups reflected in the prints and on “reading” them from distinctive educational and social vantage points. Yet, while still concerned chiefly with actual customers, Paulson does gesture toward the implicit, idealized audience function imagined here when he observes that “an alternative space . . . was opened by the . . . enterprising artist like Hogarth who sought to develop a new product that corresponded to (and caught) the expanding audience on its own terms, especially those who wished to maintain their identity and not merely emulate their betters.”16 But what I mean to suggest in moving now to consider Hogarth’s facticity in light of communicational practices employed in English experimental science is that the old vision of society as a jostling aggregation of the common and the courtly, the popular and the genteel, the tolerated and the legal, had increasingly to compete, from the Restoration onward, with a liberal ideal of society as a scene of experimentation and discussion which, while endlessly tolerant of good-faith disagreement and counterevidence, aimed at the production of consensus about matters of fact. “Consensus” in this context does not necessarily mean agreement about every aspect of content but, rather, consensus about how to move toward agreement and how to manage disagreement. The communications that characterized this scene were antitheatrical, plain in style, and, at least overtly, unrhetorical in manner as well as emotionally detached and unallegorical. Thus, I am asking what happens if we try to account for the pattern of overdetermined factual reference in Hogarth’s cycles and, by extension, in the early novel, by viewing them as partaking in the new ideal and, by implication, as working to establish consensus about moral issues in the way experimental science sought consensus about empirical fact. 

“Matters of fact,” as Shapin and Schaffer have argued with reference to the experimental and literary projects of Robert Boyle, are a crucial product of the new forms of experimentation and discussion, whether in the technically public but actually rather exclusive experimental theaters of the Royal Society or in the larger domains where descriptions of experimental work were disseminated, debated, and popularized in print as well as through lectures and demonstrations in coffeehouses and salons. This domain, though smaller than Addison and Steele’s public, would, by the earlier eighteenth century, have overlapped to a considerable extent with the approximately 60,000 readers having daily access to The Spectator. Shapin and Schaffer describe the operative technologies of the new forms as those literary and, to a lesser extent, visual devices that create “virtual witnesses”—that is, surrogate observers created out of readers who could not be present at an actual experiment but can come to lend credence to it and to participate in discussion of it through representation. “Matters of fact,” in this account, are beliefs constituted through verbal and visual formations of “circumstantiality,” “plenitude,” or even “prolixity.” Thus, “the matter of fact is to be seen as both an epistemological and a social category. The foundational item of experimental knowledge . . . generally, was an artifact of communication and whatever social forms were deemed necessary to sustain and enhance communication” (25). 

Description and verisimilitude, then, are formations that, though seemingly empirical and antirhetorical and, in Shapin and Schaffer’s account, “modest” in their emphasis on a plain, unassuming style, in truth become part of a machinery of persuasion that is covert, antitheatrical, and antiallegorical. The aim is to produce in “a reader’s mind . . . such an image of an experimental scene as obviates the necessity for either direct witness or replication” (60). Shapin and Schaffer argue that these effects of hyperreality work, through a kind of nonrhetorical rhetoric of representation (whether it is visual or verbal), to convince an audience that never saw the experiment and never can see the experiment that it really took place, that it was done honestly, that the account represents what really happened and that the outcome of the experiment is “true” as if the person who reads and sees this printed account were the nominally modest witness (in fact privileged and powerful) who actually was present in Boyle’s laboratory and actually did see the air pump in operation. Overdetermination in the manner of presentation may actually be said to constitute factuality for the public. Residing only in notebooks, Boyle’s findings might point to truths but they would not be formulated as facts. Thus, in this account, overdetermination itself becomes the efficient force: Boyle’s flood of detail supports facts but does not constitute them as much as does their presentation in the mode of virtual witnessing. In reality it was exceedingly hard to make the air pump operate accurately. And, therefore, in a way these representations (verbal and visual) are more real than real because there is in them an implicit teleology in which (although Boyle was very meticulous about noting when the pump did not work) the outcome is going to be that it does work and that we will see it perform through his account. In this way, an impetus toward narrative and temporal development hovers covertly within virtual witnessing. 

Now we may return to the troubling elision between Heidegger’s “facticity” and Habermas’s ideal of rational consensus under the contradictory aegis of which I have proceeded thus far. Heidegger’s facticity is the point of departure for a process of philosophical reflection that brings to light the always already interpreted nature of the everyday as we normally experience it. The outcome of such reflection is the rather passive stance of “letting be” (Gelassenheit). For Habermas, however, the outcome of inward reflection is rational exchange aimed at consensus and, therefore, at action. His system treats “facts” as products—as markers of the consensus yielded by rational inquiry on the road to action—whereas Heidegger’s facticity is the point of departure for private reflection leading to acceptance. 

From the vantage point of late modernity, these positions are irreconcilable. But, whatever the validity of Habermas’s philosophy, his idealization of the earlier eighteenth century in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere is significant. His nostalgia for this period yearns implicitly for a time when the use of factual evidence to produce consensus and modify behavior was possible because the tensions between reflection and action represented by the opposition between his own thought and Heidegger’s were not experienced as antitheses. Rather, factuality could then be a basis both for a private stance toward the world and for action in it. Even the radical skeptic, David Hume, whose Treatise of Human Nature was composed and published during the decade of Hogarth’s first cycles, introduced his book with this assertion: 

And as the science of man is the only solid foundation for the other sciences, so the only solid foundation we can give to this science itself must be laid on experience and observation. ’Tis no astonishing reflection to consider, that the application of experimental philosophy to moral subjects should come after that to natural at the distance of above a whole century . . . [since] my Lord Bacon. (xvi–xvii) 

Hume’s experimental method remains unitary even as he moves, far more radically than others espousing the scientific model, to divide knowledge according to its objects. The realm of reason, where “truth or falshood consists in an agreement or disagreement either to the real relations of ideas, or to real existence and matter of fact,” is separate from that of “our passions, volitions, and actions,” because these are “original facts and realities, compleat in themselves” (458). But even within the limitations imposed by this skepticism (and I have chosen Hume as the least congenial illustration of my argument), reason can work practically in both domains: 

Thus upon the whole, ’tis impossible, that the distinction betwixt moral good and evil, can be made by reason; since that distinction has an influence upon our actions, of which reason alone is incapable. Reason and judgment may, indeed, be the mediate cause of an action, by prompting, or by directing a passion: But it is not pretended, that a judgment of this kind, either in its truth or falshood, is attended with virtue or vice. (462) 

Although Hume similarly divided the strict thinking of philosophy, governed on the whole by reason, from the impulses of ordinary life, governed on the whole by the moral sentiment, the method for understanding each remained that of experimental inquiry and its capacity to intervene in, if not to dominate, our lives. As Donald Livingston has powerfully shown, Hume’s ideal of the “common life” represented a continuing attempt to synthesize both ways of viewing the world.17 Hume sums up this split-focused existence as one in which we “endeavour to set ourselves at ease . . . by feigning a double existence” (215). Earlier in this same passage, Hume asks readers to reflect on the relativity of perception and its dependence upon “our organs and the disposition of our nerves and animal spirits,” by instructing them to press one eye with a finger to observe the multiplication of images (210–11). Hogarth’s facticity provokes analogous experimentation and, with it, stages the reflexivity that founds moral consciousness. 

Thus, I have been using the term “facticity” for a reason. For I consider the ostentatious density of factual reference and the crowded texture of minutely represented objects in Hogarth’s earlier cycles as markers or signals indicating that the technologies of virtual witnessing are at work. This superfluity or prolixity functions much as did the illusionism of the plates showing Boyle’s experiments with air pressure (Figure 2). The point here, although Boyle’s are not the most sophisticated engravings imaginable, is that many illusionistic details are added in the rendering of this machine that would not be necessary for the strict reproduction of this scientific experiment by another scientist. I am suggesting that one finds a similar prolixity or superfluity of detail that calls attention to itself in the Hogarth plate. I have in mind, specifically, the overturning table in the foreground of A Harlot’s Progress, plate 2 (Figure 3). Here is an example of an ostentatious or hyperrealism since, if anyone were actually kicking over such a table, it would look quite like this but slow-motion photography would be necessary to capture the sight. In the perspective frame of Hogarth’s plate, this table looks quite provocatively immediate, with three legs suspended in midair and bits of crockery and silver frozen in transit from its top to the floor. The scene is at once precise in detail and unlike real-world vision, in which stopped time is more of a retrospective intuition (“it seemed to hover in the air”) than a mode of sight in clock-time. This is exactly the point about facticity: this sense of something so real that we pause to think about its realness. This coming to awareness, this matter of factness produced by effects of hyperreality, works through a nonrhetorical rhetoric of representation (whether visual or verbal in Shapin and Schaffer’s account) to convince an audience that never saw a given experiment that it really took place, that it was done honestly, that the account represents what really happened and that the outcome is true—as if the person who reads and sees the printed account were a modest witness who actually was present in Boyle’s garage and actually did see the air pump functioning as described. Facticity lies in the “as if,” in the gap between represented and firsthand experience to which Hogarth calls attention. 

The documentary purpose of Boyle’s image—its usefulness, for instance, in assisting other scientists attempting to replicate the experiment—could have been served equally well by a line etching but the expensive engraved plate’s crucial role in producing a compelling, consensus-building image of the experimental scene for a wider public required the startling use of light and shade that one sees in his illustration. Similarly, the conviction on the part of Hogarth’s audience that matters of fact are indeed tangibly, circumstantially, and opulently set forth in the plates works to build consensus—if not about specific ethical values the plates advance (the commentaries show that these are not always perfectly clear), then about experiential engagement with the evidentiary and factual bases of ethical judgment. In this sense, although Hogarth and his public were not necessarily engaged in science or scientific consensus-making, his hyperrealism worked similarly to novel scientific instruments, which, as Shapin and Schaffer say, constituted “new perceptual objects” and generated “matters of fact that were objects of perceptual experience” (36). 
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FIGURE 3. William Hogarth, A Harlot’s Progress, Plate 2 (1732). Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of William Gray from the collection of Francis Calley Gray, G1809.

III 

The facticity of the cycles works to persuade the viewer to be not so much part of a consensus about moral values and judgments as part of a consensus about how to judge moral values on the basis of evidence—in short to be part of an enlightened community or public. This kind of representation differs decisively from the vividness of description that had been thought, in traditional rhetorical analysis, to direct an audience toward action, because those classical forms of what was called descriptio in the rhetorical tradition were selective and local whereas the technology of virtual witnessing requires not merely circumstantiality but what I have called overdetermination and what Shapin and Schaffer call “prolixity.” Ultimately, the goal of this kind of representation, in contrast to descriptio, is not action but self-reflection.18 

Other plates from the progresses can illustrate further what I mean by facticity. One example might be the broken dish and spilled writing materials in the foreground of the plate showing Moll’s death. These may be read allegorically, though their rendering with a prolixity of detail that calls marked attention to itself commands visual as well as intellectual explication (Figure 4). Even more to the point is the overturned table in this plate, referring back visually to the earlier tea table and oddly drawn as if it were both falling toward and resting on the floor. Although supposedly at rest, it recalls the caught-in-midair quality of its predecessor and, more immediately, of the falling chair just abandoned by one of the two quarrelling quacks in the middle ground. The plate’s firmly drawn framing perspective points up the anomalies here, just as the strong perspective frame of plate 2 enables the visual joke in which Moll’s lover’s sword and cane almost seem to stab the Jew in the back (Figure 3). Further examples would include the Rake’s protruding foot in plate 7 of A Rake’s Progress or the very interesting earlier states of the last plate, “The Rake in Bedlam” (Figure 5). Visual prolixity is more evident and more effectual earlier than in the third state, where an illusion-breaking medallion of the mad Britannia appears, demanding interpretation and calling our attention to a specific discursive interpretation among the many possible prior to the medal’s insertion. The earlier states allow us to contemplate the visual immediacy of the scene—for instance in the shimmering dress of the lady visitor, which almost seems like a collage fragment out of a French or Dutch painting, and her awkwardly drawn right arm. Awkwardly drawn or exaggerated bodily parts, which seem deliberate in the cycles, often push viewers toward the kind of visual awareness I am describing. Proportional exaggeration or misdrawing of limbs occurs, for instance, in plates 4, 5, and 6 of Harlot and in Rake, plates 1, 7, and 8. So trenchant is the character of these stylistic features that they largely survive the coarsening of copies like those of the Harlot by Giles King. Some remain even in the homogeneously photographic engravings of The Road to Ruin, a cycle by Hogarth’s nineteenth-century admirer, W. P. Frith—especially in the plate titled “The End,” showing the hero of the series preparing to commit suicide in a garret (Figure 6). 
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FIGURE 4. William Hogarth, A Harlot’s Progress, Plate 5 (1732). Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gift of William Gray from the collection of Francis Calley Gray, G1812.

Hogarth’s cycles project an observer consonant with the mode of virtual witnessing I am describing and with the kind of public assent through which it constitutes matters of fact. This observer neither requires overt signs of histrionic performance nor responds to demonstrative rhetorical communication. In this way, the objects Hogarth describes exist in a closed world possessing distinct features of the “absorptive” mode in pictorial representation that Michael Fried has described in French painting from the 1760s onward. Such plates as “The Death of the Harlot” or “The Rake in Bedlam” illustrate the internal focus and refusal of address to the beholder of absorptivity avant la lettre. This way of organizing pictures in Hogarth, whether one calls it “absorptive” or some other name, creates a conditional kind of observation, an engaged disengagement in which we are asked to respond to the situations depicted but not to participate directly in them. The characters, with rare exceptions, turn not to the viewer but to one another, communicating with others or with themselves alone in the represented world they occupy but eschewing direct address to the observer. Such direct address would constitute, using Fried’s terms, a theatrical, openly rhetorical kind of suasion contrary to the understated precision required to move the modest witness to assent. The allegorical and satiric impulses in Hogarth’s cycles preserve aspects of such traditional forms of address. 

[image: ]

FIGURE 5. William Hogarth, A Rake’s Progress, Plate 8, 2nd State (1735). Harvard Art Museums/ Fogg Museum, Gift of Belinda L. Randall from the collection of John Witt Randall, R5694.
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FIGURE 6. L. Flameng after W. P. Frith, “The End,” from The Road to Ruin (1889). The British Museum © The Trustees of the British Museum.

Paradoxically, as I believe Fried shows, such forced disengagement of the beholder from the representational scene of the tableau, when intensified in paintings that minimize traditional symbolism and allegory, while allowing the beholder none of the entry points I am grouping under the heading of Hogarth’s facticity, produces not detachment, objectivity, and conversation leading to consensus, but overwhelming emotion.19 Modest presentation, paradoxically, increases the effect of hyperreality, which in turn compels the virtual witness to conviction. Hogarth’s series of the 1730s are not, strictly, absorptive in Fried’s sense. Yet, the intense and widespread response they provoked may in some measure be traceable to contradictions inherent in their visual technology. The effect of impartiality, as Smith was to show in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, is grounded in imaginative engagement. 

Be that as it may, “absorptive” techniques, though already evident in scenes such as “The Death of the Harlot” or “The Rake in Bedlam” (Figures 4 and 5) tend toward their apogee in Industry and Idleness—as “The Fellow ’Prentices at Their Looms” and “The Idle ’Prentice at Play in the Church Yard, During Divine Service” may illustrate. In this regard, it is no accident that some of the prime exhibits in Fried’s argument are paintings by Jean-Baptiste Greuze, an artist profoundly influenced by Hogarth’s cycles, whether at his own or Diderot’s instigation.20 The modest narrator or primary witness with his plain, impersonal style and unobtrusive, even antirhetorical presence was an essential part of the technology used by experimental science for gaining the kind of conviction that obviated the need for direct witness or replication. Such impersonality eventually would contribute crucially to illusionism in the novel as third-person forms—especially free indirect discourse—became dominant.21 The modest narrator/observer, the represented world that refers absorptively to itself (not histrionically to an audience), and the illusionism produced by impersonality can be seen as working to yield consensus about moral and ethical matters of fact by positioning an ideal, impartial judgment and spectatorial detachment in an imagined realm of audience observation and discussion. And finally, in Hogarth’s cycles, as with the actually hard-to-witness experiments described in the works of Boyle and other empirical scientists, the devices of modest or impersonal representation are at their most compelling when opening to public view those detailed, extended, hard-to-replicate experiments. Even if one were physically there, it was not easy to witness some of these experiments, and therefore the illusion of witnessing in the engravings is all the more instrumental. Similarly, those exclusive, intimate scenes of London life that in truth never could have been directly witnessed by a public assumed a raw immediacy in the framing Hogarth’s cycles gave them. The intimacy of many of the scenes in Hogarth is crucial. Obviously, however, some plates are of public sites. Sightseers could actually go to Bedlam or to see the whores at work in Bridewell, but in general we are privileged observers in Hogarth’s progresses to scenes that could not easily be witnessed, just as scientific experiments could not be directly witnessed because they were too small in scale, too microscopic, too privately conducted to be part of a physically public world. Even in the demonstrations in salons and coffeehouses and lecture sites where, as Larry Stewart suggests in his book The Rise of Public Science, science was purveyed to a larger public in eighteenth-century England, one is dealing with small aggregations of people where conversation and debate over the experiment represented could be conducted.22 

Thus, the kind of public I am linking to Hogarth’s facticity, in contrast with Paulson’s multitiered audience, is defined not by its diversity but by a unity gained through consensus about acceptable methods of fact production. In this regard, if not in the actual circumstances of life, this public is discursively constructed as classless because all of its members have equal status as witnesses: equal status because the densely textured technologies of virtual witnessing are supposed to put the direct witness and the surrogate witness on an equal footing. No doubt this imagined community was in fact exclusive in many ways and certainly, as Solkin and others observe, it was ideological. Whether this public was ideal or actual is a matter of debate but, either way, the perception of its viability could alter.23 In Hogarth’s case such an alteration certainly appears to have occurred when, during the 1740s, he purposely divided his audience according to class. With Marriage A-la-Mode he proudly embraced not only aristocratic subject matter but expensive, sensuous French engraving. He specifically refused to authorize cheaper copies, choosing instead to address Industry and Idleness and The Four Stages of Cruelty to apprentices at the opposite end of the social spectrum. Indeed, as early as A Midnight Modern Conversation (1733), he may be seen to point scathingly at the limits of “conversation” as a medium of social coherence. In any case, by 1763 he had inserted into the final plate of A Rake’s Progress that large medallion of Britannia as mad woman: in this form, the print delivers a univocal message rather than provoking self-reflexive discussion.24 

Paulson allows for the kind of public of the 1730s that I have been describing when he cites Vertue’s statement that A Harlot’s Progress “captivated the Minds of most People[,] persons of all ranks & conditions from the greatest Quality to the meanest” and then goes on to add up the cumulative audience of the original subscription and the various authorized and unauthorized copies—observing finally that Hogarth’s audience may well have come to approximate the 60,000 of The Spectator. Paulson is following Vertue’s lead in depicting this different ideal or ideology of the public. The 60,000 in truth must surely have been as diverse in their ways of life as Paulson indicates in enumerating them, but the operative fiction that Vertue understood was that they, as surrogate witnesses with “Minds” (and I am repeating Vertue’s word), occupied one world—a world of fact.25 

Locke opens his Essay Concerning Human Understanding with the observation that “the Understanding, like the Eye, whilst it makes us see, and perceive all other Things, takes no notice of it self: And it requires Art and Pains to set it at a distance, and make it its own Object.” Hogarth accomplished precisely this impartial vision in his cycles of the 1730s, though by his own visual means rather than Locke’s verbal ones. Interestingly, Hume suggested in his Treatise during the same decade a simple experiment with the eye to convince his readers of the relativity of visual perception (210). Later in Locke’s Essay, invoking the images that fall from a pinpoint upon the walls of a chamber darkened to form the camera obscura, he proposes that “external and internal Sensation” are “the Windows by which light is let into this dark Room” of the understanding, which “is not much unlike a Closet wholly shut from light, with only some little openings left, to let in external visible Resemblances, or Ideas of things without; would the Pictures coming into such a dark Room but stay there, and lie so orderly as to be found upon occasion, it would very much resemble the Understanding of a Man.” Locke’s metaphor is double-edged. Paulson reads this passage quite bleakly, stressing Locke’s initial invocation of darkness, as an analogue to Moll’s entrapment in the world of A Harlot’s Progress. Yet, the room-sized camera obscura Locke summons to mind is flooded with the subdued light that sustains magical images of the world outside. Such a room seems an astonishing magic chamber, not a prison. The room is dark only when its apertures are closed; otherwise, it is filled with the images that constitute understanding. Hogarth emphasized this bright side of the coin during the 1730s. By 1763 its somber obverse guided his rereading of A Rake’s Progress almost thirty years after its publication.26 


CHAPTER 4 

Hume’s Learned and Conversible Worlds 

With Robin Valenza 

They that content themselves with general ideas may rest in general terms; but those whose studies or employments force . . . closer inspection must have names for particular parts, and words by which they may express various modes of combination, such as none but themselves have occasion to consider. 

—Samuel Johnson, The Idler (1759)1 

Samuel Johnson denied the possibility that the language of common life could be sufficient to provide all the “terms of art,” the expert terminologies, necessary for specialized studies and employments. In the Idler essays and the preface to his Dictionary (1755) he describes this lexical divide as a consequence of the pursuit of advanced knowledge, accepting with regret the professional isolation that inevitably results. Although Johnson confronts the issues concerning specialized language that we address in this essay, the degree to which general languages could speak to expert needs seems more settled for him than for other writers, whether before or after. 

British philosopher, historian, and essayist David Hume characterized the conflict between specialized and public languages as a split between the “learned” and the “conversible” worlds. “Learned,” for Hume, signified the idiom of university-trained specialists, “conversible” the conversational vernacular of a broadly educated public. In his 1742 Essays, Moral and Political, Hume imagined himself as an ambassador moving between these worlds. Such an emissary was needed, Hume noted, because philosophy in particular had suffered much from its disengagement from common life, losing any claims to “Liberty and Facility of Thought and Expression” and becoming “chimerical in her Conclusions as she was unintelligible in her Stile and Manner of Delivery.”2 Hume’s advocacy of a more conversational style in philosophical writing came in the wake of the popular failure of both his own, highly learned Treatise of Human Nature (1739–40) and John Locke’s earlier efforts to make philosophy better suited to “well-bred Company” and “polite conversation.”3 Locke’s push to conjoin the expert pursuit of knowledge with rational conversation in society, here reiterated by Hume, resembles concerns raised in our own time about the accessibility of academic writing. And, as Hume shows, although questions about the intelligibility of a discourse are, on one hand, about linguistic choice, they are, on the other, about the values we attach to technical humanistic studies. Then as now, they are loaded questions. 

Our chief subject here is neither the role of the modern university in the heritage of these debates nor the debates’ genesis in the eighteenth century. Rather, we examine how the ideal of conversational language endorsed by Locke and his successors was differently deployed in scientific and humanistic contexts in the eighteenth century. In so doing we speak genealogically across time to the methodological divides facing today’s academic writers. We treat the case of David Hume because his career, although unusual in its trajectory, crystallizes our concerns: in response to the mistakes he perceived in earlier metaphysical systems, he began life as a professional philosopher looking for a scientific method, one that would allow him to achieve a revolution in morality and epistemology analogous to the one Newton achieved in physics. However, in publishing the Treatise he ran up against the fundamental difference between disciplines that do their work on and in natural languages and those that work on physical objects or through mathematical representations. 

The precondition of describing the findings of physical science in ordinary languages is that such formulations inevitably will be incomplete: the essence of the work is given up in the transition from mathematical to linguistic representation. The vernacular description of the work is acknowledged as a series of metaphors that can be shaped to conform to the level of understanding of the projected audience without affecting the original results. Thinking in language comes after the mathematical or experimental fact and is, or is presumed to be, radically autonomous from science itself. 

By contrast, in the humanities and social sciences findings and their representations to an audience are bound up together in one and the same language. This entanglement between the work itself and its linguistic presentation gives rise to the assumption that because one can understand a vernacular language, one should be able to understand all things written in it. But the problem with this assumption is that it discounts the histories, traditions, and methods that develop in expert discourses and their constituent terminologies. Although specialized vocabularies are intertwined with the language of common life (if indeed a common-life language exists as such), they are not identical to it. The oft-voiced prejudice against disciplinary jargons likewise adumbrates a host of suspicions. Such wariness is founded on a hazy but nonetheless powerful anxiety that texts written in expert idioms are hiding important knowledge from the vernacular culture for diabolical or at least potentially exploitative purposes. The widespread distrust of legal language is the paradigmatic example, but other disciplines have likewise contended against similar misgivings. 

The sciences and humanities thus have long displayed asymmetrical relationships to natural languages. This asymmetry confounds modern readers no less than it confounded Hume when he assumed in his early work that the audience for philosophical prose was coextensive with the generally educated reading public. When his early effort at a scientific philosophy in the Treatise was met with general incomprehension and was largely ignored, he moved toward a more sociable, collegial style, adopting the language of coffeehouse periodicals for metaphysical ends. He simultaneously discarded the technical, epistemological pursuits that could not be represented in nonexpert languages. 

I. Language and Specialization 

We frame our own investigation with a polemical question: why does the claim that science can only be incompletely represented by ordinary language descriptions make the work done by scientists seem all the more important because all the more incomprehensible to the lay reader?4 And why does the pressure work in the opposite direction in the humanistic disciplines: the more specialized humanistic language becomes, the readier the reading public is to discount or suspect its value? Ordinary, or conversational, language figures centrally here because the eighteenth century witnessed the movement of specialized, disciplinary knowledge into the public sphere through demonstrations and expositions couched in language readily available to an ever-broadening, nontechnical readership. But why was there a felt need for such knowledge to move into the public sphere, the world of everyday language? If we begin with the case of science, we can find answers in recent scholarship. The new, experimental scientists (Newton, Boyle) differentiated themselves from their rationalist counterparts (Descartes) by conducting their work on and with nonlinguistic materials—prisms, air pumps, telescopes—and through the highly specialized language of mathematics. They fostered a new epistemology based on experimental objects and mathematical symbols. This innovation required justification. Scientists made the empiricist epistemology credible by staging their work in public demonstrations and describing it in publications written in ordinary language. Popular exhibitions of scientific instruments served to show how natural and mechanical objects could be made to speak.5 

Laboratory work made its way into common parlance through lecture tours and written exegeses that glossed mathematical reasoning in everyday terms. Popularizations of works such as Newton’s Principia (1687) made their basic claims, if not always their methods, accessible to the lay reader.6 The fiction guiding these scientists was that their laboratory experiments and mathematical expressions made the facts of nature available to them, and that their public demonstrations—when they differed from what was done in the lab or the study—were only secondary representations meant to convince an untrained audience. They were not the thing itself. 

In a 1761 lecture chemist Joseph Priestley compared this relationship between fact and representation to the difference between history and fiction. “All true history has a capital advantage [over] every work of fiction,” he wrote, because “works of fiction resemble those machines which we contrive to illustrate the principles of philosophy, such as globes and orreries, the use of which extend no further than the views of human ingenuity; whereas real history resembles the experiments by the air pump, condensing engine and electrical machine, which exhibit the operations of nature, and the God of nature himself.”7 Priestley’s facts of nature—made available through experimental mechanical devices—were constructed in the belief that “facts were theory-free and value-free.”8 The eighteenth-century scientist’s insistence on the separation of the scientific fact from the capriciousness and imprecision of language was crucial. Experimental scientists became publicly credible because they emphasized the limits of the authority of language and the dominance of specialized modes of knowing. Paradoxically, they leaned heavily on visual and linguistic rhetoric to make this distinction clear. Over time the perceived remoteness of science from the world of rhetoric gave it independence and power. The burgeoning realm of vernacular print culture both expanded audiences and confronted the emerging disciplines with unforeseen demands. 

If the public sphere was where rational, factual knowledge could be tested and deemed credible, it would seem to be the ideal place to try the claims of any new epistemology. There was thus a parallel impetus for new methods in humanistic studies to make the same move into the public sphere. David Hume thought along these lines, calling his 1739–40 Treatise of Human Nature an “Attempt to introduce the experimental Method of Reasoning INTO Moral Subjects.”9 In it Hume railed against the narrow, technical logic of his metaphysical predecessors who would cavil endlessly over concepts such as “the self,” inventing entities without seeking empirical evidence for their existence. Rather than beginning with general principles, he founded his work on observation, the evidence of his senses, taken individually and collectively. He called his method inductive, directing attention to his procedural distinctions from the deductive techniques of earlier moral philosophers. 

Hume thus embarked on a project with the same set of assumptions that Newton or Priestley did: that experiment could make fact—the real thing—available to him through sensory observation. His chosen method obliged him to proceed as if his analysis would produce objective certainty. But following his process through to its logical extreme, he undermined his own operating assumptions. His prima facie privileging of our sensorium—our best source of empirical information—was itself deconstructed. He demonstrated that we have no way to prove that our sense organs give us facts about the world. Inquiring into the basis of our notion of what is real, he instead discovered he could not show that what our senses give us are facts; they only offer grounds for strongly held beliefs. He showed that we work from our beliefs in our representations of nature without any assurance that this is nature itself. In so doing he revealed that the inductive method, when applied to consciousness, increases our sense of the contingency of our knowledge and thus delimits the claims of the method. Hume did not entirely discredit our ways of knowing; rather he pointed to their susceptibilities and qualifications and to the inability of any observation based procedure to stabilize its object of knowledge. 

But Hume presented his struggle with the nature of knowledge through a method difficult enough to keep most readers from grasping what he had done. To Hume’s consternation the reading public failed to follow—or to want to follow—him through his own involved reasoning. This outcome should not have surprised him as much as it did, considering the complexity of his analytic procedures and the idiosyncratic precision with which he uses ordinary vocabulary. Almost from the beginning, in letters and published commentary, he attributed his readers’ difficulties to their misunderstanding his use of language. When the third volume of the Treatise was published in 1740, he annexed this remark: “I have not yet been so fortunate as to discover any very considerable mistakes in the reasonings deliver’d in the preceding volumes. . . . But I have found by experience, that some of my expressions have not been so well chosen, as to guard against all mistakes in the readers.”10 Hume follows the footsteps of Locke, who had similarly found that his writing was subject to misunderstandings and miscommunications and had likewise blamed insufficiently attentive readers for the communication gap. 

In an effort to untangle his work for the inexpert reader, Hume took it upon himself to imitate the scientists by becoming his own expositor and adopting a second, more public language. He wrote in 1748 the more accessible and considerably shorter Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding and in 1751 the Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals. Even taken together, these two works leave out many of the most technical aspects of the Treatise. Over the course of his career Hume moved toward increasingly approachable, essayistic forms and left off writing more technical works altogether. Here is where the correspondence we have been tracing between moral philosophers and natural philosophers, between humanists and scientists, ends. In moving from philosophical discourse to more readily available language, Hume eventually abandoned wholesale the most difficult, most technical aspects of his philosophical writing. With it, he also cast aside the set of ideas not responsive to treatment in the language of the essay, the genre of the public sphere. 

But even after the successes of Hume’s later writings, his Treatise did not, at least in the public sphere, follow the trajectory of Newton’s Principia by becoming more valued because more inaccessible. The difference seems to lie in some combination of their respective disciplinary practices themselves and the rhetoric they used to present their own work. Shortly before he died, Hume penned an advertisement that would be prefaced to his posthumous collected works: 

Most of the principles, and reasonings, contained in this volume, were published in . . . A Treatise of Human Nature. . . . But not finding it successful, he was sensible of his error in going to the press too early, and he cast the whole anew in the following pieces, where some negligences in his former reasoning and more in the expression, are, he hopes, corrected. . . . Henceforth, the Author desires, that the following Pieces may alone be regarded as containing his philosophical sentiments and principles.11

Hume locates the difference between the two kinds of writing not in their reasoning, although he says he did rectify a few errors there; rather, he finds it “in the[ir] expression.” That is, he represents the two works as differing primarily in their linguistic style. He proceeds as if the difference happened only in the manner and not in the matter. Here Hume’s concerns intersect with our own: Hume performs the same critical maneuver on his writings that more recent critics are quick to perform on academic writing when they confer bad-writing awards and the like. They insist that difficult writing is a marker of muddled or lazy thinking. They share the splenetic and delusional perspective of the dying Hume who held the wishful sentiment that all reasoning, however strenuous, could be embodied in ordinary language.12 Critiques (including Hume’s self-critique) that consider difficult writing to be by definition bad writing mask deeper, structural divergences that such thinking refuses to acknowledge. 

Although untrained readers may not have grasped much of Hume’s Treatise, what they did comprehend were reviewers who suggested they should not read Hume’s work at all because it was so pockmarked by the unpleasantness of skepticism. One of the few published reviews of Hume’s Treatise takes him to task for the difficulties to which he puts his readers: 

I should have taken no notice of what he has wrote, if I had not thought his book, in several parts, so very abstruse and perplex’d, that, I am convinced, no Man can comprehend what he means; and as one of the greatest Wits of this Age has justly observed, this may impose upon weak Readers, and make them imagine, there is a Great Deal of deep Learning in it, because they do not understand it.13 

This review’s unnamed author exhibits a keen awareness of the power the recondite text may hold over its readership, suggesting itself as holding secrets unavailable to the casual reader. He dismisses such an interpretation of Hume’s Treatise as a red herring. The Treatise’s rhetorical complexity is not caused by the immense learnedness of its author—as the weak reader might assume—but rather by its author’s linguistic inexactness and faulty reasoning. But as another critic has observed, this anonymous reader was himself not a very careful one, refusing or failing to evaluate Hume’s system on its own terms and, instead, holding it accountable to the very rationalist doctrines Hume sought to undercut.14 

Hume’s critical reader would have agreed in part with the more perceptive reviewer of the Bibliothèque raisonnée: “Perhaps it will be found that in wishing to investigate the inmost nature of things, [Hume] sometimes uses a language a little unintelligible to his readers. . . . Metaphysics has its stumbling blocks as well as the other sciences. When it passes certain limits, it obscures the objects that it searches out. Under pretence of yielding only to evidence, it finds difficulties in everything.”15 Hume himself worried over this: if clarity of understanding is the goal, certain philosophical or rhetorical procedures ought not to be employed under any circumstances because they inevitably muddy the water, impeding the view of the very objects they wished to expose. Much of the Treatise is devoted to leading its readers into philosophical dead ends, to showing the limits both of received epistemologies that argue for nonempirical sources of knowledge and of experimental methods that rely on experience alone to explain human understanding. Such a procedure is by its very nature difficult to follow. What later academic philosophers have found most compelling about Hume’s method lies in these very mazes. It is in the nature of his philosophical maneuverings to leave more questions than answers. However, an appreciation of such a method runs counter to the prejudices of a wider reading public, who tended (and still tend) to believe that what is possible at all in language is possible in commonsensical formulations. 

The belief in the power of common language to address philosophical questions was and is still bolstered by a host of eighteenth-century writings on the topic. Authors from John Locke to Hugh Blair have averred that when language is held strictly accountable to the ideas underlying it, both language and ideas will be transparent to their readers. That is to say, critical investigations into subjects not easily made tractable to straightforward (or straightforwardly worded) solutions ran counter to the stated aims of enlightenment. For at least this brief moment in history, popular pressure and philosophical epistemology coincided—in theory. Rhetorical clarity was the hallmark of the way empiricist philosophers thought of themselves. When clarity was not possible, inquiry was inadvisable. 

But alongside this belief ran another, perhaps articulated best by philosopher George Berkeley (1685–1753), about the difficulty that the nonscientific disciplines faced in sharing the vocabulary of everyday life: 

Herein Mathematiques have the advantage over Metaphysiques & Morality. Their Definitions being of words not yet known to [th]e Learner are not Disputed, but words in Metaphysiques & Morality being mostly known to all[,] the definitions of them may chance to be controverted. . . . The short jejune way in Mathematiques will not do in Metaphysiques & Ethiques, for y[e]t about Mathematical propositions men have no prejudices, no anticipated opinions to be encounter’d, they not having yet thought on such matters. [T]is not so in the other 2 mention’d sciences, a Man must not onely demonstrate the truth, he must also vindicate it against scruples & establish’d opinions w[hi]ch contradict it. In short the dry strigose rigid way will not suffice.16 

That is, mathematicians do not have to contend with their audience’s preconceptions about their terms because such terms are expressly set apart from and defined in contradistinction to everyday language. In contrast, metaphysicians must defend their language from the claims of common sense. Practitioners of nonmathematical, technical disciplines must contend with the commonplace notion—in Berkeley’s time and our own—that language is language is language. The operative belief here is that common speech embodies common sense and that anything worth saying can and should be said in broadly accessible terms. This is the heart of the critique of Hume’s Treatise by Thomas Reid, the eighteenth-century commonsense philosopher: knowledge is not knowledge if it cannot be comprehended in commonsensical terms.17 Twentieth-century ordinary-language philosophers have leveled a similar critique at technical disciplines more generally: technical work must have been ultimately—at its origin—based on ordinary understandings of the world.18 This search for intuitive origins or even a consistent language of common sense entails problems very much like the ones Berkeley spells out, namely that expert languages often operate differently from commonplace usages, even if they had at one time overlapped.19 Indeed, one of post-Lockean philosophy’s—as well as post-Newtonian science’s—tasks has long been to point out the assumptions and presumptions lying behind common sense and its unilateral advocates. 

Hume confers great value on common sense and habit because they allow us to get on with the business of everyday life. He does not, however, see common sense as the solution to epistemological problems. Hume’s achievement in the Treatise is to illustrate that our faith in the alignment between fact and its representations is itself a problem, riddled with difficulties implicit in the act of representing. Hume’s Treatise opens up the fundamental mistake in the insistence on the rhetorical transparency of common sense embodied in ordinary language. 

We can thus recognize that reducing the difference between Hume’s two kinds of writing to “stylistics” is itself a rhetorical move on Hume’s part. Much of his readers’ trouble in parsing the Treatise did not stem from Hume’s language as such (as many critics have demonstrated, his sentences are generally very lucid), but rather from the philosophical method bound up in the language. Hume responds to this level of difficulty by banishing many of the parts of the Treatise he had explicitly marked as abstruse to his first Enquiry’s appendix and eliminating others altogether. He also provides his readers with suggestions on which sections of his Enquiries they ought to skip if looking for light entertainment. In writing the Enquiries he both implicitly and explicitly denies the possibility of translating the Treatise. Hume hovers between on the one hand admitting that philosophical abstraction cannot be explained without resort to a highly learned approach necessarily difficult to read, and on the other asserting that he will manage it anyway by dismissing much of what he had to say altogether.20 

II. Lost in Translation 

Reading Hume thus raises for us a question: is it possible for nothing to be lost in such a “translation”? Literary scholar Gerald Graff has argued, “Good academic writing . . . tends to be ‘bilingual,’ making its point in the complicated language of academese and then restating it in the vernacular (which, interestingly, alters the meaning).”21 This is a version of Hume’s point about the transfer of knowledge between learned and conversible worlds. But, although Graff ostensibly maintains that specialized writings have a certain, if limited, right to exist, his remarks belie a basic suspicion of the value of specialized, “difficult” language. The neologistic denomination “academese” tends to mock the language in which many academics write. The fundamental problem, though, is the metaphor of translation that Graff applies to the process of moving from disciplinary language to everyday language. “Translation” is misleading because it suggests that the operative fiction here is that as little as possible is lost in the move. This is not to disregard recent work in translation theory but rather to suggest that the process of transmutation may be described better by “representation” than “translation.” Graff’s own parenthetical remark—“which, interestingly, alters the meaning”—is a recovery effort, an acknowledgment that “translation” may be inadequate to describe what is accomplished and what is forfeited in moving between two methodologies. 

In fact, the alteration of meaning lies at the heart of the move from expert to general language. Simplification has its value. As admirers of Hume have observed, few people might have ever read the Treatise if the better-reviewed Enquiries had not called attention to it. In his own time Hume gained widespread approval for his efforts to focus on the aspects of philosophy more compliant to vernacular treatment. His Enquiry Concerning the Principles of Morals was the best received of his philosophical works; not coincidentally he also called it his favorite. The January 1752 Monthly Review recommended this Enquiry for its congeniality to the taste and abilities of the general reader: 

The reputation this ingenious author has acquir’d as a fine and elegant writer, renders it unnecessary for us to say any thing in his praise. We shall only observe in general, that clearness and precision of ideas on abstracted and metaphysical subjects, and at the same time propriety, elegance and spirit, are seldom found united in any writings in a more eminent degree than in those of Mr. Hume. The work now before us will, as far as we are able to judge, considerably raise his reputation; and, being free from that sceptical turn which appears in his other pieces, will be more agreeable to the generality of Readers. His subject is important and interesting, and the manner of treating it easy and natural[.]22 

On the one hand, Hume’s sacrifice of complexity as he moved from the Treatise to the Enquiries was rewarded by reviewers who found grounds for praise in both the easy flow of Hume’s language and the absence of philosophical difficulty. On the other, critics have remarked almost since Hume’s own time that in order to fit the Treatise’s ideas into the more conversational Enquiries, he left out much of what has most interested professional philosophers in his own time and ours. Far from being stylistic residue, certain methods of inquiry were abandoned because they were not directly amenable to linear expository presentation. 

We can easily see how the impulse not to differentiate between philosophical and customary uses of words arises—both technical terminologies and general usage are embodied in one and the same words. An ordinary language philosopher of the twentieth century might well agree that Hume was on the right track in abandoning problems that did not exist in ordinary language. Hume says as much himself. However, such abandonment still begs the question: is it possible to talk about the range of difficulties we find in ordinary-language constructions of the world without a technical language? Hume’s explicit answer to this question might have been a qualified “yes,” but the course of his career after the Treatise suggests that the answer is “no.” That is, Hume’s later writings indicate that when he turned to popular forms, he gave up pursuits deemed impossible for a general reading audience to understand. 

Hume’s rhetorical strategy differed fundamentally from the techniques of self-presentation used in science, where the scientific experiment itself was put forward as essentially different in nature, not simply in style, from the ordinary language later used to represent it. Science was able to find an epistemology that lay outside ordinary linguistic norms while also receiving public approval for the existence of such ways of knowing. We do not want to suggest that scientists can avoid vernacular language in their writing; scientists today must as a matter of course describe their research for nonspecialists when applying for grants in ways similar to those that the early experimentalists did to gain approval for their labors.23 Instead, we want to point out that the separation between the work scientists do and the ways they represent it has, from an early point, been clearly demarcated as an act of representation. Vernacular formulations are considered fundamentally different from the work itself because the experiments and calculations were neither conducted in nor reliant on the same language used in everyday life. Such thinking persists in our own time. Indeed, in 1988 Stephen Hawking could write that “if we do discover a [unified] theory [of physics], it should in time be understandable in broad principle by everyone, not just a few scientists. Then we shall all, philosophers, scientists, and just ordinary people, be able to take part in the discussion of the question of why it is that we and the universe exist.”24 According to Hawking, public conversation about such findings can and will happen only after the scientific facts are determined and then only in broadly metaphoric terms. 

What remains for those of us whose work and the language used to represent it are indistinguishable?25 The case of David Hume lets us see that attempts to insist that specialized knowledge can be translated into “everyday language” with minimal loss are incorrectly formulated. If we accept the modern point of view that facts, formulae, and statistics are themselves representations, the gap between those representations and ordinary language is the same rift that opens up when one makes a representation of a representation. There is an axiomatic difference between the fiction of translation (what Graff urges) and an acknowledgment of the process of representation (the lesson we take away from David Hume). 

Historians have shown that the rhetoric surrounding early empirical science established in the popular consciousness the idea that experimental practice has a claim on a reality not subject to the accidents and ambiguities of conversational languages. We have tried to suggest a backward look at how and why practitioners of what would become the humanistic disciplines sought—unlike the scientists—to avoid marking themselves off into a separate realm of specialized knowledge apart from the public sphere. In the case of Hume we hypothesize that he succumbed to his own reasoning, which called into question all claims to any separate, factual spheres of knowledge that were not contingent on habit and common sense. In the Treatise he sought truth and found only belief; in his later writings he stopped looking for shared truth and worked instead from commonly held beliefs. Hume’s radical linguistic shift seems thus to have resulted from some combination of his own skepticism about the claims to factuality of any epistemology, including his own, and of the social and marketplace pressures influencing the reception of his writing. Print culture and Hume’s own love affair with it disallowed this insulating divide between specialist and ordinary uses of language because it elided multiple audiences into a single one. 

In retreating from the Treatise Hume’s technicality suggested he was making a decision about a way of life as much as about a philosophical method. Indeed, in the Treatise Hume dramatizes the difficulties of pursuing such a methodology. He portrays the problem as a split between a life in society and a life of the mind, a divide between conversational and philosophical ways of regarding the world. In philosophical mode he finds himself “affrighted and confounded with that forelorn solitude” to which his thoughts subject him, imagining himself “some strange uncouth monster, who not being able to mingle and unite in society, has been expell’d [from] all human commerce, and left utterly abandon’d and disconsolate.” Hume runs himself ever deeper into his solitary, abandoned realm until his senses call him back into a convivial, social world of “blind submission”: “I dine, I play a game of back-gammon, I converse, and am merry with my friends; and when after three or four hour’s amusement, I wou’d return to these speculations, they appear so cold, and strain’d, and ridiculous, that I cannot find in my heart to enter into them any farther.”26 The choice is sentimentalized, allegorized, made into a decision between fear and despair, on the one hand, and sweetness and light, on the other. With such a value laden choice, who could wonder at Hume’s eventual adoption of the latter? Hume preferred ultimately to follow in the capacious train of Joseph Addison, the eighteenth-century master of essayistic language, in exerting himself to bring philosophy “out of closets and libraries, schools and colleges, to dwell in clubs and assemblies, at tea tables, and in coffee houses.”27 This decision pushed Hume’s philosophy away from an emerging intellectual disciplinarity, away from the difficulties of questions that required special exertion, broad and deep reading, and perhaps some suffering. Whatever may be gained herein, it also entails a substantial loss. 


III. Enlightenment Novels 


CHAPTER 5 

The Novel as Modern Myth 

Robinson Crusoe, Frankenstein, Dracula 

Three novels in English have entered the vernacular of myth so fully that the authors themselves tend to be effaced and surface features of the stories tend to drop away just as myths undergo multiple permutations and become cultural icons. The three works are Robinson Crusoe, Frankenstein, and Dracula. This essay is a thought experiment about the ways these three iconic novels may interrelate as myth, about axes that intersect in them and that have allowed them to develop the remarkable power they seem to possess over the longue durée of cultural time. I propose that they have the permeability of myth, the surface transparency of myth, and the structural permanence of myth. 

I have often imagined that it would be provocative to link these three books. Of course, they share certain superficial traits, one of which could be more deeply significant. Robinson Crusoe (1719) was Daniel Defoe’s first extended work of fiction, or novel. Frankenstein (1818) was Mary Shelley’s first novel. Dracula (1897) was Bram Stoker’s first fully conceived novel, though previously he had published a few short stories in the thriller vein and some serialized fictions reflecting his experiences as an Inspector of Petty Sessions that came out as an episodic collection. Among candidates for mythic status, one might think of another first “novel,” Gulliver’s Travels, but it is actually three stories and some fragments, not one novel, while its crisply pointed style hardly suggests literary initiation. And Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, though a work that originated with a dream, really is a long short story produced deep in its author’s literary career. Does Alice in Wonderland have the mythic reach of my big three? It qualifies on some counts but, for now, I will leave it aside because I do not see it as having the metamorphic dimension of the others—perhaps because its own subject is metamorphosis and its surface effects so compelling. 

The three novels I am considering seem to me to have a certain rustic or rough-hewn quality that may arise in part because of their firstness, though one can name other first novels, apart from Swift’s, of immense stylistic polish. For instance, Les Liaisons dangereuses of Choderlos de Laclos. I would not claim that firstness alone defines my three novels but I believe that some of the immediacy and stark energy they project does somehow go to their firstness: above all that the kind of simplicity or directness or immediacy of style that I want to present as crucial to all three does connect with firstness. This is not a naïve simplicity in writing. Indeed, we now know that Defoe habitually revised, despite his earlier reputation as a hack journalist. Certainly, Shelley and Stoker rewrote. So I do not suggest that the air of rusticity derives from carelessness. On the contrary, I would say that it springs from an orientation to the world (to use a term from phenomenology)—an orientation that produces an aura of initiation, beginnings, or, as I am calling it, “firstness.” Martin Heidegger’s term, “the unconcealment of being” (Entbergung des Seins), which concerns emergence into substantial form, can make a bridge between the quality of firstness pointed to here and the sense of the apparitional that becomes important later on. Firstness, like the appearance of an apparition, could be called the archetypal event—the event per se, an emergence that assumes significance in light of what has been and will be known—like Heidegger’s “unconcealment of being.” Firstness has the effect of revelation but it also drains substance from what was previously experienced as vivid, in the sense that revelation or unconcealment at the same time obscures and partly conceals or “ghosts” the margins around it, just as a spotlight reveals some things and throws others into shade. Myths, of course, are all but defined by firstness, by our sense that they possess a primal originality. 

Although two of my three books were extremely popular from the outset—Crusoe and Dracula—all three achieved, within a certain period of time, a truly remarkable popularity, so great in fact that they became standards for ordinary readers including young people, if not always for critics. In the case of Frankenstein, this process stretched out somewhat, for the book does not seem to have been a best seller until after various dramatic adaptations in the 1820s, and its inclusion in Bentley’s Standard Novels series of 1831 launched a growing popularity throughout the nineteenth century. By contrast, Crusoe took off fast and had a flood of editions and translations during its first fifty years. The work achieved enormous popularity in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century England. Its popularity in later eighteenth-century America almost approached that of the Bible. In keeping with this history, Crusoe’s early canonization seems to have been more because of its inspirational spirituality or as a children’s work than as a classic of Literature with a capital “L.” 

The three novels share attributes of Shakespeare’s reception, for while extremely popular and admired by some critics and literary figures, all three were patronized by the literati and were slow to come to canonization as works of Literature with a capital “L.” Alexander Pope’s Dunciad early set the snobbish pace against Defoe, and even his private praise of Crusoe to his friend Joseph Spence was grudging. Both Dracula and Frankenstein were canonized as Literature with a capital “L” quite recently—indeed, just during the last forty years, to judge from the reception history I have found. This time frame, of course, coincides with the rise of feminist critique. A search of the Stanford University Library catalog shows little scholarly attention to either novel before 1970. Indeed, it is far from clear that Frankenstein and Dracula could have been thought about critically as novels qua novel any sooner because, at least superficially, they defy a classic criterion for the novel that Ian Watt voiced with the term “realism of assessment” in The Rise of the Novel.1 

I 

One can certainly find numerous thematic parallels among these books. Frankenstein and Dracula show strong affinities of theme. The vampire stories that those in the Shelley circle were reading at the time Frankenstein’s composition began also are works read by Stoker prior to composing Dracula. The two books commonly have been discussed together, and audiotapes and CDs advertised on Amazon.com link them in sets even now. Adding Crusoe points toward a rather different range of issues that will come up later. But here is a list of some themes and features that do mark all three: 

•the super- and supranatural 

•the inhuman 

•terror 

•the making of things and machines (in Frankenstein, a being) 

•education 

•frame stories. 

Dracula in its published form lacks a frame, but Stoker seems to have cut a significant chunk of a frame story from his original manuscript, which could be seen prior to its sale at Christie’s as recently as 2002. The theme of what one might call science and technology is present in all three, along with that of the technology of writing per se—the question of how one writes, what one writes, the tools of writing, and how one tells a story. The theme of travel is crucial, of course, along with overreaching, monstrosity, and survivorship. All are features around which one could construct critical essays. 

But then of course, many other masterworks and lesser pieces of writing share these themes. In fact, I am not trying to make the claim that the themes in and of themselves define the unique mythic iconicity of these novels. It seems likely, indeed, that the emergence of these three as books of an extraordinary vigor in the popular, the critical, and even the scholarly imagination has to do with the convergence of a number of different factors. I suspect that in this history affinity of theme is no more significant than chance. 

Instead of theme, the factor stressed here is style in the largest sense. I mentioned before that the firstness of these books could have a role to play in their relative lack of stylistic polish. We know with Frankenstein that, for better or worse, prior to the 1818 publication, Percy Shelley heavily edited the prose—altering some 4,000 words—and that Mary Shelley herself made large editorial changes and substantive additions in the interval leading up to the 1831 edition, which presented a polished, revised, and in many ways sophisticated text. The Charles Robinson edition of the Frankenstein Notebooks reveals that the rustic or naïve stylistic energy of the first version was considerably submerged.2 Still, some of that roughhewn quality, some of that sense of raw vigor, does come through the sophistications to which the book was subjected. Its firstness survived its rewritings. Indeed, even the higher-style phrases and literary references in Frankenstein often have a rustic or appliquéd aspect themselves—like an education not yet fully assimilated. 

Edgar Allan Poe declared of Crusoe: 

It has become a household thing in nearly every family in Christendom. Yet never was admiration of any work—universal admiration—more indiscriminately or more inappropriately bestowed. Not one person in ten—nay, not one person in five hundred—has during the perusal of “Robinson Crusoe,” the most remote conception that any particle of genius, or even common talent, has been employed in its creation! Men do not look upon it in the light of a literary performance. Defoe has none of their thoughts—Robinson all. The powers which have wrought the wonder have been thrown into obscurity by the very stupendousness of the wonder they have wrought! We read, and become perfect abstractions in the intensity of our interest; we close the book, and are quite satisfied that we could have written as well ourselves. All this is effected by the potent magic of verisimilitude.3 

So says Poe, suggesting in “abstraction” that readers became detached from reality through realism and that they, or indeed the text of Robinson Crusoe itself, became a kind of apparition by virtue of its supreme realistic transparency—its capacity to disappear as writing. 

Poe and other critics note that the features one might call Defoe’s “style” tend to disappear into a vernacular English that assumes transparency simply by virtue of its plainness, its everydayness, and even its awkwardness. We all know that in ordinary speech even the most sophisticated users of a language make awkward utterances. Much of the point of what we might call “educated” or “high” or “literary” style traditionally has been to efface awkwardness in order to arrive at a perspicacity that is associated with more concentrated and potent forms of expression than can be achieved in common language. 

This very quality of disappearance that the rough-hewn novelistic style can produce parallels the tendency of style to disappear in mythic or iconic stories. Claude Lévi-Strauss and other structuralists such as Vladimir Propp have effaced the element of style in their treatment of the fundamentals of myth. Lévi-Strauss says, for example, that a myth is “felt as myth by any reader anywhere in the world. Its substance does not lie in its style, in its original music, or its syntax, but in the story which it tells.”4 The identities of the authors and the framing features of our three books tend to drop away when the core stories are translated or adapted to other media. In Shelley’s case, even the name “Frankenstein” has migrated in popular culture from the hero of the novel to the monster himself. These are signs of a stylistic vaporization that can happen with archetypal stories. 

The Literary with a capital “L” has traditionally been associated with finely or highly wrought individual styles. For this reason alone, the three books I am considering slid under the radar of the canon—in the sense of the literary canon—for protracted periods. Shakespeare slid under that radar for the first hundred years or more after his death, for rather different reasons having to do with the literary standing of drama and, given a rising neoclassicism, possibly overwroughtness of style rather than under wroughtness. But the extreme adaptation—even mutilation—of his works for staging during the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries must have had a role, along with a certain suspicion of drama as literature. Similarly, the novel as an entire genre slid under the radar and was not perceived as high literature until rather recently. 

Plainness of style is a definitive aspect of realism’s power to give an impression of the real “thing.” As John Richetti says in a recent introduction, “things,” in the sense of res in Latin, are rendered in realist texts in general and overwhelmingly so in Crusoe.5 But things also hold tremendous importance in Frankenstein and certainly in Dracula. Stoker powerfully places material objects in the foreground, whether they be the earth covering the vampires or the many different dictaphones, typewriters, steamships, railroads, and other machinery embedded in the plot. In his hands, even the innovative technique of blood transfusion becomes starkly physical. 

The very quality of realism depends, as Poe indicated, on the capacity of its language to disappear into things and into thought. This is a paradox built into the genre of the realist novel: writing, and therefore style, defines objects as if real in the realm of the novel because they can exist only through the medium of language and style, but the reader’s awareness of style per se is expected to drop away as it does in news reportage. The illusion is of objects per se. Yet these objects, in fact, have no tangibility, no applicability, no dimensional shape. I will explore this paradox later with regard to the notion of realism as itself an apparitional form or mode of writing. 

Plainness of language has also allowed an extraordinary degree of translatability in our three novels. This rough-hewn style has led to translatability not only in the sense that versions in other languages work well, but also in the sense that the stories can be transmuted from one medium to another with great facility. One of the curious aspects of English high literary culture is that some of its finest, most esteemed writings—by Geoffrey Chaucer, Edmund Spenser, John Milton, for instance—have not translated well in the way Shakespeare did when August Wilhelm von Schlegel assumed his writings into German, whereas masterpieces such as the Divine Comedy, the Decameron, Don Quixote, and Faust have moved freely into many languages. 

II 

Let us turn now to my claim about the archetypical or mythic status of our three books. One might say, as Bronislaw Malinowski did in Myth and Primitive Psychology, that myth “is not of the nature of fiction, such as we read today in a novel, but it is a living reality, believed to have once happened in primeval times, and continuing ever since to influence the world and human destinies.”6 Novelistic fiction and myth lie at opposite poles from one another for Malinowski. 

It has been a commonplace in myth studies since Émile Durkheim, James Frazer, Sigmund Freud, and Ernst Cassirer to view myth as prior to or more fundamental than any literary manifestations it may have in point of social organization, ritual, or psychology. One way or another, myth is considered deeply symbolic or structural. In a real way, myth and literature—even epic and novelistic ideologies in the case of Georg Lukács—have been set in opposition. In Northrop Frye, along with Roland Barthes the most powerfully literary critic of myth in the twentieth century, the scale of value goes from ancient myth at one end to recent, and lesser, “ironic” forms at the other: forms of writing that share both their modernity and their novelistic potential with prose fiction rather than with early tragedy or epic poetry. Again and again, we encounter the sense that the mythic or archetypal is somehow antithetic to literature, though literature is seen as feeding on or embodying or preserving the power of myth. Myth is seen as having the tangibility—the vividness or immediacy—that more finely wrought forms may lack. Malinowski seems to imply, for instance, that the novel attempts to resuscitate or replace the sense of lived reality or experience that is part of everyday life to peoples immersed in myth. Folktales were imagined in this fashion during their reception following Johann Gottfried von Herder and the brothers Jacob and Wilhelm Grimm during the German Romantic period. The notion extends in our own day even to “urban legends,” which somehow have a remarkable grip on our imaginations for all their factual absurdity. 

Raymond Williams points out that the use of the root term “myth” as a word on its own in English, its present meanings shaped by Romantic thinking about the folk imagination, itself is a product of nineteenth-century modernity. It first appeared in 1830. The modern meanings attribute to myth, according to Williams, “a truer (deeper) version of reality than (secular) history or realistic description or scientific explanation.”7 Older words based on this root, going back to the fifteenth century, like the word “mythology” and its variants, bear no relation to our sense of myth as some kind of primal, enduring, culturally profound story. Instead, the words built on the root “myth” used to refer to “fabulous narration,” to the fictional and unbelievable. One could say, then, that the word itself, and with it the growth of the modern idea of myth, goes hand in hand with the emergence of the realist novel. 

In general, myth is idealized in these discussions, whether through Frye’s opposition of myth to the ironic modes of modernity, or through Lévi-Strauss’s treatment of tribal myths as having unique structures that can survive enormous surface permutations while continuing to serve profound cultural needs over long periods of time. In Frazer’s more rationalistic version, myth is seen as primitive, deeply rooted human knowledge. The one critic who has framed myth in largely questioning or even negative ways is Barthes, who shows how semiotic structures work in cultural formations that he designates as “mythologies.” Using examples like the image of a French soldier saluting the flag, he reveals how these formations assume the rigidity of linguistic usage, and how they are drained of their deeper metaphorical significance, just as are habitual linguistic formations. Myths become naturalized as ideology and block the critical faculty, just as our ordinary use of language requires us to pass over profound etymological or metaphorical resonances and contradictions. Naturalized usage causes words, like the myths that Barthes describes, to become unconscious gestures or automaton-like mechanisms.8 Barthes probably was inspired by Durkheim’s treatment of myth and religion as maintaining secular values by projecting them into realms of divinity. 

The indifference of mythic tales to surface plays out in the realist novel as that plainness of style I have stressed earlier. This way of telling stories finds early analogues in newspapers, in Baconian claims for the accuracy of unornamented writing, and in the kind of transparent scientific reportage that Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer have called “virtual witnessing.”9 The implications for technique in novelistic fiction are far-reaching. For plainness of style enables the illusory, even apparitional effects of realism, including free indirect discourse (style indirect libre or erlebte Rede). Free indirect discourse is a grammar within which first-person thoughts are rendered impersonally in third-person linguistic forms in ways that exist only in writing. Neutrality of style is no longer a matter of simple diction and syntax but a vehicle for rendering the entrelacement of external sociolinguistic forms with internal subjective states that characterize modernity. Adam Smith, in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), was one of the first to give a generalized account of the psychosocial mental state that the impersonal narration of thought crystallizes in novelistic fiction. This kind of narration heightens in the extreme the readerly absorption that has been thought to characterize realist fiction generally and that is often considered to make it dangerous to a public vulnerable to apparitions. Delusional belief in myths, including their ritual reenactment, may have been socially constructive or mentally therapeutic for primitive peoples. Moderns must beware of similar forcefulness in novels. 

III 

I turn now to a final attribute of Crusoe, Frankenstein, and Dracula as myth. It enfolds the others as definitive. This is the aspect of the three novels as apparitions. I suggest here that what becomes iconic or mythic in modernity is an experience of a certain psychosocial kind, whether individual or collective. I suggest that, in modernity, the content per se of the story—and here I may to some extent be inspired by Malinowski and Lévi-Strauss—becomes less important in works that assume mythic status than the experience of the fiction itself as real or compelling. The solitary experience of silent novel reading, in which a text becomes alive to a single individual as if the real were fully present, is a specifically modern experience compared with earlier recitations of tales. The fusion of novelistic texts with the reader’s own emotional and physical experiences from moment to moment was a power commonly remarked in the eighteenth century and was the one most admired by the Chevalier Jaucourt in his articles on “Roman” and “Description” in Diderot’s Encyclopédie. Jaucourt insisted, above all, on the revelation of “secret emotion” in the trajectory of the new novel that he traced from Madame de La Fayette through Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding. Jean-Jacques Rousseau reveled in this power as a reader of Crusoe and Clarissa and as author of his own Julie, though in the Confessions he scorned novels that one reads with one hand. One could say that eighteenth-century claims about the dangers of absorption in novels are pointing to the capacity of realist prose fiction to subject and enthrall readers with apparitional presences privately experienced and inaccessible to society. 

All three of our novels are apparitional. They present apparitions enacted within the real. Just at the center of Robinson Crusoe, when Crusoe first encounters the single footprint, he says: “I stood like one Thunderstruck, or as if I had seen an Apparition; I listen’d, I look’d round me, I could hear nothing, nor see any Thing, I went up to a rising Ground to look farther, I went up the Shore and down the Shore, but it was all one, I could see no other Impression but that one, I went to it again to see if there were any more, and to observe if it might not be my Fancy; but there was no Room for that, for there was exactly the very Print of a Foot, Toes, Heel, and every Part of a Foot.”10 The story shows Crusoe’s witnessing not only the apparition of the footprint but the apparition of cannibalism, and, in the end, shows his turning himself into an apparition for others when he appears as Governor of the island. Even earlier, he assumes such qualities in his own imagination because of his bizarre dress. It is clear that the monster in Frankenstein becomes an apparition, particularly as he disappears over Mont Blanc or across the Arctic ice to immolate himself—or not—for there is always the possibility he will return, apparition-like. Other characters, too, are or become wraith-like in Frankenstein. Dracula is an apparition if ever there was one: he materializes mysteriously, can move over great spaces, and lives on the very essence of human life: blood. Several characters in the novel take on his qualities and, in the case of Lucy, even become vampires themselves. 

Yet the issue here is not chiefly that these three works thematically involve apparitions in the story, or plot, or events, or characters, but that the apparitional is deeply written into the very fiber of their technique as realist novels. It may seem surprising that I group Frankenstein and Dracula with Crusoe as realist novels, but technically and procedurally they are. They also are metarealistic because they bring the apparitional quality of realism itself to the surface: the capacity of realism to give us the impression of real things—to use means other than the direct, sensory apprehension of the real in order to project a reality. In this sense, realism, the genre of the realist novel in itself, is apparitional. The mode of these works connects profoundly with their thematics—with the thematics of apparition—but this is a symptom not a cause. An analog would be William Nestrick’s analysis of early film as obsessed, like Shelley’s Frankenstein, with the magic of “coming to life” through the illusion of apparent movement produced mechanically.11 The thematic of zombies, vampires, and ghosts moving between life and death is found everywhere in early film, and is a symptom of the grip held on viewers by its own ghostly technology. The thematics are secondary not primary, though their presence may bring to awareness imagery and editing that, in Walter Benjamin’s terms, enact the constitutive character of film illusion as a mode of “mechanical reproduction.”12 

More needs to be said about the apparitional core of realist fiction. I am inspired here by Terry Castle’s use of the term “apparition” to describe the arc beginning in the eighteenth century and culminating in Freud’s theories. Castle describes a historical complex of psychosocial developments in which ghosts and apparitions, which in prior times had been conceived as agents existing outside the human body, were progressively introjected imaginatively as psychic phenomena, ultimately as symptoms of psychoanalytically accessible conditions. The merger of ghosts, phantasms, landscapes, and inner states that characterizes the haunted experience of heroines in eighteenth-century Gothic novels is a literary crystallization of one stage in the process. The quest for phantasmagoric experience of the supernatural that permeates nineteenth-century culture is another. Psychoanalysis, with its theory of curative apparitions in the analytic chamber, known as “transference” experiences, both exploits and works to contain the apparitional in a modern psychocultural form. The haunted heroine and the Gothic genre manifest the modern life of apparitions as internal to the psyche rather than as external agents.13 

My sense of the apparitional, in contrast to Castle’s, is linked not to subject matter—to ghosts external or internal—but rather to the technical attributes of realism itself. Crucial here is the long discussion of probability in its traditional commonsensical aspect, not in the modern mathematical sense. Whether in Aristotle or Fielding, the theory of fiction did not admit the vagaries of everyday life, though Fielding pushed the boundaries by articulating a thematics of coincidence in the voice of his narrators. Every newspaper contains events that no one would believe in a novel. Every reflective modern person, not just David Hume as he manipulated his eyeballs to produce double vision, knows how unstable and multiple perception is. As Alexander Welsh has shown, eighteenth- and nineteenth-century law courts in England progressively abandoned eyewitness testimony in favor of forensic evidence precisely because the real is impossible to stabilize juridically except through probabilistic inference.14 But realist fiction does stabilize the real qua reality. Through its neutrality of style, its profusion of detail, and its causal sequences of action, realism produces a coherent linguistic version of the real that never has been, is, or will be. Expect the principles of realist fiction to apply in everyday life and you get delusion at best, madness at worst. This is the sense in which I mean that realist fiction is apparitional: it is apparitional not with regard to thematic content or specific characters or actions but with regard to its very technical procedures. 

Myth can have the realness of apparition, the vividness that only transient things seem to have, the vividness of dreams and phantasms. And in the three novels under discussion here one finds a sense of the transience that underlies the real in everyday life, the apparitional quality of sensory perception that preoccupied Hume and other eighteenth-century philosophers and supernaturalists who juxtaposed the real with the counterintuitive. Even when, like Hume, they debunked spiritual interventions in the world, they evoked the apparitional quality of the very experience we call the real. 

Our three works are metanovels—modern myths—in their revelation of unreality within the real. Their phenomenology is analogous to the “coming to life” in early horror films inspired by Frankenstein and Dracula or to the revelation of the footprint’s spectral presence to Robinson Crusoe. In modernity, especially the kind of industrial urban modernity that ­Dracula addresses and in a fashion predicts, the real becomes indistinguishable from media simulations of it. The process already had begun in the eighteenth century with the insane popularity of Richardson’s Pamela (1740), clearly a media phenomenon in the modern sense according to William Warner.15 The realist novel is part of a long-term history of the invasion of the real by media that enable us to assume, through surrogate projection, the illusion of sharing the firsthand experience of others. The membrane of the real in novels may be stretched gossamer-thin over its linguistic and grammatical structures—even ruptured—just as film can maintain effects of illusion while flirting with the viewer’s awareness of the mechanical demons that bring it to life. One glimpses the ghost in the machine. 

The medium or genre that institutionalized this mode of flirtation within the realist novel is called the “Gothic.” Indeed, the Gothic is in many ways the mode of modern fiction, though invented by Horace Walpole only in 1764. Walpole tapped into crucial aspects of realism as the defining features of the Gothic in his prefaces to The Castle of Otranto. “Allow the possibility of the facts,” he declared, “and all the actors comport themselves as persons would do in their situation.” Walpole “wished to conduct the mortal agents in his drama according to the rules of probability; in short, to make them think, speak and act, as it might be supposed mere men and women would do in extraordinary positions.” In disavowing “similies, flowers, digressions, or unnecesary descriptions,” he stresses, in particular, the conscious choice of an unadorned, unmetaphoric simplicity of style that has been noted by critics from Sir Walter Scott onward.16 Looking carefully at Otranto, one sees that, plot and setting notwithstanding, its forms of narration are fundamentally those of the realist novel, including free indirect discourse. Indeed, Otranto arguably contains the first sustained use of free indirect discourse in English fiction. The events are extraordinary but the way the story is told is straightforward, simple, and transparent. Although the psychology of characters may not be complex by the standards of a Richardson or a Laurence Sterne, one finds crucial passages of mental reflection under stress in the text of Otranto. One finds the rendering of first-person thought in third-person grammar that defines free indirect discourse and that, later, will support the astonishing psychological transparency of Austen’s novels. Paula Backscheider points to Walpole’s strategy in her biography of Defoe, when she says that eighteenth-century novelists in general often put ordinary people in extraordinary situations.17 Walpole simply took a basic strategy of realist fiction and pushed it to the Gothic extreme. 

Is the Gothic so very improbable after all? Jesse Molesworth has shown, for example, that eighteenth-century gamblers were steadfast in behaving contrary to the new laws of mathematical probability easily accessible in the period’s omnipresent publications of works about gaming by Edmond Hoyle.18 Real gambling behavior did not follow mathematical probability any more than everyday life follows the rules of realist fiction. In such a context, the delusional embrace of the Gothic novel’s supernaturalism can seem like a symbolic recognition of the absurdity of the everyday as we experience it in the flow of existence: of the real that newspapers try to capture in all of its bizarre immediacy. Probability is all well and good, but can it predict the next second of my life or the next card dealt? No, it can predict only the long-term, the average, the outcome of countless coin tosses. On the other hand, the underlying realist structure of the Gothic novel, in context with its thematics and romantic plot structure, can be described as a mere vehicle for managing the unpredictability of the everyday—the madness of real life. The submerged but omnipresent realistic technique so characteristic of the Gothic novel is in this sense spectral or ghost-like. The technique works rather as a digital sorting program might work to contain and corral a flood of data too large to be comprehended by mere human agency. This realist program is, as Flaubert noted in a famous letter to Louise Colet, everywhere felt but never seen. 

The three books that I am discussing here combine that sense of the extraordinary within the forms of the ordinary that we associate with the Gothic novel’s production of terror and panic. Such forms are fundamental to the apprehension of culture and its values in modernity. So in this sense there may not be a Gothic novel but rather a Gothic mode marked by its way of pointing up traits that define the realist novel per se. It is commonplace to say that the core of the American novel is Gothic, when we think of Charles Brockden Brown in the late eighteenth century or of Nathaniel Hawthorne, Herman Melville, or William Faulkner. Perhaps, in fact, the Gothic is not best considered a subset of the modern novel. Rather, the modern novel is best understood in its essence as apparitional, that is as Gothic. After all, even newspapers, those bastions of “fact” from which the novel is said to have evolved, easily spin into the realm of fantasy and factual fiction that we associate with today’s tabloids.19 

What I suggest is that these three most compellingly mythic English novels in the modern period are also the most metanovelistic. Ian Watt exclaims as follows: “Almost universally known, almost universally thought of as at least half real,” Robinson Crusoe “cannot be refused the status of myth.” “But,” asks Watt, “a myth of what?”20 He goes on to expose his thesis about the homo economicus and the myth of individualism. Yet, Watt’s essay, like countless others on Defoe’s novel, on Shelley’s, and on Stoker’s, is fundamentally thematic. It is no more than an allegorical exegesis. These works, so it goes, are mythic because they are about individualism, science, motherhood, education, sexual initiation, or what have you. 

What I would say instead is that the mythic standing of these three books is not thematic but rather structurally experiential. Their very apparitional quality of disappearing as books makes them icons of the modern sense of the paradoxical concreteness and evanescence of reality itself. They are myths about the myth of the real. They are not allegorical but direct, demonstrative revelations. They let us glimpse the workings of the novel much as the illusions projected by film, for Benjamin, are animations that both conceal and reveal the machinery that produces them. Thus, Malinowski got it wrong when he put novelistic fiction against “a living reality, believed to have once happened in primeval times, and continuing ever since to influence the world and human destinies.” What is being memorialized in Robinson Crusoe, Frankenstein, and Dracula is the modern belief in the firstness, originality, and continuing workability of what we call “reality” itself in the face of overwhelming evidence of the ungraspability of the real in our experience. 


CHAPTER 6 

Tom Jones and the Public 

Although Henry Fielding’s comic novel, The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling, was not formally published until February of 1749, favored readers already possessed its first volumes by December 1748 when the final part of Samuel Richardson’s tragedy, Clarissa, appeared. These two large novels, opposite in their every aspect, together map out the technical and spiritual terrain of fiction-writing in England for the rest of the century and even beyond. Fielding’s literary talent was comedic to the core yet, for all his devastating attacks on Richardson’s epistolary comedy, Pamela (1740), he reviewed the first installment of Clarissa with unreserved enthusiasm a month after its appearance late in 1747 when Tom Jones was too far along to have been influenced. After the next installment, with his own novel in press, he wrote a letter to the author brimming with praise and offering friendship. The thin-skinned Richardson, possibly alert to double-dealing tendencies in Fielding’s rhetoric, reciprocated first with silence and, later, with contemptuous remarks about Tom Jones and its author. Fielding’s last novel, Amelia (1751), dark in atmosphere and concerned with the trials of an ideal wife, pays further tribute to Richardson. Still, their two masterworks are poles apart.1 

In Clarissa, Richardson had perfected the technique he called “writing to the moment,” by which the thoughts and emotions of the four chief characters are minutely reflected in letters composed immediately after, or even during, the course of events. The letters become physically part of the action not only because they purport to be written in the real time of the novel but because they are intercepted, redirected, delayed, copied, and forged. Clarissa’s deathbed epistles even affect the paths of others after she is gone. Although Richardson later loaded the text with notes and commentary in order to guide readers toward a “correct” understanding of the novel (right down to a moral for each of the more than five hundred letters), in the first edition he presented the heroine’s fate at the hands of Lovelace—her would-be lover, possible husband, and ultimate rapist—almost exclusively through the ebb and flow of the letters themselves, with a minimum of intervention by their supposed “editor.” Tom Jones, on the other hand, is written almost exclusively in the third person. Both through the commentaries that begin each of the eighteen books and through countless interventions during the telling, its “author” emerges in many ways as its chief protagonist. This narrator is usually called “Fielding,” both for the sake of convenience and because his voice rings true as the historical author’s ideal self-depiction. We rarely glimpse the thoughts of characters without Fielding’s mediation and his byplay moves in ongoing counterpoint with the action. 

Like earlier English novelists such as Aphra Behn, Delarivier Manley, Daniel Defoe, or Eliza Haywood, Richardson and Fielding both laid claim to a wide, socially varied audience. They strove, however, to guide readers toward conclusions about personal virtue in much more authoritative ways than had been characteristic of the hairsplitting pros and cons weighed by Defoe’s rather common protagonists or the amorous and courtly intrigues that dominate the concerns of Behn’s and Manley’s more uppish characters. Though choosing opposite methods and embracing quite different values, Fielding and Richardson, like contemporaries who joined the debate over their respective merits, saw themselves as raising the moral stakes of novel writing and -reading. They shifted the focus away from the topical referentiality of romans à clef like Behn’s and Manley’s, and from the questions about literal factuality that Defoe and his critics considered crucial in judging the effect of his novels. They devised differently compelling new techniques for engaging their readers in the predicaments of fictional characters. Richardson worked to increase the moral capital of his readers through the overwhelmingly detailed representation of model subjects under conditions of extreme stress. Fielding worked to the same end through direct intervention in the experience of the story and through virtual conversation with the reader about the complexities involved in knowing and judging. Both saw their books as fully consonant with Christianity in both precept and spirit, though Richardson loaded Clarissa with specifically religious themes and symbolism—even allegory—whereas Fielding concerned himself with issues largely in the domain of ethics. 

I 

Fielding was the first among the still widely read trio of early masters of the English novel, including Defoe and Richardson, to have been born in the eighteenth century (1707); the first to have a classical education, at Eton (1719–24); and the first to come from a genteel, even obliquely aristocratic, family. His important connections yielded few assets apart from schooling, which quite early helped him to live as a writer, but family probably did help later to speed his certification as a lawyer and to pave his way to office. Pride in his social background and education had its snobbish aspect given Fielding’s proximity to the Grub Street milieu. All the same, he could truly claim that his own firsthand experience with the full range of life from high to low lent a veracity to his writing that few of his rivals, especially Richardson, could match. 

Fielding turned late to fiction, like Defoe, the journalist, political spy, and failed businessman who published Robinson Crusoe (1719) at the age of 59, and like Richardson, the prosperous printer whose Pamela appeared when he was 51. From 1728 until a crackdown on the theaters by Robert Walpole’s government through censorship instituted by the Licensing Act of 1737, he authored a brilliant succession of satiric plays, including the heroic burlesque, The Tragedy of Tragedies; or the Life and Death of Tom Thumb the Great (1731). Put out of work as a political dramatist by the Licensing Act, he fell back on family tradition and began legal training at the Middle Temple in order to support Charlotte, his wife of three years, and their two children. Admitted to the bar in 1740 after only three years of study, he regularly rode the Western Circuit as a barrister and later, during the autumn and winter when Tom Jones appeared, took the bench as magistrate in the courts of Westminster and Middlesex. While sitting in the Bow Street court, Covent Garden, Fielding devised new methods that would become models of future law enforcement. He introduced strategies for identifying evidence through systematic advertisements, assembling facts, and running down criminals through the use of a quasi-official police force called the Bow Street Runners. He and his half-brother John, who continued this work after Fielding’s health failed in 1754, are usually considered the founders of London’s Metropolitan Police, an institution that was to wait until 1829 for parliamentary sanction. 

The Licensing Act by no means stopped the flow of Fielding’s pen. Inclination and talent must have played a part. More compelling still were lifelong habits of personal extravagance and generosity to others that left him continually in need of money and often on the edge of financial collapse. Just two years after his 1737 entry to the Middle Temple, Fielding again took up the cry against Walpole as frequent author of leading articles in a new paper called The Champion. In form, as well as in the use of a distinctive character to voice much of its commentary, the paper resembled Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s Spectator (initial run, 1711–12). In content it differed sharply from The Spectator, which eschewed politics and articulated a conversational, seemingly artless, yet meticulously balanced style of writing that soon became the gold standard for English prose. Samuel Johnson wrote, in his Lives of the English Poets (1779–81), that Addison’s “prose is the model of the middle stile; on grave subjects not formal, on light occasions not grovelling; pure without scrupulosity, and exact without apparent elaboration; always equable, and always easy, without glowing words or pointed sentences.”2 Fielding, though at first comparably gentle in his Champion pieces, soon shifted to a keen satiric tone, embraced political controversy, and wrote an edgy prose in keeping with his adoption of the character of Captain Hercules Vinegar. Indeed, it is true of Fielding’s writing more generally that, while he typically hews to the Addisonian stylistic virtues, his capacity for moral indignation, rapier wit, and sly irony spice his easy style with a bite reminiscent of Alexander Pope’s or Jonathan Swift’s brilliant diction and pointed sentences. 

Writing continued to supplement Fielding’s income from the law during the pre-novelistic years, as it would in one form or another through the rest of his life. Around 1740 he was ranging from journalistic work to verse satires, from Grub Street tasks like translation to the beginning, most probably, of his acerbic anti-Walpole narrative Jonathan Wild (published in the Miscellanies of 1743). In November 1740, however, just as Fielding was producing his last significant contributions to The Champion, an advertisement appeared in the paper for the first part of a book that would occasion his transformation into the novelist we remember today. It was a technically and socially revolutionary anonymous novel called Pamela: or, Virtue Rewarded. The story is simple. A lady’s maid—a girl of some accomplishment thanks to tutelage in the household—upon the mistress’s death finds her virtue under siege by the son and heir, Mr. B        . We witness her plight through a long series of breathless, enormously detailed letters that are interrupted but occasionally by those from other correspondents or by third-person narration. At first, Mr. B        assails Pamela verbally, becoming ever more threatening physically until, having imprisoned her on a remote estate in the care of a housekeeper who lacks only fangs to scare young girls to death, he attempts rape. After Pamela talks him out of it, Mr. B        turns into a devotee of her virtue, largely through his reading of her letters and journals. He proposes marriage and the fairy-tale dream comes true with Pamela’s transformation into a great lady. To Fielding and some others, the moral was all too clear: chastity is a commodity that can be exchanged for wealth and social position. 

Since Richardson, a tradesman working in the City of London far from the court, the government, and the newly developed West End, was not a recognized writer, his authorship of Pamela remained hidden for some while. But his heroine’s name was on every lip. The popularity of her story went far beyond anything literary England had witnessed before. Fake continuations, poems to Pamela’s glory, stage versions including an opera, high-class paintings, and cheaper decorative objects like fans flooded England and turned the novel into something akin to a modern media event. Although the chorus of praise for Pamela’s compelling combination of moral seriousness and stunning immediacy was deafening, Fielding was not to be alone in satirizing the heroine’s sanctimonious verbosity, her at times less than innocent scheming, her covert attraction to Mr. B        , the greedy materialism of her inventories, and her conflation of moral virtue and material goods. But his Shamela (1741) was the first parody and his abilities were uniquely suited to expose these defects through devastatingly precise imitation of the febrile immediacy of Pamela’s moment-to-moment epistolary manner. Given this mastery, he needed only to reverse Pamela’s pious character into a conniving and rapacious wench narrating the success of her scheme to trap Squire Booby into marriage with the lure of sex. Fielding’s authorship was recognized at once and has never been doubted even though he never acknowledged the work. 

Shamela laid the groundwork for Fielding’s hugely successful first novel, Joseph Andrews (1742), which presents Pamela’s sincerely chaste, comically straight-faced brother as a footman working in the house of Mr. B        ’s uncle. The novel’s Shamelesque aspect fades quickly once Joseph takes to the road after being fired for refusing to service Lady Booby’s lust. He soon joins the wonderfully preoccupied Parson Abraham Adams—scholar of Greek, idealist, and true Christian—on a series of adventures overtly modeled on those of Don Quixote and Sancho Panza in Cervantes’s paradigmatic novel from the preceding century. Ironic distance, often reinforced by the ridicule that had figured in Shamela, accompanies a heavy schematization of characters in Joseph Andrews, but this was Fielding’s first novel to attempt the narrative stance combining detachment, an appearance of disinterested inquiry into factual detail, and a good-natured conversational alliance with the reader that he would bring to perfection in Tom Jones. Cervantes inspired both Fielding’s narrative stance and his use of the mock heroic and the mock-romantic to mark off boundaries for the novel as he conceived it. 

In Joseph Andrews Fielding sought to raise the literary standing of the novel (not to mention increasing the stakes on Richardson) both by imitating the prestigious and popular Don Quixote (1604–14) and by importing classical generic categories and narrative devices into the novel. The preface, like a number of passages in Tom Jones, ingeniously finds a place for Fielding’s kind of novel in the traditional hierarchy of genres or literary types, where tragedy and the serious epic ranked above comedy. He declares this new work to be a “comic Epic-Poem in Prose,” alluding to the lost comic epic by Homer. Although mock diction will sometimes find admission to this new way of writing, says Fielding, the burlesque of sentiments and characters will be rigorously excluded along with all forms of the grotesque associated with low satire but often confused with comedy. True comedy must be founded in the observation of nature and thus cannot admit bizarre extremes. It deals, instead, with the ridiculous, which in turn arises from the discovery of affectation, the most notable forms of which are vanity and hypocrisy: “Great Vices are the proper Objects of our Detestation, smaller Faults of our Pity: but Affectation appears to me the only true Source of the Ridiculous.”3 Ideas such as these are more fully explored in the essays prefatory to each book of Tom Jones, which stands as Fielding’s fullest illustration of the possibilities open to the new genre he was defining. Mock diction recalling the great classical epics of Homer and Virgil, as well as John Milton’s Paradise Lost (1667), also appears in many parts of Tom Jones, for instance in scenes such as the battle outside the church over Molly Seagrim’s borrowed fancy dress (4.8) or the introduction of Sophia Western in language suitable to a classical heroine (4.2). Given Fielding’s redefinition of the comic novel in Joseph Andrews, it is possible to understand Richardson’s turn to tragedy in Clarissa as a riposte to Fielding’s elevation of the novel to comic-epic status. For tragedy was above comedy in the traditional literary pecking order and, while for want of a classical education Richardson could not link his tragic story to the serious epic, he could and did saturate it with the language of the Bible—a work of divine inspiration occupying the very pinnacle of the hierarchy of literary types. In any case, it is clear that Fielding’s epic send-ups in Joseph Andrews and in Tom Jones, as well as his echoes of Don Quixote, are part and parcel of a program to define a new kind of novel that is strongly marked as part of “literature,” and thus morally—even stylistically—serious in ways that novels of adventure and of amorous intrigue by his immediate predecessors in England had not been. 

Fielding appears to have started Tom Jones in the winter or spring of 1745 after a break in literary activity of well over a year following the considerable successes of Joseph Andrews in 1742 and the Miscellanies in 1743. There are signs that he may have possessed a draft of about six books when the forces of the Young Pretender, Prince Charles Edward Stuart, invaded Britain in the summer of 1745. This invasion, which had succeeded brilliantly in a feudal Scotland disaffected ever since the Act of Union of 1707, faltered as it advanced into England despite having set London in panic by penetrating as far as Derby (Figure 7). Although hindsight allows us to see the invasion as an evanescent affair, doomed from the start, in the eighteenth-century perspective and indeed in that of Sir Walter Scott writing in the earlier nineteenth, it was experienced as one of the signal events of British history. Fielding, like the majority of his contemporaries, saw this Jacobite uprising as a profound threat to legitimate government. One sign of the importance of 1745 to Fielding was his six-month editorship of The True Patriot, a journal in which he wrote with fervor defending the constitutionalist position and the Hanoverian monarchy. Given his topical approach to writing, it would have seemed entirely natural to Fielding to weave the momentous events of the “Forty-Five,” as it was called, into the texture of his novel, making Tom take up with troops fighting for the Hanoverian King George II and letting Sophia’s identity be confused with that of the Pretender’s mistress. No doubt, Fielding also had in mind the historical dimension obligatory to the classical epic when he involved the action of Tom Jones with these great events. 

The leader of the invasion, called Bonnie Prince Charlie by his supporters in Scotland, was the grandson of the Catholic James II, who had been exiled after a brief and disastrous reign that ended in 1688 with the bloodless election to the throne of his daughter Mary and her Dutch husband William of Orange. They were both Protestants. Mary’s sister, Anne, took the throne in 1702 but since her many children died before her, it passed in 1714 to George I of the German house of Hanover, which was distantly connected to the English royal line through Princess Sophia, the granddaughter of James II and the nearest Protestant heir. The ultimate outcome of the “Glorious Revolution” of 1688 was the Settlement Act of 1701, which reacted both to the absolutist, crypto-Catholic rule of the Stuarts and to the moralistic militarism of William by placing the king in a contractual relationship with Parliament. The Settlement imposed constitutional limits on the throne, which henceforth was to be Anglican, vastly broadened Parliament’s powers, and set the stage for toleration of religious dissent. Ideological conflict over the succession and the place of the Church of England continued, however, ultimately enabling the alarms of 1745. The dominant Whig faction, in general, consisted of urban, professional, and mercantile interests reinforced by a number of aristocratic magnates and country gentlemen of the politically independent and commercially minded sort. The lesser Tory faction, still strong enough at times to control the government, could count on numbers of conservative aristocrats and landed gentry, country clergy and craftsmen, for whom tradition and loyalty to the hereditary monarch were paramount and who believed in the absolute right of the Church of England. Still, only a few Tories continued actively to fight the Settlement and, while many among them might sentimentally toast the “King over the water,” few were ready to take up arms either for the Old Pretender, James Edward, around whom there had been a Scottish uprising in 1715, or for his son in 1745. We can see with this background that Squire Western’s support of the “King over the water” fits his character perfectly and that the incorporation of urgent current events into the novel lent a public weight to Tom Jones that it might otherwise have lacked. More importantly, the world as Fielding imagined it, not to mention life as he led it, depended crucially upon the relative freedom from social hierarchy and the comparatively open communication that had prevailed in England since the Settlement that immediately preceded his birth. 

II 

Tom Jones is governed by an ideal of intelligent, broadly educated sociability that lies at the heart of Fielding’s achievement as an author no less than of the eighteenth century itself. In this novel Fielding fused the all-but-sensual pleasure wrought by intricate, tightly structured storytelling with the indomitable, yet thoroughly problematic, human compulsion to judge the conduct of others. This fusion took place under the aegis of commercial, social, and cultural institutions that mark the period’s turn toward modernity and that link its concerns to ours today. In particular, the explosion of printed materials was a significant feature of the eighteenth century’s expanding marketplace and a sign of the increasing economic, educational, and class mobility of urban society. Fielding was far from alone in viewing these phenomena with considerable ambivalence. Publications ranged from ephemeral political pamphlets and newspapers like Fielding’s Champion or True Patriot, through business manuals and conduct books like Richardson’s own Familiar Letters (1741), to the elegantly written treatises and compendia on philosophic, scientific, moral, and historical topics produced by famous Enlightenment figures such as Denis Diderot, David Hume, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and Adam Smith. 

In the midst of this outpouring of print, popular novels—whether by Manley, Haywood, Defoe, Richardson, or Fielding himself—appeared as a new and rather threatening permutation of literary culture because they represented the conditions of society in graphic, unidealized, even shocking, terms and gave priority to the thoughts, feelings, moral dilemmas, and practical experience of autonomous individuals as over and against traditional wisdom and established authority. In part because of their wide distribution, novels often were condemned as dangerous amusements that kept youths, women, and servants from their proper occupations. Johnson trenchantly voiced this attitude in a Rambler essay of 1750: 

These books are written chiefly to the young, the ignorant, and the idle, to whom they serve as lectures of conduct, and introductions into life. They are the entertainment of minds unfurnished with ideas, and therefore easily susceptible of impressions; not fixed by principles, and therefore easily following the current of fancy; not informed by experience and consequently open to every false suggestion and partial account. 

Johnson elsewhere showed his appreciation of Clarissa but it is not far to seek why a book like Tom Jones would be disliked by the stern moralist who rejected novels because they “confound the colours of right and wrong, and instead of helping to settle their boundaries, mix them with so much art that no common mind is able to disunite them.”4 

Yet novels were such successful consumer products that criticism could not stem the tide. Richardson’s Pamela went through five editions in its first year. Joseph Andrews, Fielding’s parodic antidote to Pamela’s sanctimonious, highly profitable chastity, quickly sold 6,500 copies and Tom Jones 10,000 copies at a time when the population of London numbered something over 600,000. It is easily plausible that a tenth of that population had substantial knowledge of Fielding’s book. Frequent comments about reading aloud tell us something of the broad audience for novels, and we know, for example, from William Shenstone’s having borrowed and then loaned out Lady Henrietta Luxborough’s volumes of Fielding’s masterpiece shortly after their publication, that each copy could well have served several families even apart from sets circulated by lending libraries. Novels were popular, in part because they proffered unauthorized pleasure and found value in unsanctioned stories of thieves and courtesans like Defoe’s Moll Flanders and Roxana, social-climbing servants like Pamela, or, in the case of Tom Jones, an illegitimate ladies’ man. But novels were popular, too, because they partook in a broad public exchange about the basic values of the society they depicted—a discussion occurring, largely outside the official channels of church and state, in newspapers, popular accounts of law cases, conduct books, privately circulated correspondence, literary circles, and clubs. 

Although the early reception of The History of Tom Jones, A Foundling included frequent comments debating its truth to life, as well as the Monthly Review’s identification with readers who chose to give themselves “pleasure by the perusal of a work chiefly calculated for entertainment,” most comments focused on questions about the moral worthiness of the hero (not to mention the author); on the validity of Fielding’s inclusion of “low” and “vulgar” characters, diction, and behavior; or, in Johnson’s case, on the dangerous influence of such novels on the ideas and behavior of young people. During the late spring following publication, for instance, Elizabeth Carter wrote as an educated woman and balanced observer of the world—in reply to a dismissal by Catherine Talbot, a fellow admirer of Richardson—declaring that “Fielding’s book is the most natural representation of what passes in the world, and of the bizarreries which arise from the mixture of good and bad.” Richardson, imbued with the high seriousness of Clarissa, fussed in his letters about the “coarse-titled Tom Jones” and, surprisingly, given his steadfast claim not to have read more than a few passages, made disparaging remarks about its hero and heroine. The title was “coarse” because of the hero’s generic name and because “foundling” could be experienced as synonymous with “bastard,” the lowest of social categories. Members of Richardson’s circle, who timorously defended aspects of the novel in correspondence with the master, wished that it had as much “heart” as “head,” found that it had “bold shocking pictures,” and finished judiciously with the complaint that although “in every part it has humanity for its intention, in too many it seems wantoner that it was meant to be.” One anonymous critic, styled Orbilius, felt compelled late in 1749 to publish a substantial pamphlet of chapter-by-chapter commentary, condemning Tom Jones’s “incredibilities,” its “bad morals,” and its “counterfeit wit.” But in a pamphlet titled An Essay on the New Species of Writing Founded by Mr. Fielding (1751), another critic (probably Francis Coventry) lavished praise on the author’s originality and his ability to see “all the little movements by which human nature is actuated.” With it all, Tom Jones decisively marked the success of Fielding’s effort to legitimate novels as objects of and forums for critical discussion.5 

Critical discussion is a vital term here—with its implication of a reach toward rational consensus through sociable commerce. For none of the eighteenth century’s cultural institutions was more characteristic than that of critical exchange. Whether in print, in conversation in dining- and drawing-rooms, or in debate at any of the more than five hundred coffeehouses that graced London in the 1740s, the idea recurs that informed discussion leads to understanding and then to cogent action, first by individuals and then by society as a whole. Fielding acknowledged the centrality of conversation in the essay that begins one of the two books at the symmetrical heart of Tom Jones: 

There is another sort of knowledge, beyond the power of learning to bestow, and this is to be had by conversation. So necessary is this to the understanding the characters of men, that none are more ignorant of them than those learned pedants whose lives have been entirely consumed in colleges and among books; for however exquisitely human nature may have been described by writers, the true practical system can be learnt only in the world. (9.1) 

Here, Fielding mirrored his age, for the ideal of impartial inquiry, tested through critical discussion among equals, emerged in the eighteenth century first in settings now associated with the “public sphere” such as coffeehouses, clubs, lodges, exchanges, and salons and much later as a theoretical conception memorably crystallized in Kant’s brief essay “What Is Enlightenment?” (1784). Medical and experimental sciences during the same period adopted impersonal forms of observation and presentation, while thinkers like David Hume and Adam Smith theorized the ways the moral order of society functioned by inhabiting individual, first-person awareness with an “impartial spectator” or third-person conscience founded on the sympathetic bond among human beings. Real character, like scientific knowledge and legitimate government, was recognizable only when tested against public consensus. In every area of knowledge, the assumed model of communication was of a flow from private contingency to public affirmation through critical investigation and discussion outside the framework of the state. For this reason, though personal conversation was paradigmatic, and remained of signal importance, printing—with its capacity to involve a far-flung community of readers—was a crucial medium. Critical conversation and the commerce in print went hand in hand. In addition to authors and presses, this commerce required not only widespread literacy but also technical innovations that enabled communication such as above-grade road-building and a systematic postal service. Fielding was attuned to these developments as a writer supported by paying readers, as an innovative law-enforcement official who used promptly circulated advertisements to apprehend criminals, and as an author who counted as a loyal patron Ralph Allen—the man who grew rich and famous through his reorganization of the public post. 

Addison and Steele’s continually reprinted and obsessively imitated periodical, The Spectator, served as a virtual handbook for sociable conduct and literary practice in the new public sphere where, for purposes of critical discussion, and in contrast to exchange within the traditional courtly milieu, external marks of rank were laid aside. Especially in the earlier phases, aristocratic privilege everywhere penetrated the new intellectual institutions, and the kind of education necessary for entry into the realm of critical discussion was available to few beneath what were called the “middling sort.” But this is not the point. A powerful convention had come into being: the convention that ideas are equally accessible to educated men and that, in the realm of public discussion, men are judged by the degree of their information and the quality of their ideas, not by rank, office, or wealth. Aristocratic patronage of literature, which had fostered relatively formal, classically inspired writing, was progressively displaced by a paying, literate public that favored the informality and utilitarian clarity of prose like Addison’s or Fielding’s and the flexibility of literary forms such as the familiar letter, the essay, the lecture, the experimental report, and, of course, the novel.6 

In the tenth issue of The Spectator, Addison estimated his daily audience at 60,000—more than ten percent of London’s current population—and expressed his aspirations for readers in words that we have seen Fielding echo at the core of Tom Jones: 

to the End that their Virtue and Discretion may not be short transient intermitting Starts of Thought, I have resolved to refresh their Memories from Day to Day, till I have recovered them out of that desperate State of Vice and Folly into which the Age is fallen. The Mind that lies fallow but a single Day, sprouts up in Follies that are only to be killed by constant and assiduous Culture. It was said of Socrates, that he brought Philosophy down from Heaven to inhabit among Men; and I shall be ambitious to have it said of me that I have brought Philosophy out of Closets and Libraries, Schools and Colleges, to dwell in Clubs and Assemblies, at Tea-Tables, and in Coffee-Houses. 

The mention of assemblies and tea tables makes it clear that women were certainly part of the ideal public sphere projected by The Spectator. Addison may have typified men of his age in patronizing women and tending to exclude them from serious discussion but, later in the same issue, hoping that his paper will increase their number, he welcomes as readers the “Multitudes” of women who “join all the Beauties of Mind to the Ornaments of Dress and inspire a kind of Awe and Respect, as well as Love.”7 

Fielding, who often patronized women too (think of Miss Western’s flaunted reading), still decisively included them in satiric legislation governing critics that appeared over the name of Sir Alexander Drawcansir in issue three of his Covent-Garden Journal (1752), a periodical paper formally reminiscent of The Spectator if, typically for Fielding, rather more jagged in style: 

But as it is reasonable to extend this Power of judging for themselves, no farther in this Case of Criticism, than it is allowed to Men in some others, I do here declare, that I shall not, for the future, admit any Males to the Office of Criticism till they be of the full age of 18, that being the age when the Laws allow them to have a Capacity of disposing personal Chattles: for, before that Time, they have only the Power of disposing of themselves in the trifling Articles of Marriage. Females, perhaps, I shall admit somewhat earlier, provided they be either witty or handsome.8 

The air of condescension remains even though Fielding’s reasoned judgments about women often echoed those of feminists of his time—and despite his stalwart support of his talented literary sister, Sarah, whose novel David Simple (1744) is recognized as part of today’s literary canon. Certainly, these facts, along with the numerous gender reversals and episodes of cross-dressing in his plays and novels, suggest that he was no orthodox misogynist. 

In this same number of the Covent-Garden Journal, Fielding interestingly excluded from the domain of criticism “Officers of State, and wou’dbe Officers of State (honest Men only excepted).” In so doing, he made a point vital to an understanding—as defined by Jürgen Habermas in The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere—of impartial discussion in the eighteenth century as a realm free of special interests. For the public sphere does not include the state. Instead, though it is defined by rational exchange of statements subject to open criticism by all comers and in this sense is public, it adopts the form of free commerce among equals like the discourse of adults in a private household. Politics may be a subject of discussion in the public sphere but officeholders and agents of the state—“their Attendants, and Dependents, their Placemen, and wou’d-be Placemen, Pimps, Spies, Parasites, Informers, and Agents”—cannot be proper participants because they are self-interested actors who “are forbidden” by Fielding “to give their Opinions of any Work in which the Good of the Kingdom, in general, is designed to be advanced.” Otherwise, the qualifications for participation are simple, if seldom met by the scribblers he is attacking with the announced aim of limiting the number of self-appointed critics to fewer than 276,302: 

The only Learning, therefore, that I must insist upon, is, That my Critic BE ABLE TO READ. . . . Nor do I only require the Capacity of Reading, but the actual Exercise of that Capacity. . . . Thirdly, all Critics who from and after the First Day of February next, shall condemn any Book, shall be ready to give some Reason for their Judgment. 

Having thus opened the field of criticism to a wide public with well-grounded opinions, Fielding goes on to establish a special Order of Critics for those who understand Aristotle, Horace, and Longinus in the original. But whether he uses the term “critic” in the narrower sense of a person qualified to judge writing in relation to the best performances of antiquity or more broadly to mean a member of the community of informed readers and conversationalists, his aim of fostering rationally informed public discussion is unmistakable. As he says of critics, introducing book 8 of Tom Jones, “By this word here, and in most other parts of our work, we mean every reader in the world.” 

III 

Henry Fielding the author assumes numerous roles as narrator of Tom Jones. First among them is that of the host at an open table: “one who keeps a public ordinary, at which all persons are welcome for their money.” They may choose what they please and receive it as they like. In their freedom “to censure, to abuse and to d--n their dinner without control,” they differ fundamentally from invited guests at a gentleman’s “eleemosynary treat,” who, though the fare be “very indifferent, and utterly disagreeable,” must suspend critical exchange and “not find any fault; nay, on the contrary, good breeding forces them outwardly to approve and to commend whatever is set before them” (1.1). Thus Fielding announces in the first paragraph that his novel exists, like it or not, as a communication for consumption in the public sphere. He calls it “mental entertainment,” using the word “entertainment” to mean not only an amusement but “conversation,” the primary sense recorded in Johnson’s Dictionary of the English Language (1755). At Fielding’s novelistic feast, the medium will be discussion (another old meaning of the word “entertainment”) and “human nature” the subject. While Fielding’s book is not theoretical like A Treatise of Human Nature by Hume (1739–40), he would have agreed with the philosopher’s introductory statement that those engaged on the subject must “glean up” their “experiments in this science from a cautious observation of human life, and take them as they appear in the common course of the world, by men’s behaviour in company, in affairs, and in their pleasures.”9 This is the sense in which Fielding’s novel assumes active readers who are far more than the objects of simple moralizing. They are virtually obliged, contrary to Johnson’s complaint, to separate “the colours of right and wrong” and to “settle their boundaries,” while learning the required skills and coming to a forbearant understanding of the difficulties. 

Although Fielding’s narrator displays moods ranging from the skeptical to the sentimental, and appears by turns as learned man, teacher, judge, literary critic, moral philosopher, dramatist, and novelist at work, as well as an actuary accounting for the probabilities of human life and a person with firsthand experience of the spectrum from low life to high, he is above all an interlocutor—a figure engaged in familiar exchange with readers. Indeed, this narrator speaks in so many voices that he can seem more a repertoire of conversational gambits than a cohesive person. At the beginning of Tom Jones, book 7, Fielding says that everyone likens life in “this vast theatre of time” to the stage but “None, as I remember, have at all considered the audience of this great drama.” He insists that no performance, certainly not his own, exists independent of its multifarious audience. His survey of this audience—ranging across upper gallery, pit, and boxes—reveals a range of superficial, starkly polarized responses to Black George’s “running away with £500 from his friend and benefactor.” By contrast, the “man of candour and true understanding is never hasty to condemn” but recognizes that “A single bad act no more constitutes a villain in life than a single bad part on the stage.” Such a man is the narrator of Tom Jones and Fielding appears in many ways to define his object as the education of readers into such “candour” and “true understanding.” These qualities, founded in turn on the primary capacity to take in sensory data as an impartial spectator (4.13), leave such a reader at only one crucial disadvantage compared with the author himself, namely the lack of behind-the-scenes knowledge of plot and motive enjoyed by the inventor of a story who is virtually in the position of God himself. No doubt Fielding flaunts this superiority and, finally, can no more be our equal than could the great Doctor in James Boswell’s Life of Samuel Johnson (1791) exist quite on the same plane with the interlocutors who approached him in conversation. Yet again and again, in calling attention to the manifest fictionality of his novel, in asking readers to approach it with eyes open and rational faculties at work, Fielding offers them a boost toward ideal public citizenship as envisioned by Addison. 

Fielding’s ideal reader is imbued with good nature, like Tom Jones, or perhaps the more observant souls from Sophia Western to Mrs. Miller, who recognize his qualities and possess “that solid inward comfort of mind, which is the sure companion of innocence and virtue” (Dedication). Comedy, the governing genius invoked at the beginning of book 13, possesses the magic to instill such comfort in author and reader alike: 

Teach me, which to thee is no difficult task, to know mankind better than they know themselves. Remove that mist which dims the intellects of mortals, and causes them to adore men for their art, or to detest them for their cunning, in deceiving others, when they are, in reality, the objects only of ridicule, for deceiving themselves. . . . [F]ill my pages with humour, till mankind learn the good nature to laugh only at the follies of others, and the humility to grieve at their own. (13.1) 

Without the perspective afforded by comedy, one risks vanity and hypocrisy at best and, at worst, the solitary misanthropy that leads the Man of the Hill to question why a benevolent God would create “so foolish and so vile an animal.” Later, during the novel’s climactic episodes, when Tom falls into despair in prison and the story brushes closest to tragedy, he forgets his own earlier response: “If there was, indeed, much more wickedness in the world than there is, it would not prove such general assertions against human nature, since much of this arrives by mere accident, and many a man who commits evil is not totally bad and corrupt in his heart” (8.15). Such a man, of course, is Tom himself. Tom’s heart anchors Fielding’s comic world, for it is the constant against which are measured both the harmless failings of humanity and its crimes. We are asked to hold Tom and his fellow characters to a variety of prudential standards that rely on reason and on educated judgment but Tom’s heart—the life-affirming ebullience with which he faces the world—represents an essential acceptance of the human animal without which judgment becomes sterile and punitive in Thwackum’s manner. Tom is the living embodiment of life’s comic essence. He has to have the commonest of names and, as a bastard, to be a legal nobody, for his defining trait precedes social forms. He is, paradoxically, the least and the most of men. By telling a tale that allows us to maintain faith in Tom’s goodness of heart, even during his disgraceful London entanglement with Lady Bellaston, Fielding habituates us, through experience, into well-tempered, self-reflective judgment. 

Concepts like habit and experience are perhaps more apt in this context than that of education, for they specify concrete forms of knowledge that must be acquired over time in order to lend substance to goodness. As Fielding says in issue 66 of the Covent-Garden Journal, “Habit hath been often called a second Nature. . . . I am much deceived (and so was Mr. Locke too) if from our earliest Habits we do not in a great Measure derive those Dispositions, which are commonly called our Nature, and which afterwards constitute our Characters.”10 In opening the fourth book of his Treatise, Hume observes of experience that: 

’Tis certain a man of solid sense and long experience ought to have, and usually has, a greater assurance in his opinions, than one that is foolish and ignorant, and that our sentiments have different degrees of authority, even with ourselves, in proportion to the degrees of our reason and experience. [But even] in the man of the best sense and longest experience, this authority is never quite entire; since even such-a-one must be conscious of many errors in the past, and must still dread the like for the future.11 

Hume’s stress on fallibility is entirely consonant with Fielding’s resilient representation of good nature and with his sense that in life, as in reading, one must be prepared to accept error as a defining feature of the human. 

Indeed, Fielding goes even further. Mr. Allworthy, though one of the novel’s truly good-natured figures, makes constant errors of judgment and falls short of Fielding’s ideal because of an apparent incapacity to learn from experience. Allworthy remains a good man even as his gullibility and precipitate verdicts bring real grief to others, for his failings, like Tom’s graver errors, are of an entirely different species from Blifil’s willful malevolence. One reason that Tom Jones stands as a masterpiece of comedy—a work that stretches the limits of discord and social confusion yet in the end, without sentimentality, affirms order and the value of human bonds—is that Fielding acknowledges, especially through the personification of Blifil, a presence of irrecuperable bad nature in the world. Just as experience raises in good judgment an awareness of potential error, so the comprehensive good nature, like complete comedy, must accept a presence of the bad. Such acceptance is why Tom Jones, comically yet seriously propelled at the end into the prospect of becoming a justice of the peace, will be a superior judge to Allworthy. Fielding shows readers how to think skeptically and ironically about humanity without losing heart, and habituates them through exercise to such thinking. 

For Fielding, private habits and public values, personal awareness and factual evidence, individual experience and legal judgment are inseparable parts of the puzzle. The sorts of discourse within which Fielding casts Tom Jones (public conversation, journalistic account, forensic debate, evidentiary consideration, factual chronicle), like the character types and plot forms he takes as points of departure (caricatures from stage comedy, standard protagonists from heroic prose romances or low picaresque tales of the preceding century, larger-than-life epic adventure as originated in the Odyssey), all serve his public, historically referenced conception of the novel in contrast to Richardson’s predominant focus on transient mental states. In particular, as Fielding’s chief modern editor, Martin Battestin, notes, he was the first consistently to have defined the genre of the novel, with reference to Aristotle, as centrally concerned with “probability.” To Fielding, the “probable” was the only legitimate domain of the novel. His arguments appear in the essay that opens book 8, where he allots the “possible” to historians relating proven, thoroughly witnessed fact (they can compel belief in the improbable through incontrovertible evidence) while ceding the “marvelous” to poets as tellers of miraculous events that are credible only to audiences already convinced of their truth through belief in myth or religion. He may not have been as much the skeptic as Hume, but he would have agreed with the statement in the section of the Treatise quoted above that “all knowledge resolves itself into probability, and becomes at last of the same nature with that evidence which we employ in common life” and that “as demonstration is subject to the controul of probability, so is probability liable to a new correction by a reflex act of the mind, wherein the nature of our understanding, and our reasoning from the first probability become our objects.”12 Fielding’s stress on probability as the novel’s operative domain is part and parcel of the economy of rational exchange that he sums up with the word “judgment.” 

Even one of the more touching expressions of Tom’s love of Sophia is couched in terms of inference and calculation that mark it as quite different from the seemingly direct thoughts and emotions elaborated in Richardson’s “writing to the moment.” After leaving an inn at Gloucester in the middle of the night, Tom, showing himself the literary man, gains the narrator’s approval for quoting Milton on the beauty of the moon because he “hath certainly excelled all other poets in his description of the heavenly luminaries.” Then, with a reluctant, freezing-cold Partridge as his audience, Tom tells the story from The Spectator of “two lovers who had agreed to entertain themselves when they were at a great distance from each other, by repairing, at a certain fixed hour, to look at the moon; thus pleasing themselves with the thought that they were both employed in contemplating the same object at the same time. ‘Those lovers’ added [Tom], ‘must have had souls truly capable of feeling all the tenderness of the sublimest of all human passions’ ” (8.9). Here, Fielding’s reference to epic is lighter of touch than usual, and more layered thanks to the oblique allusion to Addison’s famous critical essays on Milton in The Spectator. Fielding underscores in this way that his innovations as “founder of a new province of writing” (2.1) open up specific forms of interlocution that bridge the private world of fantasy and pleasure specific to earlier novels of amorous intrigue with the intelligent comprehension and the shared activity of critical evaluation evoked by epic, the most public of forms. Tom’s own sincere love is expressed as an inference (and as an implicit hope that Sophia might be looking at the very same moon at the very same moment). Tom emerges—rather surprisingly, given what we have learned of his education under Thwackum and Square, and rather absurdly, given the time, the place, and his companionship—as a modern conversationalist ready to talk upon any subject at any time, supplying relevant allusions that authenticate private, uncommunicable emotion, paradoxically making it available yet serving as a membrane shielding it from direct public view. Yet, important though they be, such moments of reflection—typically lying, like this one, between phases of action—are comparatively uncommon in Tom Jones. Other such moments include a notable passage of third-person interior monologue showing Tom’s “debate with himself” after his expulsion from Allworthy’s house (7.2) and another following his extrication from dependence upon Lady Bellaston (15.9). Fielding’s chosen medium was, rather, a grandly shaped yet enormously involved plot that offers the reader countless exercises in understanding the actions characters take in response to the deeds of others and to the quirks of fortune. 

IV 

Ever since Fielding’s first biographer, Arthur Murphy, praised the plot of Tom Jones in the collected works of 1762, critics have marveled at the intricate perfection of the action. James Beattie, writing in 1783, declared that, 

Since the days of Homer, the world has not seen a more artful Epick fable. The characters and adventures are wonderfully diversified: yet the circumstances are all so natural, and rise so easily from one another, and co-operate with so much regularity in bringing on, even while they seem to retard, the catastrophe, that the curiosity of the reader . . . grows more and more impatient as the story advances, till at last it becomes downright anxiety. And when we get to the end . . . we are amazed to find, that of so many incidents there should be so few superfluous; that in such variety of fiction there should be so great probability; and that so complex a tale should be so perspicuously conducted, with perfect unity of design.13 

Samuel Taylor Coleridge put it most succinctly when he exclaimed in 1834, “What a master of composition Fielding was! Upon my word, I think the Oedipus Tyrannus, The Alchemist, and Tom Jones the three most perfect plots ever planned.”14 The novel, most obviously, is built around such contrasting pairs of characters as Tom and Blifil, Allworthy and Western, Square and Thwackum, and Sophia and Lady Bellaston. But the critics have more than this in mind. Think, crucially, both of the geometry that ultimately returns Tom, via a circular odyssey, to the home county of Squires Allworthy and Western, where the action started (Figure 7), and also of the symmetrical structure laid out around the hilarious farcical episode at Upton in which, at the novel’s center, virtually every character is at cross-purposes with every other. Upton anchors the middle section of the story, which takes place on the road, and is flanked on one side by the early books set in Somerset county and on the other side by those set in London. Lesser elements, too, are symmetrically arrayed. In book 6, Tom loses to the dishonest, if needy, Black George a pocketbook containing £500 granted by Allworthy on his expulsion, while in book 12, Tom finds the purse that holds Sophia’s bank bill, which he lovingly keeps intact despite financial desperation, and then in book 18 the £500 returns, via Nightingale, from a still treacherous Black George. Even substantial digressions, in the form of cautionary tales told first by the Man of the Hill and then by Mrs. Fitzpatrick, find formally marked places on either side of the two books containing the Upton contretemps. 

These symmetries, however, remain superficial compared with the deeper structure of motivation whereby circumstances, as Beattie says, “rise so easily from one another, and co-operate with so much regularity.” Sophia, for instance, flees an impending forced marriage to Blifil and pursues Tom on the road to Upton. But then, she storms away from a near meeting there, more infuriated at Tom’s supposed misuse of her name than at his infidelity with Mrs. Waters, and leaves their love token (her muff) as a message of rejection, which, in turn, sets in motion Tom’s pursuit of her to London. Similarly, unbeknownst to him or to the first-time reader, Tom’s tryst with Mrs. Waters at Upton ties back to the beginning of the novel and will bring him to his lowest point at the crisis near the end. Fielding, who is quite proud about his design of the plot, sometimes points explicitly to its niceties, as when he calls upon the reader near the novel’s end “to refresh his memory, by turning to the scene at Upton, [where] he will be apt to admire the many strange accidents which unfortunately prevented any interview between Partridge and Mrs. Waters. . . . Instances of this kind we may frequently observe in life, where the greatest events are produced by a nice train of little circumstances” (18.2). The theory is sophisticated here since a meeting that did not happen is recognized as a defining event. 
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FIGURE 7. “Tom Jones’s Journey through England and the Jacobite Invasion of 1745,” from Henry Fielding, Tom Jones. By permission of Oxford University Press. 

Fielding’s godlike machinations as author seem intended to guarantee the providential order in which we know he believed. Tom’s firm asseveration of providence in opposition to the Man of the Hill’s corrosive doubt (8.10) is a sure sign that we must take seriously the idea of an ordering force. As Fielding says of the overwhelming effect on Jones’s affections when he saves Sophia’s muff from the fire, “there are many little circumstances too often omitted by injudicious historians, from which events of the utmost importance arise. The world may indeed be considered as a vast machine, in which the great wheels are originally set in motion by those which are very minute, and almost imperceptible to any but the strongest eyes” (5.4). Thanks to the fictionality of his novel, Fielding can have it both ways in Tom Jones, whether or not we can do so in actual life, for the action bristles with contingencies, unpredictable twists, and chance events that can only be understood as the work of pagan fortune or fate not of Christian providence. That “a nasty hawk” carries away the thirteen-year-old Sophia’s little bird Tommy after Blifil maliciously turns it loose is an accident of fortune, but it is providential that the incident as a whole allows Sophia’s emotional comprehension of the two young boys’ real characters, predisposing her to love the one and hate the other. Some accidents are just accidents, while others set great wheels in motion. In the novel, a patient reader or an author with advance knowledge can judge the difference by outcomes. Up to a point this is true in life as well, but there, in important regards, a simple religious faith such as Tom’s has to suffice since so many outcomes in actual life must remain unknown. Hapless first-time readers have similarly to live on faith. In the midst of the chaos at Upton Fielding sternly warns readers that they must not “hastily . . . condemn any of the incidents in this our history as impertinent and foreign to our main design.” Insisting that “this work may, indeed, be considered as a great creation of our own,” he takes a sardonic swipe at any “little reptile of a critic” who might “presume to find fault with any of its parts, without knowing the manner in which the whole is connected, and before he comes to the final catastrophe” (10.1). However fragile its illusion, the symmetry of the plot and its appearance of total internal logic proffers the assurance, if not of ultimate knowability, at least that we may proceed on the belief that stable general conditions govern our attempts to decode human affairs. 

Character and plot, though often discussed independently by critics, are inseparable in Tom Jones, because the actions of characters are so much the occasion of judgments about their motives. Fielding’s usual strategy is to stage the actions that form the plot in a context of debate about their merit by the characters themselves, by the narrator, and (in anticipation) by the reader. In “An Essay on the Knowledge of the Characters of Men,” Fielding says that “the Actions of Men are the best Index to their Thoughts, as they do, if well attended to and understood, with the utmost Certainty demonstrate the Character.” Having traced the mistakes in analysis that disguise and hypocrisy in others can induce, he concludes that the best rule is “carefully to observe the Actions of Men with others, and especially with those to whom they are allied in Blood, Marriage, Friendship, Profession, Neighbourhood, or any other Connection.”15 This is precisely the kind of information Fielding profusely offers in Tom Jones, where interlocking, comparative, and contrastive episodes of the plot form the medium within which he defines and projects the complexities of his chief characters. In following Tom through dozens of episodes from his stubbornly principled protection of Black George early in the novel, through his affairs with Molly and with Mrs. Waters, to the painful recognition that his affair with Lady Bellaston has brought him to “a distressful situation” in which he is “obliged to be guilty of some dishonour” to her or to Sophia (15.9), we come to see him in exactly these intimate ways. The layered complexity that makes him believable as a person is achieved by a process of sedimentation. We learn in like manner that the goddess Sophia, who has the untamed country spunk to defy her father by fleeing at night with no more company than her maid, is also capable of sophisticated conversational equivocation when Lady Bellaston walks in on her interview with Tom in London. We see that Allworthy really is a good man despite his impetuosity as a judge and that, authentic though Western’s brutishness may be, it is redeemed at least partially by genuine love of his daughter. Even minor figures like Sophia’s maid Honour can emerge vividly as individuals through the kind of debate over action that Fielding repeatedly stages (7.8). These and so many of his other characters possess a self-justifying immediacy that escapes explanation except by reference to the immanence of action in every one of them. Fielding links every character, no matter how small, into the huge totality of his plot and in the process gives each of them a life beyond simple individuality. This understood, one easily grasps why Fielding’s brilliant literary cousin, Lady Mary Wortley Montagu, could write in her copy of Tom Jones: ne plus ultra—none better.16 

Fielding offers a fictional world where we can know others only by circumstantial inference from the variable appearances of words and actions. For in actual life we cannot see the minds of others at first hand like characters in Richardson’s novels. Thus Johnson seriously missed the point in his famous comparison of Richardson and Fielding, when he said in 1768, “that there was as great a difference between them as between a man who knew how a watch was made, and a man who could tell the hour by looking on the dial-plate.”17 Fielding shows how we may bring reason, experience, and good temper to bear on inferences about the inner working of the human heart but he is too much the doubter to foster any illusion that, finally, we can know how the watch is made. Surface when viewed repeatedly under the widest possible array of circumstances offers us the only access to depth we can realistically expect to gain in life as Fielding understands it. Such an acceptance of human limitation need not be a counsel of despair for, as he says in “An Essay on the Knowledge of the Characters of Men,” “however cunning the Disguise be which a Masquerader wears: however foreign to his Age, Degree, or Circumstance, yet if closely attended to, he very rarely escapes the Discovery of an accurate Observer; for Nature, which unwillingly submits to the Imposture, is ever endeavouring to peep forth and shew herself.”18 The essential qualities of the “accurate observer” specified in Tom Jones include empathy untainted by sentimentality and ironic distance free of corrosive or cynical skepticism. Fielding achieves his aim in leading readers of Tom Jones to appreciate and, ideally, to maintain such a delicate, paradoxical wisdom. 


CHAPTER 7 

Prison Reform and the Sentence of Narration in The Vicar of Wakefield 

Now that particular psychology, in the name of which you can very well today have your head cut off, comes straight from our traditional literature, that which one calls in bourgeois style literature of the Human Document. . . . Justice and literature have made an alliance, they have exchanged their old techniques, thus revealing their basic identity. 

—Roland Barthes, Mythologies1 

The Vicar of Wakefield is not often described as a political novel. Ordinarily it is treated as a fable, a parable, or a fairy tale without meaningful reference to the actual social realm that produced it. But in order to purchase such timeless coherence for the work, readers have tended to blink at some remarkable ruptures in fictional continuity and oddities of narrative technique. Once noticed, these discontinuities are apt to be passed off as generic conventions, read as ironic, or judged as faults arising from carelessness or ineptitude, not to be analyzed as significant. In this essay I attempt to uncover the import of one such rupture. I move from a discussion of the apparently disruptive arguments for prison reform in chapters 26 and 27 to suggestions about the place of The Vicar of Wakefield in the history of the novel and about its significance in the framework of post-Enlightenment culture. Goldsmith may have sought to transcend petty faction, even to “dispel the prejudice of party,” as he claimed to have attempted in his first History of England, but his novel’s form and technique, no less than its contentiousness, are profoundly ideological.2 

I am interested here not only in Goldsmith’s articulate political stance but also in unforeseen consequences—in the meaning of his textual practice. Essentially tactical government of the kind England experienced during this period tended to conceal deeper motivations, broad societal movements, and long-term innovation. I call this government “tactical” because its political programs were shaped more by the maneuvers necessary to maintain the working entities of day-to-day rule—especially ministerial coalitions—than by sustained or coherent principles or even by articulate party allegiances. Under such government, any specific issue such as prison reform could be appropriated for transient political ends that obscured its larger import. Of course tactics play a role in every government; but in England during the third quarter of the eighteenth century they were dominant. Tactical government during the period of Goldsmith’s novel both represented a fundamentally contradictory social structure and established conditions under which an emergent ideology could come into focus. I associate this ideology with the illusionistic aesthetic of transparent discourse in the realist novel; with the moral idea of character governed by conscience; and with modern governmental procedures that disperse authority into depersonalized rules, systems, bureaucracies, and institutions—most especially the penitentiary. I discuss the ways in which incongruent methods of narration and exposition in The Vicar of Wakefield at once mask this ideology and make it accessible—ways in which the novel is poised between speaking out and acting out reformist thought. Since, as Mikhail Bakhtin maintains, the novel 

is constructed in a zone of contact with the incomplete events of a particular present, [it] often crosses the boundary of what we strictly call fictional literature—making use first of a moral confession, then of a philosophical tract, then of manifestos that are openly political, then degenerating into the raw spirituality of a confession, a “cry of the soul” that has not yet found its formal contours.3 

Novels not only reveal ideology through their registration of contradictory voices, they must do so in order to maintain their generic identity. They make visible the means of production of the social text. They have the dual structure that Anthony Giddens finds in other cultural formations and social institutions: they are both the medium and the outcome of the practices that constitute social systems.4 

By “ideology” I intend not merely all articulate frameworks of belief, but the symbolic practices through which we manifest our social presence, or subjectivity. Such practices produce material institutions but also structures of domination, as well as the imagery through which emergent social and cultural formulations come into focus and gain conceptual status. A primary medium of these symbolic practices is linguistic behavior, which produces kinds of discourse ranging from everyday speech, through argumentation and exposition, to literary representation in the technically discrete language of written narrative fiction. Through the analysis of discourse we can understand how articulate belief operates and also how its dysfunctions mark out the terrain of future social and institutional structures. As Raymond Williams suggests, “What matters, finally, in understanding emergent culture, as distinct from both the dominant and residual, is that it is never only a matter of immediate practice; indeed it depends crucially on finding new forms or adaptations of form.”5 Such forms anticipate forthcoming organizational principles and master narratives. 

I 

Certainly the reformist dimension of The Vicar of Wakefield occupied the press when Goldsmith’s novel first appeared in 1766. London newspapers and magazines often excerpted the work during the year of its publication, and chapter 27 was by far the most frequent selection.6 In this chapter (and that just previous) Dr. Primrose is jailed under a warrant of arrest for unpaid rent because he has resisted his landlord, Squire Thornhill, the unscrupulous seducer of his eldest daughter. Primrose seeks to reform the prison in which he is held with the remnants of his family. He sums up the contemporary view of jails as licentious spawning places where debtors and petty criminals learned the arts of felony. He preaches to the common prisoners and goes among them with a series of precepts, rules, and regulations which, under his enforcement, reform the prison into a prototype that anticipates the penitentiary as later delineated by the Penitentiary Act of 1779. Chapter 27 was warmly discussed in the press on the same footing with essays and letters from correspondents. Why were Dr. Primrose’s thoughts on prison so timely? What were these ideas? Where do they stand in the history of reform? What have they to do with politics? Why, above all, should an essay on prison reform be lodged in a novelistic context? 

Dr. Primrose’s ideas about imprisonment may have struck the editors of journals as topical because Cesare Beccaria’s book On Crimes and Punishments, which took intellectual circles in Europe by storm upon its publication in July of 1764, had gained wide currency when the French translation appeared in January of 1766. Beccaria praised the “immortal Montesquieu” as the guiding light of his treatise,7 and more than a trace of the Persian Letters (1721) and The Spirit of the Laws (1748) also appears in Goldsmith. In fact, Goldsmith had been engaged with questions of legal reform at least since 1760–61, when he composed The Citizen of the World, a series of periodical pieces in imitation of the Persian Letters. By the early 1760s, when Goldsmith was writing these essays and The Vicar of Wakefield, it had become commonplace to argue, in Montesquieu’s vein, that punishments ought to be proportional to crimes and that excessively severe punishments for moderate offenses inspired indiscriminate criminal behavior. For example, when robbery and murder are both capital crimes, the law encourages highwaymen to kill their victims (as Samuel Johnson maintained in The Rambler 114, [1751]). These and other ideas in chapter 27 recall both the matter of The Spirit of the Laws, as well as its anecdotal manner, which Goldsmith declared to be more that of a “poet than a philosopher” (Works, 1.301).8 

The French connection was important to Goldsmith, but his ideas also figure in a line of English thought about prison discipline that dates, most memorably and consistently, from the activist years of Fielding’s magistracy during midcentury. The case for reformative imprisonment involving supervised labor and reflective solitude set forth in chapter 27 reads like an abstract of Fielding’s plan for a Middlesex County House in A Proposal for Making all Effectual Provision for the Poor (1753). These ideas do not appear in works by Montesquieu or Beccaria; rather, they are presentiments of a consensus that would emerge among English intellectuals, philanthropists, and legislators of the 1770s, a consensus that eventually led to the replacement of prisons like the one in which Primrose is confined with newly designed and constructed penitentiaries.9 

This is part of the story, but in addition Goldsmith associated with men at the center of contemporary British legal thinking. The famous jurist William Blackstone authoritatively brought together continental and English strands of thought about legal reform and prison discipline in his Commentaries on the Laws of England (1765–69), the fourth volume of which concerns criminal law and was written, explicitly, under the influence of Beccaria. The Commentaries were based in large part upon Blackstone’s lectures as the first Vinerian Professor of Law at Oxford, a position he held from 1758 until his resignation in 1766. Robert Chambers, Blackstone’s leading student and eventual successor to the Vinerian Chair, was a longstanding friend of Samuel Johnson’s. Such a friend, indeed, that Johnson assisted him as a collaborator when he proved incapable of composing the lectures required of him as Vinerian Professor. When Goldsmith received the Bachelor of Medicine at Oxford in 1769, he stayed four days as a guest of Chambers, who had recently been elected a member of the Reynolds-Johnson Club.10 Goldsmith, as a friend who shared Johnson’s interest in law, had ample opportunity to know about the ideas Blackstone presented in his lectures, which were in progress during The Vicar of Wakefield’s composition and revision. Although any similarly acquired knowledge of On Crimes and Punishments probably would have come too late to affect his revision of the novel, Goldsmith could have known quite early about Beccaria.11 

It is worth pausing to describe the kind of imprisonment under attack by the reformers of this period. The typical residents of eighteenth-century prisons were debtors and people awaiting trial, often joined by their families, as is Goldsmith’s vicar. Their society might include convicts awaiting transportation or execution as well as innocent witnesses held by the court. The old prisons were not intended, in themselves, as penal instruments but as places of detention prior to judgment or disposition. Death was the common penalty, though often commuted to transportation abroad. Prisons were temporary lodgings for all but a few, and the jailer collected fees from prisoners for room, board, and services like a lord of the manor collecting rents from tenants. As Smollett observed, these prisons microcosmically condensed the society that created them.12 

The reformers rejected these old, domestically ordered prisons, conceiving instead the penitentiaries later perfected by industrial society. This reconception occurred in several stages. As impulses to reform became intellectually focused during the 1760s, prison exteriors were reimagined, although their interiors actually remained much as before. While the old contract system based on jailors’ fees sturdily resisted change, prisons during this decade outwardly assumed a fearful, awesome, sublimely intimidating aspect—imagery envisioned in the graphic arts by Piranesi and in architecture by George Dance’s 1768 design for London Newgate. The Vicar of Wakefield went beyond this early stage of reformist reconception by presenting the old prison interiors as the sites of a new kind of regime. 

Following the Penitentiary Act of 1779, newly designed English prisons displayed revolutionary changes in interior plan. Governmental authorities began to pay all expenses and to dictate every detail of penitentiary architecture along with every movement in the prisoner’s carefully specified daily regime. Each structure was contrived as the physical setting implied by a narrative—or series of narratives—of criminal reformation. Often inspired by a religious fervor that proved remarkably compatible with Beccaria’s utilitarian analysis of human nature, the reformers aimed to reshape the life story of each criminal by the measured application of pleasure and pain within a planned framework. Upon entering one of the new penitentiaries, each convict would be assigned to live out a program or scenario that took as its point of departure a generic classification based upon age, sex, type of offense, and social background. Confinement itself became the punishment, and by the mid-nineteenth century penitentiary sentences had virtually supplanted other criminal punishments except execution for murder or treason. 

II 

What did the old prisons mean to Goldsmith? And what did the issue of prison reform have to do with politics in the narrower sense? These questions may be condensed into another: how could a writer ordinarily described as something of a backward-looking traditionalist find himself on the side of reform? 

In eighteenth-century England, reformist arguments concerning criminal law and prisons, at least in their earlier manifestations, are more accurately understood as aspects of the politics of opposition than as elements in a sharply defined program. When Goldsmith was drafting The Vicar of Wakefield in the early 1760s, soon after George III’s accession, the old oligarchy of court Whigs that had ruled the country for most of the century was thought, by diverse factions with very little in common besides their opposition to those in office, to have imposed ever-harsher criminal laws—especially capital punishment—as a means of enforcing its power. Thus Goldsmith, whose secular politics may be fairly if broadly characterized as those of a nostalgic country conservative, could have views on prisons and the criminal law generally consonant with those of a man as different in other respects as Jonas Hanway. Hanway, like a number of philanthropists of the time, came from an essentially disenfranchised category of traders and manufacturers whose reformism was consciously motivated by powerful, very often dissenting, religious belief. By the same token, reformist argumentation and the introduction of parliamentary bills during the later 1760s and the 1770s helped the Rockingham group define its political opposition to the king and his ministers, even though significant members of their party had figured in the old corps of Whigs earlier responsible for the rapid increase in the number of crimes designated as capital offenses. Party relations in this world were positional, not absolute. Indeed, modern ideas of party and class were not yet sharply defined, though the forces that would delineate them were already powerfully at work.13 

Goldsmith’s opposition to rule by “aristocratical” plutocrats is vehemently set forth in “The Revolution in Low Life” (1762; Works, 3.195–98). His repeated references to “the Great” unmistakably place this essay in a long tradition of attacks on the Whig oligarchy reaching back through Fielding and Gay. He sees foreign commerce as enabling the accumulation of “immense property,” which leads in turn to government by numerous petty tyrants. In the country, as landlords and magistrates, these magnates abrogate ancient rights and push small farmers—the virtuous “middle order of mankind”—off the land. In the city, the “Great” indulge in luxurious entertainments that set a disastrous example for shopkeepers and craftsmen of the “middling class of people.”14 This view of contemporary history, along with the theory of government that justifies it, is voiced most trenchantly in The Traveller (1764): 

But when contending chiefs blockade the throne 

Contracting regal power to stretch their own, 

When I behold a factious band agree 

To call it freedom, when themselves are free; 

Each wanton judge new penal statutes draw, 

Laws grind the poor, and rich men rule the law; 

The wealth of climes, where savage nations roam, 

Pillag’d from slaves, to purchase slaves at home; 

Fear, pity, justice, indignation start, 

Tear off reserve, and bare my swelling heart; 

’Till half a patriot, half a coward grown, 

I fly from petty tyrants to the throne. 

(4.265–66; ll.381–92) 

Taken in historical context, these lines mark out a distinct political position. The antidote to the tyranny of “aristocratical” plutocrats whose vast wealth is founded upon commerce (especially foreign trade) is to contain them within a reinvigorated royal authority. 

A more detailed exposition of the ideas behind The Traveller appears in chapter 19 of The Vicar of Wakefield, where Dr. Primrose argues vehemently against a “very well-drest gentleman” who has asked him home to a fine supper but who is soon discovered to be a politically radical butler masquerading as the absent master. The upstart servant merely parodies his master’s “aristocratical” imposture. Primrose asserts that “external commerce” not only destroys home industry, and class identity, it also undermines sovereignty because it yields accumulations of wealth so vast that they cannot be expended on “necessaries and pleasures.” Instead, this wealth is spent to purchase power competitive with the king’s. And in the very next chapter, when Primrose is reunited with his wandering son, George, he hears that the poverty-stricken young man’s adventures in quest of patronage have included a time as servant-companion to a rake who required him to fight as his substitute in a duel. The rake is none other than that same Squire Thornhill who has just seduced George’s sister and will shortly imprison his father. All three fall prey to the squire’s expression of superfluous wealth as power. The wealth actually belongs to the squire’s uncle, Sir William Thornhill, whose omniscience extends to heights that might well be envied by a king, yet whose power, though miraculously benevolent, also derives from riches gained abroad. The two Thornhills are fantasy opposites who move, respectively, beneath and above royal notice. 

The 1760s in England was a period of transient ministries within the government and radical action outside it. George III aggravated both the instability of his cabinets and the radicalism of the Wilkesites even if he did not cause them. But though the king proved to be politically inept, he stood for much that men of Goldsmith’s stamp admired, and his defects were far less evident during the first few years of the reign than later. Six days after the succession, he issued a proclamation “for the encouragement of piety and virtue, and for the prevention of vice, profaneness and immorality.”15 In addition, he worked successfully to force the end of an ongoing, and largely triumphant, imperial war with France in which Pitt, as prime minister, had been enthusiastically backed by commercial interests in the City. George, the first notably “English” king in living memory, stood for traditional values and against the grasping machinations of clever politicians. He called the counterbalancing arrangement of Britain’s constitution “the most beautiful combination ever framed,”16 and eagerly sought to maintain, even to rejuvenate, the crown’s operative role in the processes of rule. 

The throne to which the poet would fly in The Traveller, like the overarching royal authority that Dr. Primrose views as a protection against the “aristocratical” tyranny of new wealth on the one hand and the intrusion of “liberty” men on the other, unmistakably idealizes Goldsmith’s aspirations for the reign of George III. Dr. Primrose exclaims in a similar vein: 

It should be the duty of honest men to assist the weaker side of our constitution, that sacred power that has for some years been every day declining, and losing its due share of influence in the state. (4.98)

In such a context, attacks on prison conditions and arguments against capital punishment become tokens of a broad resentment against Whiggish petty tyrants who assume the forms of aristocracy but not its values: 

And thus, polluting honour in its source, 

Gave wealth to sway the mind with double force. 

(The Traveller, 4.267; ll.395–96) 

Squire Thornhill stands for the lot of them. By their means, 

the natural ties that bind the rich and poor together are broken, and . . . [the] middle order of mankind may lose all its influence. . . . In such a state, therefore, all that the middle order has left, is to preserve the prerogative and privileges of the one principal governor with the most sacred circumspection. (4.101–2) 

Goldsmith’s later Life of Bolingbroke (1770) characterizes Henry St. John’s Idea of the Patriot King as “that excellent piece” which “describes a monarch uninfluenced by party, leaning to the suggestions neither of whigs nor tories, but equally the friend and the father of all” (Works, 3.470). Goldsmith appears sincerely to have viewed George III in such a light. For him, reform participates in a large wish for authoritative intervention and supervision. 

The idealization of George III has broad implications for an ideological understanding of The Vicar of Wakefield. Goldsmith clearly longed for reform of the body politic to come about through paternalist intervention by the throne, his view of which, again, aligns with that of Bolingbroke, who wrote that “the image of a free people” living in a “genuine” polity is “that of a patriarchal family, where the head and all the members are united by one common interest.”17 Thus Dr. Primrose in his roles as “priest” and “father of a family” can appropriately, if somewhat implausibly, reform the microcosmic, old-style prison into which he is thrown by Squire Thornhill. Prison serves as a condensed image of tyranny that is at once traditional and loaded with contemporary political significance. As E. P. Thompson observes, both the Whig “jealousy” of the crown and Walpole’s lavish financial support of the throne as a partner sharing the spoils of government arose less from anxiety about an absolutist takeover than from “the more realistic fear that an enlightened monarch might find means to elevate himself, as the personification of an ‘impartial,’ rationalizing, bureaucratic State power, above and outside the predatory game [of party and court politics]. The appeal of such a patriot king would have been immense, not only among the lesser gentry, but among great ranges of the populace.”18 

In the short run, reformist adaptation might well have been part of the program of the kind of enlightened, patriot monarch whom Bolingbroke and Goldsmith envisioned, and whom George III hoped to be. Goldsmith’s advocacy of the king as the agent of change is comprehensible not only in the English context but in the larger frame of European politics: a number of absolutist monarchs and princes on the continent did in fact reform their criminal laws on principles recommended by Beccaria and other intellectuals. In the long run, however, the rationalization of the state—its emergence as an impersonal network of laws, rules, parties, and bureaucratic procedures that intersperse authority throughout everyday life—would in part accomplish the containment of oligarchic depredation that Goldsmith sought. To the degree that such rationalization ultimately would come to epitomize bourgeois class interests, it also would serve the “middle order of mankind” which, as Primrose argues, subsists independently “between the very rich and the very rabble” and in which “are generally to be found all the arts, wisdom, and virtues of society” (4.101–2). 

Finally, however, the procedures of the modern state could not effectively be assimilated to a royalist program like Goldsmith’s because their authority could not be personified: their regulative power depends upon their impersonality. In the fully realized penitentiary, for example, impersonal authority is projected as the “principle of inspection” as Jeremy Bentham described it in his Panopticon.19 Bentham’s idealized plan revealed that the operational fact of the penitentiary is the principle of inspection itself, not the person of the inspector. The point is that the inspector-keeper is not really omniscient, or even really a person, but rather that the transparency of penitentiary architecture forces the prisoner to imagine him as such. Goldsmith envisioned the new penitentiary regime but misapprehended its means by attributing its power to the throne. Both the French connection and the politics of opposition enabled him to define prison conditions and abuses in the criminal law as crucial issues and brought about his advocacy of changes that had quite different implications than he could have foretold in the early 1760s. But Goldsmith’s lack of foresight is not surprising. Reform found its initial representation within the existing boundaries of those political, conceptual, terminological, generic, or institutional species it eventually would alter, because it encoded emergent social practices in such mystified shapes that their significance was easily misunderstood by actors in a fundamentally tactical political context. In short, reform had a wide range of unforeseen consequences. The novel served as a laboratory where potential outcomes were enacted as textual experiments. 

The novel provides a formally distinct arena where political and social contradictions become accessible to analysis. This is because works of art—perhaps the novel above all—attempt the unified representation of different social and cultural structures—the residual, the dominant, the emergent—simultaneously in a single frame of reference. In aesthetic works the very contrivance of formal coherence out of disparate materials allows us to glimpse—through what have been called “eloquent silences”—the process of generation and regeneration that drives all cultural formation.20 Such works are peculiarly revealing as compared with the infinite sequences of historical process as a whole because of those breaks in tone, conflicts in representational method, and tensions among generic expectations that occur within their formal boundaries. Alterations in form, the emergence of new subject matters, or developments in technique, can enact broader cultural change. But works of art are not mere reflections. They clarify structures of feeling characteristic of a given historical moment and thereby predicate those available in the future. This is the specific sense in which they may serve as a medium of cultural emergence through which new images of society move into focus and become tangible. 

III 

The implicit logic of Goldsmith’s reformist advocacy stands in contradiction to his politics and yields a fractured, paradoxical mode of narration. The ironies that mid-twentieth-century critics have found in The Vicar of Wakefield are generated not by flaws in the character of Dr. Primrose but by contradictions that mark reformist thought during the 1760s and that more generally characterize the transition to modern impersonal governance. At one level—that of political consciousness—Goldsmith undoubtedly was a monarchist with nostalgic longings for the old constitution; but the textual ideology of his novel—the import of its form—points categorically to the emergence of an all-present state order, not to the personal rule of a benevolent individual. Precisely because the king was a personification, he could not act during the 1760s as the embracing, neutral, guarding force Goldsmith so desired and so struggled to embody in a surrogate, Sir William Thornhill. Thus Sir William must make a personal appearance in order to set things right at the story’s end; to do this he must unmask since, quite remarkably, he has acted in disguise as the family friend, Mr. Burchell, throughout much of the novel. Goldsmith’s politics were rather old-fashioned, but both the institutional reformation advocated in chapter 27 and the narrative techniques that structure the text anticipate the all-embracing rule of rules, the neutral impersonality of modern government as epitomized in the penitentiary and in the transparency upon which the illusionism of the realist novel depends. The generic shift toward reformist argumentation that occurs in chapters 26 and 27 is a rupture that asks for investigation and alerts us to seek out meaning in the text’s most fundamental procedures. 

Primrose’s surprise and revulsion at conditions in the old-style prison where he is taken make the reformist position seem inevitable. Although the narration is nominally personal and ostensibly reflects Primrose’s personal response, the novel provides a context and point of view within which these observations take on the appearance of natural, intuitively obvious facts, not merely opinions. Primrose describes his prison in these terms: 

I expected upon my entrance to find nothing but lamentations, and various sounds of misery; but it was very different. The prisoners seemed all employed in one common design, that of forgetting thought in merriment or clamour. I was apprized of the usual perquisite required upon these occasions, and immediately complied with the demand, though the little money I had was very near being all exhausted. This was immediately sent away for liquor, and the whole prison soon filled with riot, laughter, and prophaneness. (4.141) 

The “usual perquisite” is “garnish,” a levy imposed upon new arrivals by the prisoners themselves in order to buy drinks all around. The vicar depicts his prison scene like a dedicated reformer and recoils at the unchecked “execrations, lewdness, and brutality” that reign in a jail where there is “no other resource for mirth, but what [can] be derived from ridicule or debauchery” (4.144–45). 

Primrose soon establishes a protopenitentiary within his old-style jail. And in doing so he creates a social institution as yet unnamed (modern usage of the word “penitentiary” was new in the 1770s). He begins with sermons that inspire the prisoners to a consciousness of their situation and then consolidates thought into habit by establishing a disciplinary regime based on labor, fines, and rewards: 

Their time had hitherto been divided between famine and excess, tumultuous riot and bitter repining. Their only employment was quarrelling among each other, playing at cribbage, and cutting tobacco stoppers. From this last mode of idle industry I took the hint of setting such as chose to work at cutting pegs for tobacconists and shoemakers. . . . I did not stop here, but instituted fines for the punishment of immorality, and rewards for peculiar industry. Thus in less than a fortnight I had formed them into something social and humane, and had the pleasure of regarding myself as a legislator, who had brought men from their native ferocity into friendship and obedience. (4.149)

Here are sketched the elements that would figure in various permutations and with different emphases in penitentiary schemes of the 1770s and after. The one significant omission is solitary confinement, some anticipation of which occurs when Primrose finds every prisoner in this jail to have “a separate cell, where he was locked in for the night” (4.141). Thus, of his first night as a captive, the vicar can report: “After my usual meditations, and having praised my heavenly corrector, I laid myself down and slept with the utmost tranquility till morning” (4.143). In solitude, the vicar displays an ideally reflective submission. In fact, separate night cells were highly unusual in prison buildings prior to the 1770s, when this solution to the riotousness of the old prisons was proposed by some of the more moderate reformers. Goldsmith’s unrealistic anticipation of the “separate cell” marks the ideological content of his account of Primrose’s imprisonment. 

The new penitentiaries would banish chance and fortune—the providential order of plot so central to the events and the social structure depicted in The Vicar of Wakefield—in favor of the earthly planning and certitude that Primrose strives for as a “legislator” who wishes, 

that legislative power would . . . direct the law rather to reformation than severity. . . . Then instead of our present prisons, which find or make men guilty, which enclose wretches for the commission of one crime, and return them, if returned alive, fitted for the perpetration of thousands; we should see . . . places of penitence and solitude, where the accused might be attended by such as could give them repentance if guilty, or new motives to virtue if innocent. And this, but not the increasing punishments, is the way to mend a state: nor can I avoid even questioning the validity of that right which social combinations have assumed of capitally punishing offences of a slight nature. (4.149) 

In his small nation, the prison, the vicar first personally displaces—and then enacts laws to replace—the structures of authority that prevail elsewhere in the world of the novel and that have reduced him to his plight as a prisoner. He acts to retell the story by a different set of rules—those of the penitentiary. 

Terminology makes the case. “Reform” assumes rationally ordered causal sequence and conceives human invention as capable of reconstructing reality. By contrast, religious rebirth proceeds from mysterious re-creation. Reformative confinement in the penitentiary does not deny religion’s motive power, it rather appropriates spiritual symbolism for secular ends. A process that transcends but may include religious belief shapes reformist thought and comprehends its other aspects. In this sense, The Vicar of Wakefield partakes of a reformist discourse, conducted in the broadly shared vocabulary of sensationalist empiricism, that will unite in common purpose figures as diverse as dissenting Christian religionists like Jonas Hanway or John Howard and secular pagans like Jeremy Bentham. Certainly the unfolding of plot is understood by the vicar as a trope for the working out of providential will. And certainly religious belief and the figurations that accompany it are central to the novel’s symbolic apparatus; Martin Battestin has shown, for example, the novel’s pervasive repetition of the plot, style, and thought of the Book of Job.21 In my account, however, the text discloses both providence and plot as attributes of a functional omniscience more akin to that of the secular state than to Jehovah’s kingdom. This effect is demonstrated in the plot itself, when Sir William Thornhill emerges, however awkwardly, not just as an agent of the denouement but as the power who will determine it. 

IV 

The prison episode in The Vicar of Wakefield is an eruption or fracture that allows us to glimpse an ideology which is at once pervasively encoded throughout the novel and contradicted by the text’s political rhetoric. Virtually the whole machinery of the new penitentiary is sketched out in chapter 27, and this apparatus in turn implies a peculiarly modern way of viewing character and conscience as impersonal narrative functions. In Sir George Onesiphorus Paul’s later Gloucestershire system, for example, male and female felons were confined in penitentiaries under detailed rules setting forth regimes of work and diet appropriate to different stages of the sentence, which was analyzed into segments like the stages of a classic plot.22 To manipulate identity by restructuring the fictions on which it is founded is the exact aim of the penitentiary as an institution. Yet in the novel’s prison episode the impersonal principle of inspection, which animates both the penitentiary and the rational/purposive social order it epitomizes, is enacted as the story of a personal intervention by Dr. Primrose. This personification of social power is no less incongruous than the fictional pretence that the operations of reformative confinement might be carried out within the architectural framework of an old-style prison. 

The incongruous attribution of regulative omniscience to personal agents in fact occurs throughout the novel. Overdetermined personifications of authority crowd the whole text. Dr. Primrose’s authoritative role is especially important in the prison episode, as in the family setting, but elsewhere he competes with the all but God-like powers of Mr. Burchell/ Sir William Thornhill. Acting in the guise of Burchell, Sir William protects the family from the imposture of Squire Thornhill’s dubious lady friends, who invite the Primrose girls to London in order to make them easy prey, and, when the squire lures the eldest into elopement, Burchell tracks her and hovers about trying to warn her off. Later, he is able to foil an abduction of the younger daughter staged by the squire. The motif of disguise itself becomes a figure for the idea that efficacious governance strives to work invisibly as a mode of control rather than through personal action. Burchell’s true identity as Sir William is discovered not by himself but by accident, and the Olympian revelation inspires almost unbearable awe: “Never before had I seen any thing so truly majestic as the air he assumed upon this occasion” (4.167). The vicar also must compete with the perverted, aggressively personal, feudal authority of Squire Thornhill, whose defeat is adumbrated by the vicar’s reform of the old-style prison—at once the instrument and symbol of “aristocratical” tyranny. These overdetermined personifications manifest a frustrated struggle to find technical narrative forms both correlative to the emergent penitentiary idea set forth in chapter 27 and consonant with the novel’s expressed politics. A version of that struggle can also be seen in the choice of narrative mode. The text contains evidence of a reach toward the impersonal narrative procedures characteristic of later realist fiction and, analogously, of the penitentiary as idealized in Bentham’s “principle of inspection.” The Vicar of Wakefield is an intermediate sociocultural structure whose textual operations allow us to view emergence in process. 

Ronald Paulson argues that Dr. Primrose combines attributes of a simple wise man like Parson Adams in Joseph Andrews with the ironic perspective of Fielding’s omniscient narrators. Primrose’s witty character includes an ironic streak, yet his limited personality and point of view make him subject to dramatic irony.23 The vicar also includes authoritative qualities reminiscent of Dr. Harrison in Fielding’s Amelia (1751). Indeed, the character of Dr. Harrison in that earlier novel provides a key to an appreciation of the technical development represented by The Vicar of Wakefield. The narrator in Amelia, though at times obtrusively omniscient, all but disappears during long stretches of the fiction, and many of his authoritative attributes—including considerable management of the action—are lodged in a character in the story, Dr. Harrison. Yet Dr. Harrison also proves fallible, and his mistakes have provoked considerable commentary by critics who rightly notice inconsistencies in the character. Properly viewed as products of Fielding’s experimentation with narrative technique, however, these inconsistencies in Dr. Harrison can point us toward a fuller understanding of the problematic formal status of Goldsmith’s narrator. The Vicar of Wakefield combines similar attributes in Dr. Primrose, a character who is at once the apparent narrator, the chief actor, the possessor of considerable foresight, and a laughably erroneous good soul. 

The resulting compound differs markedly from previous first-person narration, because the speaker in Goldsmith’s novel is framed by a coherent, controlling, putatively invisible omniscience. In Amelia, this omniscience had been personified as an intrusive third-person narrator, even though that narrator was often submerged and some of the attributes of authority were transferred to Dr. Harrison. In The Vicar of Wakefield, although omniscience must be inferred within the body of the narrative proper, we learn on the title page that Dr. Primrose’s story is “a tale, supposed to be written by himself.” Who, we may ask, is doing the supposing? Some covert impersonality is at work here, some tacit collaboration between an implied third-person perspective within which Primrose’s supposed narration must be staged and an implied reader who seems to require omniscience and individualism at once. The reader is licensed to imagine an individual as the figure of narrative authority, much as Bentham’s prisoner is invited to imagine the keeper-inspector of the penitentiary as a representation of the principle of inspection and omniscience itself. The text attempts to contain first-person narration within a covert, impersonal omniscience. This controlling presence is manifest in the rigidly symmetrical structure of the novel and in the blatantly contrived reversals of its plot. Such features are linked in turn to the overdetermined personifications discussed above: these personifications may be read as outcroppings of dysfunctionally manifested authority. These and other qualities of the novel cause it to seem more like a fable, parable, or fairy tale than a realist fiction. But, as Robert Rosenblum has observed of painting during this same period in Britain, some of the most striking formal developments in realist technique appear in tandem with their opposites—the visionary, the romantic, the fantastic, and the gothic.24 

I say that the novel “attempts” the containment of the first-person point of view within a coherent third-person perspective because this is a contradictory aim that cannot be fully realized in first-person narration. Only later when full development of the third-person technique known as style indirect libre (free indirect discourse) enables the presentation of thought through seemingly untrammeled, all-seeing, impersonal narration does this become possible. Fielding has a place in the early history of free indirect discourse because of the scattered instances in which he employs this device “for rendering a character’s thought in his own idiom while maintaining the third-person reference and the basic tense of narration.”25 It is a fundamental mechanism underlying the convention of transparency that distinguishes the later realist novel. Flaubert condensed the basic principle into a vivid formulation later echoed by Joyce: “The illusion (if there is one) comes . . . from the impersonality of the work. . . . The artist in his work must be like God in his creation—invisible and all-powerful: he must be everywhere felt, but never seen.”26 Free indirect discourse disperses authoritative presence into the very third-person grammar and syntax through which the illusion of thought is created. Transparency is the convention that both author and beholder are absent from a representation, the objects of which are rendered as if their externals were entirely visible and their internality fully accessible. Transparency treats the one presence within which all other presences are staged as if its embrace were invisible. 

The Vicar of Wakefield, though written in the first person and not self-evidently part of the prehistory of free indirect discourse, nonetheless reaches toward this technique: in fact, certain passages can be understood as third-person narration reinscribed as if from the first-person perspective of the vicar. Dr. Primrose may not be an extraordinarily reflective character, and he is decidedly fallible, but he does have penetrating qualities as an observer. These qualities are less functions of his character than of the encrypted person of his narration. Collaterally, because of inconsistencies and contradictions in Goldsmith’s technique, the implied omniscient narratorial presence not only is displaced into the first person, it is variously projected into the actions of characters who—like Burchell, Sir William, Squire Thornhill, and, in certain episodes, Primrose himself—seem to transcend typical human capacity or even to assume all but supernatural powers. 

A simple test can reveal how the novel obliquely ventures upon the representation of thought from the impersonal, all-penetrating perspective that free indirect discourse makes possible. Roland Barthes proposes such a test during a discussion of personal and apersonal narration as systems or codes independent of superficial linguistic markers: “there are narratives or at least narrative episodes . . . which though written in the third person nevertheless have as their true instance the first person.”27 And he proceeds to rewrite the third-person pronouns of such a text in the first person. Run in reverse, his test yields fascinating results when applied to the passage in chapter 15 where Primrose, having intermittently assumed some attributes of a third-person narrator in describing the discovery of Mr. Burchell’s letter-case, then shifts to a brief account of his own thoughts upon discovering that Burchell had written to prevent Squire Thornhill’s London women from taking the Primrose daughters to town. The following translation of this passage yields a convincing episode of third-person narration ranging in technique from neutral psychological description (first sentence), to a passing instance of free indirect discourse (marked with my italics), to a summation ambiguously poised between impersonal narratorial observation and another rendering of thought (last sentence). I insert the alternate pronouns in brackets: 

As for my [his] part, it appeared to me [him] one of the vilest instances of unprovoked ingratitude I [he] had met with. Nor could I [he] account for it in any other manner than by imputing it to his [Burchell’s] desire of detaining my [his] youngest daughter in the country, to have the more frequent opportunities of an interview. In this manner we [they] all sat ruminating upon schemes of vengeance, when our [their] other little boy came running in to tell us [them] that Mr. Burchell was approaching at the other end of the field. It is easier to conceive than describe the complicated sensations which are felt from the pain of a recent injury, and the pleasure of approaching vengeance. (Works, 4.77–78)28 

Primrose’s private observations take on the perspective of impersonal narration, though hidden under the first person. The novel actually alerts us to the possibility of such interchanges of person when, quite early in the text, Mr. Burchell momentarily slips from the third person into the first during his account of Sir William Thornhill’s life and works (4.30). Goethe describes this famous slip as the point at which, according to Herder, the audience of the novel must divide between those who view the work as “a production of Art” and those who, like children, naively confuse it with the “productions of Nature.”29 Interestingly, the intermediate mode of personal/apersonal narration that I am noticing here appeared contemporaneously with Adam Smith’s identification of the psychic interchange of “I” and “he” as the fundamental mechanism establishing morality and character through the introjection of social norms as individual values. Smith named this internalized representation of the third person the “impartial spectator.” The Vicar of Wakefield allows us to see the embodiment of the “impartial spectator” in literary culture, and to uncover the dispersed and secret assertions of omniscience and power in the private voice of the individual.30 

Attention to The Vicar of Wakefield’s articulate politics, to its reformist episode in chapter 27, and to its “supposed” first-person narration shows certain ways in which it displays a new ideology. Goldsmith’s individual politics brought him to idealize the personal powers of the monarch as if they represented a new system of impersonal, transparent order—an enabling anachronism that allowed him to delineate the essential character of the new penitentiary in considerable detail, without giving explicit voice to its overarching rationale. His novel, in epitomizing those details, and in producing narration with technical features that anticipate the impersonal omniscience of modern supervisory authority—whether in novelistic procedures or in governmental technology—defines a textual scene within which ideological contradictions become visible and through which we can witness the emergence of a new system of order beneath the surface evocations of divine providence and first-person narration. These contradictions have meaning. They have cognitive force. 

V 

We may return, at last, to my earlier question: why should an essay on prison reform be lodged in a novelistic context? My answer has two elements. First, the novel, even more than other literary forms, is sensitive to emergent institutional orders because it incorporates the dialogic transactions at work in society at any given historical moment. Second, the penitentiary as conceived during the later eighteenth century and institutionally established following the Penitentiary Act of 1779 is itself a narrative institution structured on principles analogous to, and within the same epistemology as, the realist novel. Penitentiaries have regimes, schedules, disciplines; their inmates progress or regress, and they have stories not to be told upon release or just prior to execution (like the subjects of The Newgate Calendar) but to be lived out in the penitentiary itself. Much of the history of penology subsequent to the establishment of penitentiaries in England during the last quarter of the eighteenth century can be described as an attempt to order the prison story generically with divergent classifications for each age, sex, and type of convict. This idea is central: the form prisons took when they were remade in correspondence to and collaboration with the period’s new systems of political and moral consciousness was narrative form of a distinctively novelistic kind; this form, in turn, implied a whole new way of being in a transparent world. 

Finally, one may ask why it now has become possible, even necessary, to read The Vicar of Wakefield as a document of ideological emergence. The work’s previous critical reception can offer a clue. The idea that the text maintains two fundamentally disparate points of view—that of Primrose and that of some embracing ironist—became established only during the mid-twentieth-century after nearly two hundred years in which the novel had been prized for its simple clarity of representation. Only during the past generation has Primrose been viewed primarily as a figure with comic, even ridiculous, limitations or as an object of sustained satire.31 My analysis works to explain these critical strategies as last-ditch efforts to maintain the novel’s coherence and illusionism in face of ever-increasing evidence of its contradictions. My reading accepts these contradictions as meaningful rather than trying to reintegrate them into a more complex illusionism. Such a critical move becomes possible, I believe, only once the order of transparent realism and the mechanisms of neutral, rational/purposive social institutions that it reproduces have ceased to be accepted as inevitable, unremarked conventions and have begun to take on the awkwardness of residual formulations. These conventions can and do remain powerful forces in present-day culture and society, but their operations have fallen into the line of critical vision and have become subject to ever more corrosive analysis. Their dissolution has been in progress through most of the twentieth century. Free indirect discourse, for example, was recognized, described, and named by Romance philologists around the turn of that century, more than a hundred years after it came into pervasive use but precisely when the mode of realism it defined was undergoing radical revision in novelistic practice and when the destructive impact of world war and revolution forever altered the European social order.32 By the 1920s and 1930s it was an avant-garde commonplace to treat realism as a historical development, and its contradictions, once visible, became increasingly unsupportable in literary and cultural theory even though the practice of everyday life and techniques of popular fiction continued to take many aspects of the convention for granted.33 Those who remain unperplexed by theoretical concerns may live still within the residual convention of realism—either entirely undisturbed or engaged unselfconsciously in the business of keeping it in operation (this is where I would locate most ironist critics of The Vicar of Wakefield). 

Today, it seems to me that self-conscious criticism of the novel has to deal with two irreconcilable facts. First, everyday life still proceeds for the most part within the conventions of transparency and realism, just as the penitentiary (in however decrepit a form) remains the ordinary last resort and essential symbolic projection of state power. And second, these conventions and institutions have been subjected to critiques which, though aimed at profound deconstruction, have yet to prove fatal. What characterizes our moment—our episteme as Michel Foucault would have called it—is the seemingly indefinite persistence of a parallax existence in which these conditions pertain practically but do not pertain intellectually. We live in a fractured state of illusion/disillusion of which I believe the theoretical eclecticism of this essay to be a product. The contradictions that we have observed in mid-eighteenth-century society inversely parallel the fissures in our own. Both societies are transitional. What was emergent two hundred years ago now is residual—but also different. The novel is now a commodity—part of the culture industry—and penitentiaries now serve as mere holding areas primarily populated by racial and cultural aliens. Signs appear that prisons, known now as “facilities,” may soon he returned to operation by private industry like the unreformed eighteenth-century jails that went before them. Even the Enlightenment zeal to abolish capital punishment, a reform closely linked to the rise of the penitentiary, has waned: in California, for example, three justices of the state Supreme Court were unseated in 1986 because the public believed them opposed to the death penalty. In this context, then, I rationalize my own theoretical eclecticism as having, at least, the virtue of keeping fissures in the present mode of social and literary production in constant view by restaging them in multiple perspectives. 


CHAPTER 8 

Impersonal Violence 

The Penetrating Gaze and the Field of Narration in Caleb Williams 

With a Postscript on My Gross Anatomy Lab 

My subject is the violence habituated within certain techniques of impersonal narration typical of realist prose fiction. I want to point to issues at once broad, complex, and by no means intuitively obvious. In developing them here, however, I shall concentrate mainly upon William Godwin’s attempt, in his novel Caleb Williams, at a radical critique of the machinery of character and conscience as socially, legally, and governmentally constructed during the Enlightenment: a critique ultimately overwhelmed from within by the technology it assailed. 

I 

But I shall begin again, this time with three quotations, the first from Jonathan Swift’s Hack in “A Digression on Madness.” Both Swift’s dichotomy between ordinary vision and the scientific gaze and his metaphor fusing female skin and foppish clothing—his feminization of the body under the knife of scientistic inquiry—emerge as uncannily prophetic: 

The two Senses, to which all Objects first address themselves, are the Sight and the Touch; These never examine farther than the Colour, the Shape, the Size, and whatever other Qualities dwell, or are drawn by Art upon the Outward of Bodies; and then comes Reason officiously, with Tools for cutting, and opening, and mangling, and piercing, offering to demonstrate, that they are not of the same consistence quite thro’. . . . Therefore, in order to save the Charges of all such expensive Anatomy for the Time to come; I do here think fit to inform the Reader, that in such Conclusions as these, Reason is certainly in the Right; and that in most Corporeal Beings, which have fallen under my Cognizance, the Outside hath been infinitely preferable to the In: Whereof I have been farther convinced from some late Experiments. Last Week I saw a Woman flay’d, and you will hardly believe, how much it altered her Person for the worse. Yesterday I ordered the Carcass of a Beau to be stript in my Presence; when we were all amazed to find so many unsuspected Faults under one Suit of Clothes: Then I laid open his Brain, his Heart, and his Spleen; But, I plainly perceived at every Operation, that the farther we proceeded, we found the Defects encrease upon us in Number and Bulk: from all which, I justly formed this Conclusion to my self; That whatever Philosopher or Projector can find out an Art to sodder and patch up the Flaws and Imperfections of Nature, will deserve much better of Mankind, and teach us a more useful Science, than that so much in present Esteem, of widening and exposing them.1 

Swift’s contempt for deluded rationalist projectors leads him to prefigure, from an opposite political perspective, a counter-Enlightenment rebel such as William Blake, and to offer a satiric anticipation of Godwin’s political idealism. Swift’s Houyhnhnms in fact distilled for Godwin an ideal of society governed by orderly thought and practice: that is to say, a society inhabited by Godwin’s peculiar brand of individually autonomous rationalism, by benevolence, and by honesty, rather than by institutions and contractual rights.2 

This counter-Enlightenment current surfaces, too, in poststructuralist thinking, for example, in Jacques Derrida’s appreciation of the thought of Emmanuel Levinas, entitled “Violence and Metaphysics”: 

Incapable of respecting the Being and meaning of the other, phenomenology and ontology would be philosophies of violence . . . [connected with] the ancient clandestine friendship between light and power, and the ancient complicity between theoretical objectivity and technico-political possession. . . . The heliological metaphor only turns away our glance, providing an alibi for the historical violence of light: a displacement of technico-political oppression in the direction of philosophical discourse.3 

The metaphor of “enlightenment,” which we inherit from the eighteenth century, is one of those “heliological metaphors” that conceals the impersonal violence involved in the scientistic framing of objects, in effacing mysterious otherness by infiltrating autonomous bodies with knowledge, by “flaying” them with light’s probing rays. When the form of knowledge known as realist narrative infiltrates the bodies and minds it represents, as it progressively does in the eighteenth-century novel, its “technico-political possession” dominates and mutilates (symbolically dissects and even castrates) these bodies whether the instrument is the anatomical knife in the impartial hands of Reason that exposes flaws in the carcass of Swift’s Beau, or the penetrating gaze of clinical inquiry, or the novelistic depiction of thought. Caleb Williams is no more than a representative victim of enlightened inquiry analogous to the precisely specified female vagrants whose anatomized bodies are depicted in William Hunter’s Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus (1774: Figures 8 and 9) or the more generalized male figures dismembered for Gautier d’Agoty’s Myologie complette en couleur et grandeur naturelle (1746: Figures 10 and 11).

The third quotation comes from a preface that Godwin wrote nearly forty years after Caleb Williams’s publication. He thematizes the metaphor of dissection, also a favorite of his novelistic predecessors: 

I began my narrative . . . in the third person. But I speedily became dissatisfied. I then assumed the first person, making the hero of my tale his own historian. . . . [This] was infinitely the best adapted . . . to my vein of delineation, where the thing in which my imagination revelled the most freely, was the analysis of the private and internal operations of the mind, employing my metaphysical dissecting knife in tracing and laying bare the involutions of motive. . . . I rather amused myself with tracing a certain similitude between the story . . . and the tale of Bluebeard. . . . Falkland was my Bluebeard, who had perpetrated atrocious crimes. . . . Caleb Williams was the wife, who in spite of warning, persisted in his attempts to discover the forbidden secret; and, when he had succeeded, struggled fruitlessly to escape the consequences, as the wife of Bluebeard in washing the key of the ensanguined chamber, who, as often as she cleared the stain of blood from the one side, found it showing itself with frightful distinctness on the other.4 

Later, I shall return to this belated preface by Godwin. For now, let me just point out that he views his assumption of Caleb’s first-person voice as a metaphysical dissection and that he feminizes Caleb as the last in the sequence of Bluebeard’s murdered wives. The context of this passage includes Godwin’s review of the fictional analogues on which he depended and clearly places Caleb in a long line of novelistic cadavers whose authors were, as Godwin says, “employed upon the same mine as myself, however different was the vein they pursued: we were all of us engaged in exploring the entrails of mind and motive” (340). Hogarth already had conceived such exploration as the literal dissection of criminal innards illustrated in the final plate of his Four Stages of Cruelty (Figure 12) and had visually likened the process to a juridical trial, which is the scene of action more prevalent than any other in Caleb Williams.5 

It is time to turn to certain framing propositions. A first set concerns the social and psychological significance of the emergence of the third-person narrative term known as style indirect libre (free indirect discourse), a technical innovation historically specific to the later eighteenth century that enables the presentation of thought through seemingly untrammeled, all seeing, impersonal narration. As Dorrit Cohn says, free indirect discourse is a device “for rendering a character’s thought in his own idiom while maintaining the third-person reference and the basic tense of narration.”6 It is the characteristic mechanism for securing the illusion of transparency that marks the realist novel from the later eighteenth century onward. Transparency is the convention that both author and beholder are absent from a representation, the objects of which are rendered as if their externals were entirely perceptible in a unified field of vision and their internality fully accessible. Flaubert condensed the basic principle into a vivid formulation: “The illusion (if there is one) comes . . . from the impersonality of the work. . . . The artist in his work must be like God in his creation—invisible and all-powerful: he must be everywhere felt, but never seen.” Free indirect discourse disperses authoritative presence into the very third-person grammar and syntax through which the illusion of thought is created. The technique’s prominence in narrative fiction correlates historically with the projection of impersonal authority in the penitentiary prison as epitomized by Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon. Bentham’s idealized plan revealed that the operational fact of the penitentiary is what he called the “principle of inspection,” not the person of the inspector. The point is that the inspector-keeper is not really omniscient, or even really a person, but rather that the transparency of penitentiary architecture forces the prisoner to imagine him as such. Reformation hinges upon the conviction that omniscience enfolds being.7 

Both free indirect discourse and Bentham’s “principle of inspection” correlate, further, with Adam Smith’s identification of the sympathetic interchange of “I” and “other” as the fundamental psychic mechanism establishing conscience and character through the introjection of social norms as individual values. Thus, by a central irony, the sensation of sympathy founds an order of power. Smith, who named this internalized representation of the third person as the “impartial spectator,” himself sometimes employed narrative devices very similar to free indirect discourse. He presents his construction as a natural universal, whereas I view it as a description of the dominant behavioral ideology or social system of post-Enlightenment culture. Later, in my analysis of Caleb Williams, I will show how Godwin attempted to restage the very mechanisms of this ideology to expose it as a system of domination.8
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FIGURE 8. William Hunter, Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus, Table 4 (1774). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 9. William Hunter, Anatomy of the Human Gravid Uterus, Table 6 (1774). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 10. Gautier d’Agoty, Myologie complette en couleur et grandeur naturelle, Plate 4 (1746). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 11. Gautier d’Agoty, Myologie complette en couleur et grandeur naturelle, Plate 7 (1746). Wellcome Images.
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FIGURE 12. William Hogarth, The Four Stages of Cruelty, Plate 4 (1735). Harvard Art Museums/Fogg Museum, Gray Collection of Engravings Fund, G9035.

Smith’s contemporary Goldsmith allows us to see the embodiment of the impartial spectator in literary culture, and to uncover the dispersed and secret assertions of omniscience in the seemingly private voice of the individual. The Vicar of Wakefield, although written during the 1760s in the first person and not self-evidently part of the prehistory of free indirect discourse, nonetheless reaches toward this technique. Certain passages in the novel can be understood as third-person narration reinscribed as if from the first-person perspective of the vicar.9 The first-person subject emerges as a remarkably permeable web spun of individual sensation but structured by the impersonal geometry of sociopsychic organization. In hindsight, this fact has startling political implications for Goldsmith’s case, since not merely his specific advocacy of penitentiary confinement but the dispersed, impersonal grounding of his narration cut across the grain of his articulate philosophy as a nostalgic country conservative with longings—à la Boling-broke—for the concentration of authority in the highly individual person of a paternalistic king. 

Godwin presents the obverse case: he is a utopian anarchist whose attack on personified authority in Caleb Williams is also staged within a field of narration that profoundly contradicts his enterprise. So compelling is the teleology of representation as configured in the realist novel that Godwin not only recast the ending of his story in conformity to its dynamic, but he proceeded thereafter to a wholesale rewriting of Political Justice. This rewriting and further insertions in Caleb Williams indicate that the novel became a conflictual scene within which Godwin’s initial belief in radically individualistic virtue could not maintain itself. His thought remained in the current of rational dissent, but was enveloped within a delineation of moral being that emerged as increasingly hegemonic from the 1760s onward and that established a dialectic between a psychologized inner world of subjective reflection and an abstracted social order introjected through sympathetic identification with representative individuals. The gaze, and of course the spectatorship attendant upon it, are primary media within which this dialectic operates but the broader issues at stake concern the vraisemblable—the appearance of reality—within which post-Enlightenment culture constructs character and social relations. 

Contemporary discussion of the gaze as a mechanism embraces ranges of generalization too vast and subtleties of distinction too refined for complete exposition here. But some opening to the topic is required by way of a second set of framing propositions. Especially relevant in this context are concerns about sexual domination brought forward in the work of Laura Mulvey and other feminist film theorists, and questions about the history of the gaze raised by Michel Foucault.10 They have assisted in historicizing the gaze as an ideologically laden cultural procedure that works to stabilize social forms by representing the political order as if it arose naturally from individual perception and psychology. This procedure establishes subjective character as a function acting at the conjuncture of a double or collateral gaze that stabilizes the Other within a fictionalized field of vision and knowledge, so as, finally and paradoxically, to introject its image as an impersonal gaze that fixes the subject within a moral, social, and political order. This gaze is figured metaphorically and ideologically as a neutral, natural perspicuity that spontaneously opens objects in its field to analytic yet painless dissection. 

Foucault has outlined a history of the medical gaze that moves from a clinical phase, focused on the description of symptomatic surface, to an anatomical phase that opens the body’s interior to analytic pathology. Loosely but suggestively correlative would be Norman Bryson’s contrast between Renaissance painting, where the gaze both predicates bodily surfaces in the field of vision and situates the viewer’s body at the point of comprehension, and later European painting in which the gaze is disembodied and analytically sequenced.11 Foucault’s chapter title, “Open Up a Few Corpses,” like his discussion of Sade and the metaphorics of light in the conclusion to The Birth of the Clinic, points to the piercing quality of the gaze. As Bryson says, “The regard attempts to extract the enduring form from fleeting process; its epithets tend towards a certain violence (penetrating, piercing, fixing), and its overall purpose seems to be the discovery of a second . . . surface standing behind the first, the mask of appearances.”12 We recur, then, to the medical imagery Godwin himself used, because it carries the correct (if usually submerged) implication that the gaze is an instrument that violently, albeit precisely, cuts open the body in the act of mapping its functions. This gaze is charged with sexual energy because it penetrates and wounds the body, which it characteristically genders female. 

Film studies, the history of science, and speculative art history offer richly elaborated theories of the gaze. Comparatively novel, however, is my correlation of contemporary ideas about the violence latent in the gaze with the eighteenth-century British school of benevolist moral thought—especially Adam Smith’s—and with the narrative mode of free indirect discourse. The only current thinking I know about that explicitly links violence with sympathy appears in David Marshall’s The Surprising Effects of Sympathy and in a few extraordinarily suggestive pages in Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit’s The Forms of Violence. Bersani and Dutoit suggest, in the context of psychoanalysis rather than eighteenth-century moral theory, that “there is a certain risk in all sympathetic projections: [namely, that] the pleasure which accompanies them promotes a secret attachment to scenes of suffering or violence” because any form of sympathetic identification with suffering must be considered to contain a “trace of sexual pleasure, and that this pleasure is, inescapably, masochistic.” Psychoanalysis provides a more detailed account, but, as Marshall suggests, the text of Smith’s ­Theory of Moral Sentiments implies some linkage between the pleasures of sympathy and sadomasochistic identification.13 

II 

I need to insist, as I move to the main part of this essay, that my aim is not to produce a single unified reading of Caleb Williams. Instead, I consider Caleb Williams as a fractured text, conflictual and dynamic at its very core, a text most usefully imagined as a residue of intellectual and representational struggle, rather than as the embodiment of a single set of purposive intentions or the outcome of a teleological development in thought.14 This struggle involves contestants that the rules of criticism—despite the presence of a book such as Ian Watt’s The Rise of the Novel—have traditionally consigned to separate leagues: political thought and narrative technique. Godwin criticism abounds in treatments of both but not in studies of their interaction. If we look at the two together, especially under the rubric of violence, we can see that the variously revised texts of Godwin’s treatise and novel exhibit at least two sets of interrelated symptoms having to do first with Godwin’s political critique and, second, with the narrative field he constructs. 

Before specifically treating the textualization of these symptoms in Caleb Williams, I must offer a brief plot summary. With the hero, we enter a story long after many important events have transpired. Caleb, a bookish young man of humble birth, becomes upon his parents’ death secretary to Falkland, a melancholy aristocrat of broad accomplishment who once relished society but now is reclusive. After an incident in which Falkland threatens to trample Caleb when the secretary accidentally comes upon him moaning and hastily locking a mysterious trunk, the youth elicits the patron’s story from his steward, Mr. Collins. We encounter this long narrative in Caleb’s third-person retelling, itself lodged within the novel’s retrospective first-person account of actions beginning with Caleb’s entry into Falkland’s household. 

The polished Falkland had innocently fallen afoul of his neighbor, Mr. Tyrrel, a brutal country squire. After many perceived slights and real reprimands from Falkland, Tyrrel redirects his anger at his own dependent niece, the naïve Emily Melville. He punishes Emily’s admiration of Falkland by forcing her engagement to an odious fiancé and then, upon her flight, casting her into a debtors’ prison for not paying her keep during her residence in his house. Emily, of course, dies. Falkland’s condemnation so infuriates Tyrrel that he beats him up before a county assembly. The same evening Tyrrel is secretly murdered. Falkland, having denied his guilt before an admiring public and having allowed a farmer and his son to be executed for the crime, retires into the solitary reflection that is disrupted by Caleb’s arrival on the scene. 

The curious Caleb, actuated by a magnetic sympathy and convinced of Falkland’s deed, employs observation, innuendo, and sly questioning to reach the firm conviction of “guilty.” When a household fire presents the chance, Caleb breaks open that mysterious trunk and is apprehended by Falkland, who confesses to the terrified secretary after extorting an oath of secrecy and bondage. Caleb flees, and is apprehended and indicted for theft upon planted evidence. After twice escaping prison in the manner of Jack Sheppard, and then joining and fleeing a well-governed band of thieves, he feels himself under universal surveillance because his story has been widely circulated by folktale and criminal broadside. He undertakes a series of disguises before being captured in London by a seemingly omniscient agent named Gines. He breaks the oath of secrecy but no magistrate will countenance his accusation and he is returned to prison. Released, and seemingly free when Falkland declines to appear against him, Caleb begins a new life in Wales, only to have it destroyed when Gines seeds the town with an old broadside. Debarred from exile and informed that Falkland intends England to be his lifelong prison, Caleb resolves to assail his patron with a full and circumstantial written narrative—that is, with the novel we are reading—and to accuse Falkland once more on his home ground. A dramatic postscript concludes the action. I want to defer that, however, in order to discuss the symptoms mentioned above and to notice how Godwin’s staging of the novel manifests them.15 

The first range of symptoms has to do with Godwin’s sociopolitical critique and indicates that he initially arranged Caleb Williams as a contention between two systems of moral and political order, both of which he hoped to discredit because both were working hegemonically in the society of his day to maintain corrupting institutional forms. Roughly speaking, Falkland and Caleb figure forth an opposition between the two: on the one hand, an aristocratic system preoccupied with class honor and actuated by shame; and on the other a contract system propelled by sympathy and actuated by guilt.16 The preceding year, in the 1793 version of Political Justice, Godwin had powerfully argued instead for a society in which all institutions would be supplanted by autonomous private judgment equally exercised by all members. What he called “political justice” opposed party politics and questioned even republicanism, because he viewed all forms of government as giving “substance and permanence to our errors.”17 Rather, justice was for Godwin “a rule of conduct originating in the connection of one percipient being with another” and politics was “the adoption of any principle of morality and truth into the practice of a community.”18 Godwin strove to maintain this utopian ideal as an alternative to any institutional formation. 

Godwin founds individual judgment on the human capacity to make reasoned comparisons among perceptions, which refer themselves in turn to sensations. A virtuous community assists the process by transmitting its forms through practice, education, discussion, and literature, but not through formal institutions, which by their nature lend authority to error. He insists upon the role of education in training autonomous judgment, and upon communal discussion in calibrating it to specific situations, but rejects its maintenance through mechanisms of shame or guilt. Both the old system based upon honor and the newer one based upon sympathetic introjection are political in the worst sense because they personify judgment as an enforcing third person rather than founding it upon the analogous but independent percipience of individuals. The one holds this spectator externally, the other introjects and holds it internally, but both situate individual morality in the regard—in the gaze—of others rather than in one’s own integrity. Both deny what Rousseau called amour de soi: that crystalline openness of self that he equates with true sentiment, and which, as Mark Philp says in his study of Political Justice, constitutes in Godwin’s view the “moral independence . . . required for genuine happiness and genuine concern for others.”19 

I divide into two clusters the second range of symptoms: that is, the ones having to do with formal narrative features. They indicate that Godwin fundamentally undermined his project from the beginning because narration as he undertook it reproduced the constructions of character he was assailing and precluded any stable delineation of autonomous private judgment of the kind he idealized. 

The first cluster of symptoms points to a fundamental contradiction in narrative practice: even though, as Godwin indicated in his 1832 preface, he abandoned his initial conduct of narration in the third person in order, as he says, to make “the hero of my tale his own historian,” the purpose, as Godwin says, was in fact to wield his “metaphysical dissecting knife . . . in exploring the entrails of mind and motive” (339–40). In truth, not only is the nominally first-person account of fact in Caleb Williams shot through with knowledge about past events and motives that no single individual could possibly possess, but also the field of narration is fractured by sentences that render thought in encoded free indirect discourse of the kind I have elsewhere pointed out in Goldsmith. By encoded I mean that the first-person form is maintained while the grammatical instance of communication—the speech act—is of the third person. Ann Banfield has argued that such discourse is historically produced and can take place only in written narration.20 Godwin’s entry into the grammar of omniscient presence, even or perhaps especially for purposes of fiction, replicates the very structure of domination he is assailing. 

The second cluster of symptoms reveals that Godwin persistently frames his narration as a progression of images or tableaus that reproduce the violence of the gaze as a demand that the individual submit to external authority. Possibly because Godwin was straining to intensify conventional narration in order to propel his audience into awareness of a new kind of identity, or possibly because his virtually exclusive focus on two male characters throws the gender-laden phenomenology of realist narrative into prominence, he pushes toward the extreme instance of the European tendency (described by Bersani and Dutoit) “to isolate and to immobilize the violent act as the most significant moment in . . . plot development.” In arguing that “a coherent narrative depends on stabilized images; [and that] stabilized images stimulate the mimetic impulse,” they observe that “our views of the human capacity for empathetic representations of the world should therefore take into account the possibility that a mimetic relation to violence necessarily includes a sexually induced fascination with violence.”21 

I shall turn, then (working under the symptomatic rubrics just traced, and in the same order), to ways in which Caleb Williams both exhibits apprehensions about sympathetic identification and narrative violence and is captured by their spell. 

Godwin obviously attacks the aristocratic code of honor, which always has been understood as his chief target, but the novel also works to indict the newer orthodoxy of sympathy. Caleb’s transparent subjectivity makes plain that the sympathetic equation, no less than Falkland’s aristocratic amour-propre, holds up the opaque mask of appearance that Rousseau condemned as merely artificial social form. But Caleb’s sympathy is no neutral or innocent alternative; it is an irrational and exploitative by-product of political power, experienced as a real psychological state, though itself produced in masquerade. When he decides, as he says, to “place myself as a watch upon my patron,” he confesses to “a strange sort of pleasure in it.” This pleasure is directly aroused by Caleb’s fear of authority: “To do what is forbidden always has its charms, because we have an indistinct apprehension of something arbitrary and tyrannical in the prohibition.” The more domineering the object, the more intense the “enjoyment [and] the more the sensation was irresistible. . . . The more impenetrable Mr. Falkland was determined to be, the more uncontrolable was my curiosity” (107–8). This “magnetical sympathy,” as Caleb calls it (112), propels him to the first climax of the action when Falkland, sitting as justice of the peace on a case analogous to his own, flees the scene, thus convincing the closely observant secretary of his patron’s guilt. If Caleb’s “involuntary exclamations” and the feeling that his “animal system had undergone a total revolution” were not sexually explicit enough, he cries “I had had no previous conception . . . that it was possible to love a murderer” (129–30). Once the fire and Caleb’s burglary of Falkland’s trunk have followed with a haste that smacks of allegory, he justifies his “monstrous” act by claiming that “there is something in it of unexplained and involuntary sympathy” (133). A more scathing depiction of the sympathetic construction of character would be hard to imagine. 

Now, let us move to specific instances of the two clusters of formal symptoms previously outlined, treating first the novel’s actuation of plot through immobilized tableaus and then the technical forms of its narration. The first third of the novel, containing Caleb’s retelling of Mr. Collins’s narrative, replicates in hyperconcentrated form Godwin’s comprehensive organization of plot as a sequence of stabilized tableaus, many of them violent. This narrative explicitly inspires Caleb’s sympathetic identification and establishes it as the motive force of the main action. In fewer than one hundred pages we encounter more than a dozen such tableaus: a duel narrowly averted during Falkland’s grand tour of Italy; a stand-off between Falkland and Tyrrel at a country ball; a call upon Tyrrel meant by Falkland to substitute rational expostulation for the duel they seem headed toward (which visit ends with veiled mutual threats); Falkland’s rescue of Emily from a fire during which he orders adjacent houses destroyed and can be seen to walk across a burning roof; Tyrrel and the fiancé’s threat of Emily’s dispoilage in a forced marriage; her flight in the manner of Clarissa; her wasting illness, imprisonment, and death; Falkland’s verbal assault on Tyrrel and, of course, their final altercation ending in Tyrrel’s murder; a hearing on Falkland’s arraignment; and the execution of innocent parties. Caleb’s fictional mimesis of this history recapitulates for readers the profound sympathetic engagement the young man is said to have experienced upon hearing Mr. Collins’s version. 

So compelling is the mechanism that establishes Caleb’s destructive fascination with Falkland that it assumes control of the novel. In order to assure the reader’s identification with his hero, Godwin establishes in this opening Collins/Caleb narration a paradigm of concentrated plot deployment that structures the balance of the work. He thus authorizes in Caleb Williams as a whole a pattern of identification that, in the early segments of the novel, he had used to unveil the awful dynamic of power underlying the sympathetic construction of character. Godwin’s revisions show his defensive response to this fact. In the third edition, that of 1797, the interpolated fourth paragraph of chapter 1 specifies Caleb as a person whose fascination with sequences of cause and effect propagated “an invincible attachment to books of narrative and romance.” “I panted,” he says, “for the unravelling of an adventure, with an anxiety, perhaps almost equal to that of the man whose future happiness or misery depended on its issue. I read, I devoured compositions of this sort. They took possession of my soul; and the effects they produced, were frequently discernible in my external appearance and my health” (4). This paragraph attempts to reinscribe susceptibility to narrative as a pathological trait of Caleb’s (not to mention as a vector of bodily penetration) and thus to exempt readers from any taint produced by their own engagement with Godwin’s novel. 

In the end, however, Godwin cannot novelistically produce a subject capable of sustaining the utopian autonomous private judgment he so forcefully advocated in the 1793 Political Justice. In many ways it appears that Godwin framed Caleb’s third-person narration of Mr. Collins’s story within the larger first-person context of the novel to act out the illusion of mastery conferred by the false sense of first-person autonomy based upon sympathetic introjection. This mastery is a juridical illusion, because the very power it confers to construct one’s own version of another’s subjectivity derives from the maintenance of an impartial spectator within a permeable self.22 

Interestingly, the two passages in Caleb’s third-person retelling of the Collins story that come closest to free indirect discourse (and hence to sympathetic illusionism) both thematize a sense of powerlessness on the part of the entered subject. These are our only points of access in the novel to reflections by Tyrrel and Falkland, who otherwise remain opaque precisely because they mark one pole in an opposition with transparency that Godwin in general maintains. The first occurs when Tyrrel, thwarted by Emily’s flight and condemned by Falkland for persecuting tenant farmers, “recollected all the precautions he had used . . . and cursed that blind and malicious power which delighted to cross his most deep laid schemes”: 

To what purpose had heaven given him a feeling of injury and an instinct to resent, while he could in no case make his resentment felt? It was only necessary to him to be the enemy of any person, to insure that person’s being safe against the reach of misfortune. What insults, the most shocking and repeated, had he received from this paltry girl! And by whom was she now torn from his indignation? By that devil [Falkland] that haunted him at every moment, that crossed him at every step, that fixed at pleasure his arrows in his heart, and made mows and mockery at his insufferable tortures. (80) 

After these reflections, Tyrrel immediately proceeds to his destruction of Emily by imprisonment. 

The other passage comes after Tyrrel’s furious public assault on Falkland, whom he knocks to the ground and kicks. Falkland’s reflections appear in the text as follows: 

Every passion of [Falkland’s] life was calculated to make him feel it . . . acutely. . . . [His] mind was full of uproar. . . . He wished for annihilation, to lie down in eternal oblivion, in an insensibility, which compared with what he experienced was scarcely less enviable than beatitude itself. Horror, detestation, revenge, inexpressible longings to shake off the evil, and a persuasion that in this case all effort was powerless, filled his soul even to bursting. (96) 

These passages might be read as ironically intended signs of Caleb’s delusion that he can enter Falkland’s, or any other, mind. But in fact, information Caleb could not possibly possess, and encoded episodes that verge on free indirect discourse, both covertly invade—even capture—the first-person account that makes up the balance of the novel. 

Key instances of such encoded first/third-person introspection occur, for example, during Caleb’s earlier and later episodes of imprisonment. I present them in simultaneous translation into quasi-free indirect discourse by inserting into Caleb’s first-person narration brackets that contain the third- person pronouns:23 

I [Caleb] recollected with astonishment my [his] puerile eagerness to be brought to the test and to have my [his] innocence examined. I [He] execrated it as the vilest and most insufferable pedantry. I [He] exclaimed in the bitterness of my [his] heart. . . . why should I [he] consign my [his] happiness to other men’s arbitration? (182)

Or again later, 

My [His] resolution was not the calm sentiment of philosophy and reason. It was a gloomy and desperate purpose; the creature, not of hope, but of a mind austerely held to its design, that felt, as it were, satisfied with the naked effort, and prepared to give success or miscarriage to the winds. (278) 

The surprising consequence of Godwin’s representational strategy is that his thought appears to have been overtaken in some considerable measure by the allied force of the grammar that governs his field of narration and the propulsion derived from a plot suspensefully and climactically structured into images stabilized by the gaze of covert omniscience. Both mechanisms engender sympathetic identification by replicating the violence upon which they are predicated. 

In the dramatic postscript that concludes the first edition (1793), Godwin rewrote the original climax he had intended for the novel, enacting not his initial plan for Caleb’s defeat and probable destruction by the malice of Falkland but showing, rather, the capacity of the young man’s sympathetic identification with the anguish of his haughty patron to inspire both Falkland’s confession and his spontaneous death. The remorse that instantly descends upon Caleb follows inevitably in the system of sympathetic representation, like guilt after an exultantly violent sexual fantasy. The new ending closes with the novel’s most famous lines: “I began these memoirs with the idea of vindicating my character. I have now no character that I wish to vindicate: but I will finish them that thy story [Falkland’s] may be fully understood” (326). 

Just about everyone agrees that the revised ending makes for a more powerful narrative than the unpublished original, which leaves Caleb scribbling away like the ravingly incoherent Clarissa after her rape. In that ending, the feminizing logic of the gaze was overtly thematic but there was no magical reversal, no fixated tableau where, in the manner of Bluebeard’s wife, the victim becomes keeper of the perpetrator’s violence. But paradoxically, the most successful readings of the novel (those of Myers and Philp, for example) do not respond to Caleb’s lines about lack of character. In my account, this gap in response occurs because these lines reassert the structural logic of the novel in face of the overwhelming triumph of its narrative momentum. But the fame of Caleb’s final lines also speaks a truth: the dissonant truth that the novel’s conceptual order lives in contradiction with its mode of representation. 

In my analysis, then, Caleb Williams is best understood as the textual residue of a struggle to define the price paid for that moral progress which other critics attribute to Caleb. Myers argues, for example, that he learns to appreciate the essential humanity of sympathetic understanding, while Philp maintains that he gains the kind of autonomous private judgment Godwin values above all else. This moral progress, like the narrative that produces it, is typically experienced as real when in fact it is merely realistic and, in truth, deeply fractured. Caleb Williams reveals the idea of moral progress to be historically specific and ideologically laden: a product of a certain kind of violently fixated narrative structuration implicit in sympathetic spectatorship. 

No doubt one could construct a linear reading that found Caleb, as first-person narrator, to be distorting the real meaning of sympathetic identification. Certainly the first published version of 1793 left open the possibility of a radical reading that would leave Caleb in the delusionary state of believing that he at last had reached the highest ideal of humankind in his sympathetic union with Falkland, while in fact recording the truth that he has no character at all. Such a reading of the 1797 version, profoundly contradictory as it remains, is far more difficult to support. Godwin’s strenuous efforts in the revised editions of 1796 and 1797 to incorporate passages toward the end of the novel that extol the impartial spectator and that found the idea of humanity itself on sympathetic identification make it quite clear that he is trying ex post facto to clarify the novel and to redeem it from the fractious struggle of its original production. What had been Caleb’s investment in the new orthodoxy has become Godwin’s investment. Godwin, as Mark Philp shows, clearly changed his mind in the course of his novel’s initial composition. The remarkable fact is that he responded so powerfully to the narrative logic of sympathetic introjection that he also entirely rewrote Political Justice for its second and third editions to bring it, much more closely than before, into conformity with that main line of British moral thought from which he had so carefully established a distance in 1793. Disquisitions on sympathy and the impartial spectator figure importantly among these additions. 

III 

I close by returning, however briefly, to the body. The stringent economy of a short essay allows only a passing glance at the myriad ways Falkland and Caleb each employ the gaze as an instrument to waste away the body of the other. Falkland fades into a corpse well before his death and Caleb, after his long flight, must literally be strip-searched by Gines in order to be identified. At one point Caleb, dreaming that Falkland has sent an assassin, awakes to behold the “Amazonian” hag who cooks for the band of robbers that is hiding him. She wields a butcher’s cleaver that sinks into the bedpost in an attempt to halve his skull. Her “glance” no less than her strength all but overwhelm him and, when he prevails in the struggle, she threatens to dash his entrails into his eyes (231). This same economy permits no more than a mention of Godwin’s addition in 1796 of a new third paragraph in chapter 1 concerning the strength and flexibility of Caleb’s youthful body, for the purpose, I believe, of counterbalancing the powerful feminization his field of narration had worked upon his hero. 

Instead of accumulating further examples from the text, I turn in conclusion to a spellbinding recollection of the terrifying eighteenth-century machine placed on exhibit in London for five shillings per view during the year 1733 by the surgeon Abraham Chovet: 

[It was a] new figure of Anatomy which represents a woman chained down upon a table, suppos’d opened alive; wherein the circulation of the blood is made visible through glass veins and arteries; the circulation is also seen from the mother to the child, and from the child to the mother, with Histolick and Diastolick [sic] motion of the heart and the action of the lungs. 

No such automaton remains but amazing wax anatomical models made famous by Felice Fontana and others of the Florentine school do survive in Florence, Vienna, London, and elsewhere. Goethe and Sade were among the many eighteenth-century figures who visited them as part of the Grand Tour. Not only are they startlingly realistic but they are narrative figurations of the body, since their organs may be progressively displayed by the removal of layers that reveal a succession of tableaus which mimic dissection (Figures 13–17). A number of these models display a seductive sexuality that is new to anatomic figures and that may be considered a symptom of the early modern gendering of the gaze as a tool of scientific inquiry.24 

I have been suggesting that we ourselves may take for granted another kind of anatomizing that survives from the eighteenth century because to some degree we still live within its canon. I refer, of course, to realism as a cultural practice. 
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FIGURE 13 . Anara Morandi Mazzolini, Wax Female Figure with Parts Moveable to Reveal the Structure Beneath (c. 1760). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 14. Anara Morandi Mazzolini, Wax Female Figure with First Part Removed to Show Superficial Layers, Ribs, and Structures of the Breast (c. 1760). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 15. Anara Morandi Mazzolini, Wax Female Figure, Parts Removed to Show the Stomach, Kidneys, Bladder (c. 1760). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 16. Anara Morandi Mazzolini, Wax Female Figure with Uterus Removed and the Structure of the Heart Revealed (c. 1760). Wellcome Images. 
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FIGURE 17. Anara Morandi Mazzolini, Wax Female Figure, Close-up of Heart (c. 1760). Wellcome Images. 

A Postscript on My Gross Anatomy Lab 

“Impersonal Violence” is my only published essay concerning eighteenth-century anatomical images (Chapter 8 in this volume). It draws upon ten years of research about their relationship to the gaze, to violence, to novelistic technique, and to pornography. This research inspired me, a professor of English and comparative literature, to take an introductory course in gross anatomy. I was a freak when, in the fall of 1995, I joined three first-year medical students—and a fifty-year-old woman dead of heart disease—on a team in the Stanford Medical School’s beginning anatomy course. The late Dr. Lawrence H. Mathers, Dr. Robert A. Chase, and their cohort of fellow anatomists had accepted my promise (one I fulfilled) to undertake all work in the course side by side with regular first-year medical students. At the outset, I saw myself considering—as in “Impersonal Violence”—the cruelty that is explicit in much modern pornography and implicit in a scientific anatomical view of the dismembered body. 

My purpose was to gain a richer understanding of early anatomical works and of the old culture of dissection that I already had been studying, not to lay the foundation for a career in medicine. I had been exploring the crossover between ways of visualizing the body in anatomical atlases and in pornography. Expensive books of both kinds were shelved together in private libraries during the eighteenth century, the period when, according to today’s experts, modern pornography was invented.1 The kind of strict, linear perspective associated with painting from the Renaissance onward fused in this period with new analytic ways of making mechanical and scientific diagrams. This fusion produced both a modern level of precision in works of anatomy and new erotic effects arising from close-up looks at the body that seemed to come from secret, hidden vantage points. Several images in “Impersonal Violence” clearly provoke such effects. 

From the rise of modern anatomical studies in universities and academies in Italy during the sixteenth century to the era of increasingly rigorous professional education and certification during the nineteenth, the spectacle of dissection was visible to members of the public. They might have been patrons, artists, or even ticket-buying curiosity-seekers who had paid a high price, but they certainly did not have to be aspiring physicians to witness dissection.2 The title page of Andreas Vesalius’s De humani corporis fabrica (1543) shows a veritable mob straining to see the open female corpse in the foreground.3 Apart from its formal architecture, the scene is more like a booth at a fair than like today’s laboratories where first-year medical students learn anatomy. Much later, during the last half of the eighteenth century, William Hunter, who published the first complete atlas of the pregnant uterus, gave anatomical demonstrations at the Royal Academy in London for painters, sculptors, and paying members of the public. This contrasts with the more recent order, in which physicians walk through society with the aura of privileged initiates to a mysterious and frightening priesthood.4 

Compulsory study in gross anatomy initiates the newly arrived into the professional tribe of physicians. Medical students begin to share the tribal aura immediately because of the placement of the gross anatomy course as a threshold at the beginning of their curriculum. Their daily encounter with cadavers throws a veil of mystery around them for family members and friends. Like the students, I quickly noticed that it took only two or three minutes before friends asked whether I was cutting up corpses. The timing of the question was precise, like the eruption of a geyser developing enough pressure to burst forth. Our special arena was the anatomy lab—closed to any visitor and to all cameras. Isolated, we sought to find life in death. The lab did not resemble the classic anatomical or surgical theater, much less the grizzly butchery shown in plate 4 of Hogarth’s Four Stages of Cruelty (Figure 12 in Chapter 8). Instead, each of our teams of four dissected one of twenty corpses in a windowless, low-ceilinged, modern room, lined with powerful ventilators to draw away chemical fumes. Even the raised rails around the stainless steel tables that held the cadavers were perforated to allow the suction of air. 
    
The anatomist is a ghost who returns from the dead upon each exit from the dissection room. I lived this daily ghost life. The anatomy theater is a private and privileged space analogous to arenas for initiation in some tribal cultures, where boys were brought to special men’s houses for a period of isolation, arduous trials, and adventure, culminating in often-dangerous rites that included the cut of circumcision prior to passage to adulthood. The cut of dissection marks the threshold between life and death. One can learn anatomy at first hand only through the death of others. Our arduous trial lay not just in dissection and in our confrontation with dead bodies, nor in some twenty hours per week of formal yet sometimes grizzly lectures followed by supervised dissection, nor in breathing the pungent atmosphere of formalin, nor yet in double-gloving to protect the nerve endings of our fingers from this chemical. Rather, the challenge was to find bridges between these visceral experiences and the intellectual abstraction required by regular exams, which demanded the identification of anatomical structures pierced by tiny flagged pins. 

The anatomy theater lies at the mysterious heart of medicine in the public fantasy and the professional imagination. To open a human body is to enter the realm where life and death cohabit: the didactic dissection of corpses traffics in death and disrepute. (The corpses for anatomical demonstrations used to be stolen from graveyards or cut down from gallows.) In the distant past, however, transgressions against the dead did not coincide with professional initiation. In contemporary medicine, anatomy works as a threshold experience for medical professionals, because they alone may violate such taboos as part of their training. The content of their knowledge depends, like their professional efficacy, on their violation of the taboo, on their access to the interior of the body and to death. Thus, the religious dimension remained under the surface in the modern medical-school environment I experienced, but it did break through the scientific membrane when the faculty exhorted us at the start of the course to respect the spirits of those who had dedicated their bodies to science and to our education. A nonsectarian memorial service closed our term, in honor of the dead whose corpses now lay in scattered heaps, either at the foot of our dissection tables or at the sanitary disposal dump. 

What did I learn in my anatomy course? For me, the most chilling experience in the dissection room was not cutting open the penis and testicles of the male cadaver at the next table, although friends asked about this and fellow males in the class worried about it (Figure 11 in Chapter 8). Rather—and perhaps not surprisingly for a historian of art and vision—my crisis came when one of my partners dove into the globe of an eye, extracting the iris, lens, and retina. Less viscerally and more academically, I saw that the Latin terms used to identify anatomical structures remain identical to those of the eighteenth century, a time when atlases on the pregnant uterus and the larger structures of the brain largely completed the subject. But I also saw that the role eighteenth-century anatomists had, of being educators who served not only physicians, but sculptors, painters, and a literate scientific public, has vanished. This sense has slipped away as the firsthand experience of anatomical dissection has become a guarded professional ritual, a marker of special knowledge, and a sign of the power over life and death. Modern professional medicine has deprived the larger public of firsthand visual experience of the body’s interior and of its immense variability from person to person. In this manner, medicine has become less tangible to patients.5 I count it a piece of great good fortune that my months of anatomical study allowed me to recover in a small way something of the eighteenth-century encounter with death and life. 


CHAPTER 9 

Rational Choice in Love 

Les Liaisons dangereuses 

One of the reigning methods for understanding conflict among states since World War II has been rational choice theory. Nowadays, this is a highly mathematical instrument that at its heart involves the contemplation of decision-making and action in the world as a game or series of games in which it is possible to have good, better, and best outcomes. One way to consider rational choice theory would be as a normative device for beating the odds—that is, as a system invented by human beings in order to transcend merely human common sense. An ensemble of elements marks rational choice theory: (1) neutral action orientation as opposed to the moral or ethical; (2) treatment of situations of choice in personal life, military strategy, or diplomacy as defined by gaming; (3) explicit, complex, mathematical reasoning as the basis for decision. Common sense, as we shall see, is the failure-prone heuristic that rational choice theory works to displace with methodically computed gaming moves. Can the human animal execute these moves with perfect dispassion? I argue here that both the flow of history and the precariousness of emotion—which is to say, the sheer weight of everything human and worldly that is left out by rational choice theory—suggest not. 

I focus on a single work of literature. It is not directly concerned with war among states, though its author was in fact a soldier, an artillery officer, and an expert in fortifications. It deals with other kinds of war. This work, so apt in its juxtaposition of love and rational choice as strategy, is Les Liaisons dangereuses (1782), the scandalous novel by Choderlos de Laclos. At its turning point, the novel’s two chief characters declare war, where, as in the novel, reasoned strategy, gaming, and the passions meet.1 

My goal in this essay is, then, to consider the place of reason in the commonsense version of the term and, more specifically, of rational choice theory, as they play out in the realms of unreason. I bridge between the eighteenth and twentieth centuries as I pursue this goal. In order to narrow the field, I take love as my example. Within the unreasonable realm of the passions, love is, if not necessarily the most irrational, at least the most often subject to attempts at regulation by theoretical and practical reason. To contemplate the question of rational choice in love is to contemplate the interaction between the most systematic among methods of gaming, planning, and choice-making and the least systematic—that is, love as passion. 

I 

I will make two points before continuing. The first is to note that the modern opposition between statistical projections of circumstance and common sense does not align with eighteenth-century practice, in which, according to Lorraine Daston and her colleagues, the mathematicians concerned with probability felt free to adjust their mathematical findings to conform with commonsense reasoning.2 The common sense of the general public could take precedence over specialized knowledge. 

My second point requires a longer digression. It has to do with an important concern about the ways in which what we call “rational choice” might have been conceived in the eighteenth century. I have searched many databases and dictionaries to discover what I could about the terms “reason” and “choice” in the period. I have found that when it comes to “reason,” in its general sense as a logical faculty, the term is continuous from the Renaissance to the present, but, in the eighteenth century, it did not cover what modern technical terminology in rational choice theory describes—not even in combination with the word “choice.” Modern variants I have in mind include not just the idea of rational choice theory as a formal system for weighing alternatives, but also usages such as “markets are rational.”3 

There was, however, a highly significant discourse in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that does run partially parallel to our terminologies in rational choice theory and game theory—though it shares little of their mathematical basis. I refer to the period’s richly textured theories of interest and self-interest. La Rochefoucauld defined the felt pervasiveness of interest at the time when he wrote, “Interest speaks all kinds of languages and plays all kinds of roles, even that of disinterestedness.”4 The best-known book on this topic is Albert O. Hirschman’s The Passions and the Interests, which argues that increasingly interest, as applied to the objectives of collectivities, and self-interest, as applied to personal objectives, came to be viewed as powerful antidotes to the passions and as correctives to the ineffectuality of reason in governing human behavior. According to Hirschman, the interests became almost a mode of salvation because they allowed people to understand the social order in terms that broke free of the traditional dyad of reason versus passion and enabled a reframing of the actual behavior of human beings with regard to other actors and objects.5 

To illustrate the extent to which, by the 1740s, interest was assumed to mediate between passion and reason, one need only quote a few words from Lovelace, the libertine villain of Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa. He utterly rejects the received idea that interest has a moderating force. He parodies the sense, by then clichéd, that passion can be subordinated to interest. He says of Clarissa’s friend Anna Howe that she tells the heroine, “it is in my interest to be honest—INTEREST, fools!—I thought these girls knew that my interest was ever subservient to my pleasure.”6 This conflation of interest and pleasure by Lovelace, in a novel intimately known to Laclos as he wrote Les Liaisons dangereuses, sums up the gesture taken by his heroine and hero, the Marquise de Merteuil and the Vicomte de Valmont. 

Intérêt is a recurrent term in Laclos’s novel and the word itself actually appears 49 times—occasionally in the ordinary sense of being attentive to something, but on several other occasions meaning engagement concerned with one’s own benefit. Yet even as Laclos’s Merteuil and Valmont echo the Lovelacean gesture by refusing the idea that interest rules their passions, they set out to manage the interests of others. They manipulate the mode of interest in defining a set of game-oriented aims of their own, and in this they approach the concerns and strategies, if not the outcomes, envisioned by rational-choice theorists. Later, I will explore how they deceive themselves into accepting heuristics that are not actually rational. At this juncture it is important to recognize that Valmont and Merteuil are very much aware of the notion of interest and strive to turn it to their own advantage—against the interests of their victims. Merteuil’s stance becomes entirely explicit in her scandalous manifesto addressed to Valmont.7 They willingly accept collateral damage to incidental players. They set out to be analysts or second-order observers of the action and to govern their own behavior by rational management. In many ways they illustrate a variant on La Rochefoucauld’s statement that disinterestedness itself is permeated by interest: the very detachment that characterizes their scheming cannot in the end efface their passions. 

Perhaps the eighteenth-century name most associated with the kind of manipulations in which our hero and heroine engage was that of Bernard Mandeville, who elevated self-interest to the role of an engine capable of producing positive material outcomes for the individual and society—and even positive moral outcomes for both. Mandeville insists that larger benefits, including the function of markets, derive from self-interested actions, the ethics and morality of which are irrelevant to the greater good. He illustrated this, for instance, with his fable of the sugar traders Decio and Alcander, who deceive each other to their mutual economic benefit. Hypocrisy became for Mandeville an essential social virtue—a system for comprehending self-interest as a mode of disinterestedness for the betterment of society.8 

An early episode in Les Liaisons dangereuses seems tailored to illustrate the Mandevillean idea that self-interest can be served by hypocrisy. We will see later how this fits into the overall picture in Laclos’s novel. Valmont finds a way to advance his seduction of Madame de Tourvel, a pure wife of large religious scruples. Knowing that her servant is watching, Valmont hypocritically saves some villagers from destitution with a handsome gift of money. They gather around him, saying “Let us fall at the feet of this image of God.” To Valmont’s surprise, he himself is overcome with “unwonted but delicious emotion” as tears gather in his eyes and, echoing Richardson’s Pamela, he finds himself “astonished at the pleasure to be derived from doing good” (Letter 21). The villagers gain materially. Valmont gains emotionally. Hypocrisy serves the larger good. But it also advances Valmont’s seduction of Madame de Tourvel.9 

Valmont and Merteuil combine the kind of self-management that Mandeville treats as hypocrisy with the kind of rational manipulation that we now view as part of rational choice theory. As Hirschman says, the value of interest lay in its being self-centered while including elements of rational calculation.10 Thus, Valmont and Merteuil are engaging in a diabolical parody of the role envisioned for interest and self-interest during the period. They define a set of interests contractually agreed upon between themselves and then use their reason to manipulate the perceived self-interests of others in order to gain outcomes favorable to themselves. The crucial underlying principle is that the combination of their interests and their reason can moderate their own passions to such an extent that they are able to play their games against others while remaining themselves immune to the passions, if not to pleasure. 

II 

I enjoy paradox and I am a skeptic, so I have asked myself what rational choice theory might have to say about unreason. One way to think about rational choice theory is as a way of managing unreason or even of mobilizing unreason to advance the cause of the rational management of choice. Some rational choice theorists, including Jon Elster, have gone so far as to explore the role of emotion in shaping or improving the functioning of choice—even rational choice—in the world. My interest here, rather, is to explore how rational choice can be undermined and how the positive force of self-interest can be rendered impossible or irrelevant by the play of emotion. Can the two ever act together? I shall turn later to Max Weber’s theories, which suggest that they may. 

Laclos’s novel is paradigmatic because we see in it not just the age-old conflict between reasonable and emotional motives, but a story in which the two principal actors consciously manage their actions following a protoscientific version of strategic thinking devised by themselves. They take on the traits of second-order observers or analysts within the fiction of the novel. They comprehend the primary action from a superior position within the narrative. We as readers are placed as third-order observers who, thanks to the epistolary form, hover between engagement with the fictional world of the novel and a perspective outside. Valmont and Merteuil eventually approach this third-order position. While watching the players manipulate the system, we are forced into a hyperanalytic apprehension of the action, in which sheer technical fascination supplants our absorption in the emotional plight of the characters. The strong alliance created between the reader and the novel’s two leading figures virtually forces us into the position of third-order rational choice analysts. We become rational-choice theorists avant la lettre.11 

It seems that Laclos may have been ahead of the game as a proto-rational-choice theorist. Although many speculations about probabilistic understanding in moral, ethical, and judicial affairs were undertaken during the eighteenth century (the Marquis de Condorcet, for instance, tried to apply probabilistic thinking to judicial practice), the sense that the calculus of probability might govern practical human decisions was not typical. Insurance brokers and annuity writers, for instance, were slow to bring into practice the findings of mathematicians—findings specifically about their fields of business. The idea that we might govern our lives strictly by rational, probabilistic gaming, as Valmont and Merteuil attempt, seems to have been radical for its time—even leaving out their corrupt premises.12

Thomas C. Schelling, who was adventurous among the first twentieth-century analysts, treats rational choice theory as intimately related to irrationality. Derek Parfit, in turn, invokes Schelling’s somewhat improbable example of the rational use of irrationality: in this thought experiment, armed extortionists invade the house of a rich man and threaten to kill his children one by one until he hands over the gold he keeps in a safe. Since he realizes that surrendering the gold will not save his children or himself, the only rational choice available to the rich man is to self-induce a hysteric fit of despair in which he demands that the children all be killed immediately because there is no hope for any of them anyway. The invaders lose their leverage and flee.13 

Relevant here is Daniel Kahneman, Paul Slovic, and Amos Tversky’s Judgment under Uncertainty, which documents numerous experiments showing that human beings typically make irrational decisions because they are guided by commonsense heuristics that they believe to be reasonable. These include: (1) faith in cause-and-effect sequences; (2) naïve estimations of probability; (3) over-prediction based on limited experience; and (4) misperception of their own capacity to control events.14 In this context, one may view rational choice and game theories as strategies that aim at overriding the unreason of ordinary experience by marking out systematic methods of decision-making. But in repressing the very unreason they work to transcend, these theories risk becoming yet another of Kahneman and Tversky’s heuristics. After all, the rich madman in Schelling’s and Parfit’s example makes the seemingly rational choice to induce an episode of irrationality to deceive the intruders. One is reminded of Carl von Clausewitz, the great nineteenth-century theorist who saw war as a tool for diplomacy.15 And, one could link rational choice and game theory to the Cold War, which Schelling’s book openly theorizes. Brinksmanship was a version of rational choice theory codified in the 1950s. I shall return below to a later instance of this sort of thinking: Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger’s so-called “madman strategy,” the goal of which was to persuade the Russians to press North Vietnam for peace by convincing them that Nixon was obsessive enough to use nuclear bombs.16 

III 

Having sketched in this background, I turn now to consider how two different historical love-systems play out in novels: in one, love is stringently and explicitly rule-bound; in the other, love is detached from rational management. These are, broadly speaking, the classic absolutist system in which marriage is an economically, socially, and politically motivated contract independent of love, and, second, the more modern system in which marriage follows upon romantic love—that is, upon what may seem real but may be called a phantasmatic ecstatic interpenetration of the passions of two subjects.17 This is the kind of love that provokes war in Laclos’s novel. 

In the first system—at least during Europe’s aristocratic absolutist era toward the end of which Laclos’s novel plays out—sex no less than marriage was managed through rule-bound love affairs that were themselves tightly coupled to the power hierarchy of community politics. The royal court staged the most extreme and stylized versions. Loves that played out at the margins of these rules, and may seem on the surface to be modern in character, like that of Madame de La Fayette’s Princesse de Clèves, in fact were rigidly contained by protocol and subordinated within a single system of norms. La Fayette’s novel dramatizes the force by which the absolutist system contained passion within the conventions of courtship and marriage, while stretching the membrane of its power to an extreme limit. Some remarkable passages in La Fayette’s novel show the technical signs of this stress in the system by using the innovative technique of free indirect discourse to narrate thought. These appear in the text just as the Princesse struggles to contain her love for Nemours within the conventional chastity of thought and action that defines spousal duty to her husband.18 

The romantic love system, by contrast with the contractual, runs in tandem with what Niklas Luhmann calls modern functional differentiation. Subject-centered romantic love goes hand-in-hand with the individual mobility required by modern societies, in which hierarchy is based on organizational function. Paradoxically, the untethered irrationality of modern romantic love enables functionally differentiated societies to operate, precisely because the love-system becomes relatively autonomous from other social systems. This love serves to cut individuals loose from formal social networks: they become free operators in both a modern marriage market and a functionally differentiated economic system. Individualism increases as large-scale family ties decrease; the demand for specialized skills and functions follows market demand and supplants traditional social networks.19 

The subjective manifestation of this romantic love is of an absolute, profound, and irrefutable incapacity to make rational choices. At least in its idealized (or ideological) version, this self-surrender works in modernity like a secular version of the empowerment that Luther attributed to his surrender through faith to God’s mercy. It enables bold, improvisatory actions in a mobile and unpredictable world and, as such, goes in tandem with Max Weber’s sense of the professional “calling” as an enabling force. Love in the private realm and the professional calling in the economic domain are the engines of productivity. 

Conflict between the old and new systems of love and marriage is the force that actuates the plot of a famous novel that shares the formal perfection of Laclos’s work without its overt conceptual complexity. I have in mind Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. Austen puts all of the machinery of the managed-marriage system into play. The Bennet family will lose its wealth and social position without profitable marriages for their daughters. A highly placed and rich gentleman, Mr. Bingley, is the object of Mrs. Bennet’s main strategy to profit from the marriage of Jane, her most beautiful daughter. The aristocratic Mr. Darcy—already destined to marry his socially well-placed cousin, even before the story begins—is the plot’s candidate to marry the heroine, Elizabeth Bennet. I assign Darcy’s candidacy structurally to the plot itself because no character—certainly not Darcy and Elizabeth themselves—conceives that they could be future partners until deep into the story. The planned marriage of Darcy to his cousin is an unmistakable marker that the absolutist system is operative. Elizabeth, on the other hand, is at the largest plausible social remove from Darcy within the plot’s requirement that the two be able to meet socially. Ultimately, their pivotal encounter, at his noble house and its environs in Derbyshire, is depicted as an accident. In the immediate aftermath of her angry refusal when he first proposes after that chance encounter, Darcy serves up a litany of reasons against their union straight out of the lexicon of managed marriage. All of these reasons were overcome, he says, by his love. The only force to countervail managed marriage is an ecstatic love that can be assuaged solely in romantic marriage. 

When Darcy’s aunt, Lady Catherine de Bourgh, descends unannounced on the Bennet house, her purpose is to declare the impossibility of her nephew’s marriage to Elizabeth on the ground that every kind of social decency forbids it, no less than does a preexisting lineal alliance with his cousin. Lady Catherine’s clinching argument against the marriage centers on interest. She declares against a union between Elizabeth and Darcy, “Because honour, decorum, prudence, nay, interest forbid it. Yes, Miss Bennet, interest; for do not expect to be noticed by his family or friends, if you wilfully act against the inclinations of all.”20 But ecstatic love of course prevails over managed marriage and countless misunderstandings. A crucial passage in Austen’s Emma underlines the point that true romantic love is without interest, when Mr. Knightley marvels at the luck of the wealthy, feckless Frank Churchill in securing the “disinterested love” of Jane Fairfax despite her many trials: “for Jane Fairfax’s character vouches for her disinterestedness.”21 

In the romance of Pride and Prejudice, romantic love brings with it wealth far beyond the hopes of the petty manager—Mrs. Bennet—and also dashes the hopes of her spiritual double, Lady Catherine. Lest we miss the point, however, Elizabeth’s friend Charlotte Lucas, having accepted marriage to the obsequious and officious Mr. Collins, who ultimately will inherit the Bennet property by entail, delivers a long statement to Elizabeth on the merits of rational marriage and the familial limitations that force her to yield to interest as an alternative to romance. Nor does Austen fail to show the dangers of love as passion, for the brilliantly intertwined plot of Elizabeth’s sister Lydia’s elopement with Darcy’s prime enemy, Wickham, reveals the evil of passion run amok, precisely because it is not governed by the rigid frameworks of the managed system. This elopement also occasions Darcy’s philanthropic rescue of Lydia, which proves his worth to Elizabeth. 

IV 

It may be helpful at this point to recall that the two main characters in Laclos’s novel are the Marquise de Merteuil and the Vicomte de Valmont. She is a secretly libertine young widow, and he a younger, infamously licentious playboy. They have been long-term lovers and are now co-conspirators who may or may not resume their affair. His chief victim is a ravishingly chaste wife known as Madame, la Présidente de Tourvel. Merteuil writes a long letter in this epistolary novel about her realization as a young widow that she could rationally master both her own passions and the classic love system in order to gain independence, pleasure, and power for herself through choice. It is her manifesto (Letter 81). Presenting a public facade of unassailable virtue based on her reading of conventional moralists, she ranges through love affairs that allow her to shape the destiny of others by knowing their secrets, while guarding her own. By her own account, she learns how to do so from novelists and philosophers—the then current purveyors of rational choice theories. 

It is hard to have fun alone, however, and when the novel begins, Merteuil already is forming a fresh alliance with the Vicomte. They have been physically passionate in the past but have turned for a time to a more delicious intercourse as co-conspirators in a plot Merteuil has designed for revenge against a range of enemies, especially the Comte de Gercourt, a former lover of Merteuil. The seduction of the innocent fifteen-year-old Cécile de Volanges will be their means to this end. Madame de Tourvel is Valmont’s concurrent object of passion, a venture in sexual conquest that fascinates Merteuil but lies to the side of her grand plan. Valmont’s reward for executing these more than cynical conquests will be a return to Merteuil’s bed. As we shall see, when he has succeeded and demands his reward, war breaks out between our conspirators. Our antihero is killed in a duel. Our antiheroine is disgraced by letters he makes public on his deathbed (including her infamous manifesto) and, in a surprising allegorical gesture, her face is ravaged by smallpox. 

What destroys Merteuil and Valmont’s rational management of the classic system of love separated from marriage? What leads them to war? They have been supremely successful players at a secret second-order game based on their rational analysis of the implicit rules and strategies of the first-order love system accepted by their society. They have executed their choices to perfection. They have gained the pleasures—admittedly vicious ones—of sex with and superiority over their dupes—along with the power socially to destroy others at will. All the while, they enjoy rank and prestige in a ritualized aristocratic society that continually threatened tedium for those of its members who lacked actual posts at court. Add the frisson that each knows enough about the other’s crimes to bring prison or exile down on their heads, and you have a transgressive scene that brought scandal upon Laclos and his book in 1782, and left an air of danger around the novel until quite recent times. 

The two players are destroyed because their game depends on an absolute rational detachment that they cannot maintain to the end, even with diverting respites for pleasure. No doubt, Valmont may along the way enjoy writing letters on the back of a young prostitute—a famous scene. Merteuil may savor a complex bed trick arranged to humiliate a military fop. Likewise, nowadays, a skilled poker player may savor reducing another person to nothing through a brilliantly executed bluff without for an instant losing the count and continuing to play the hand according to strict analysis. 

Merteuil’s infamous manifesto reveals in a detached manner both the social world she inhabited during marriage and the quest for power and pleasure that she pursued thereafter. It is no less similar if less sustained than the analytic manifestos from Valmont. Merteuil’s manifesto assumes a degree of control and predictability of causation that may itself be understood as a delusion, or as a heuristic, in light of Kahneman and Tversky’s findings. Merteuil’s system for putting herself in charge as a woman is itself rule-bound and relies for its effectiveness on being lodged like a Chinese box within the broader system of predictable rules, reactions, and conventions that govern her milieu. In short, she depends on everyone else in her social order to perform the rules of their game perfectly, or, at least, to be manipulated into doing so by her skilled hands. The classical prose style of the novel—a French so disciplined, simple, and rigorous that it recalls Racine’s severity—works to signal that the managed social system is in play. In historical reality, of course, the actors and the audience were in the midst of a revolution in love systems. 

Merteuil lives the fiction that love can be managed through rational choice, that the most irrational of experiences can be staged as if they conformed to a clearly understood set of societal rules and thus brought into the domain of interest as governed by choice. Thus, when we initially learn that Merteuil and Valmont were lovers, and when they say they loved each other, we must understand that they actually speak of passion and are working within the paradoxical old system. Within this system, the more extreme the passion, the more strict the regulation it will evoke in terms of discretion, delimitation, and the understanding that it will have a self-contained and secret history or story. It is no accident that the genre called the secret history was a leading type of fiction in the seventeenth century, during the heyday of absolutist marriage. 

We see these assumptions played out in La Princesse de Clèves, where the tragedy is actuated by the husband’s knowledge of a secret and the heroine’s profound reaction to his discovery. In this paradoxical system, every lover is always already a former lover just as every person is always a potential lover. The system also had attributes that led to its own internal acceleration and intensification. In its normal unfolding, with an affair between sophisticated lovers who knew and followed the rules, the system worked within the frame of conventional marriages. Merteuil and Valmont, who of course are not married, introduce a mutation by gaming a system that is itself a game: they join in an alliance to manipulate others in part to gain specific goals—such as humiliating an enemy—but largely for the displaced erotic pleasure of displaying their manipulations of the system to each other. 

The old marriage system had a certain stability, but our players’ gaming of its rules is intrinsically unstable, because, like all games, it may be imperfectly played by the dim-witted or inexperienced. Or imperfectly played by the impassioned. The gamesters Merteuil and Valmont make judgments on the basis of insufficient data, to mention another of Kahneman and Tversky’s heuristics, assuming that they can predict the playing out of their maneuvers even though their private game is parasitical and therefore intrinsically unstable. This instability can be understood historically and sociologically as a function of changes in the love system as Luhmann accounts for it. They are gaming the game at the edge of the historical period in which the old set of rules pertained. The condition of possibility for their gaming might even be seen as itself the breakdown of that old system of managing marriage and love. That increasingly altered system had included strict protocols for the management of passion, protocols now being undermined by romantic love. 

Valmont’s ruthless management of the genesis and efflorescence of the Présidente’s horribly destructive love ultimately positions him as a removed third-order actor playing out a script that has been given him by Merteuil. He has surrendered the second-order option of surveying the plot as a field open to his own improvisations. The moment he moves away from equality with Merteuil as a player of the second order, he is doomed. At the fatal climax of Valmont’s affair—as his genuine love for the Présidente becomes evident to Merteuil—she literally scripts the words to be spoken repeatedly when he breaks up with his ecstatic lover: “It is not my fault” (Letter 141). His contract with Merteuil has trumped his passion for Tourvel. Both conspirators are fatally weakened at this point, when she must script him in order to trust him and he must in effect become a reader of his own actions. They now move toward fourth-order positions, as defined by an infinite regress of observation without the control that before had marked their definition of the action. In a sense, they join us in attempting the role of rational-choice theorists. As I have noted, the emotional impact of the horrible destruction of the Présidente is defused or short-circuited for readers by these layers of observation. Even in Michelle Pfeiffer’s brilliant film performance, it is hard as a viewer to enter into full empathy with the Présidente.22 At the end of the novel, this house of cards—this system of second-, third-, fourth-order observations—collapses and Valmont and Merteuil become mere first-order actors deprived of dispassionate observation and their tools of manipulation. They move out of their roles as classical rational-choice theorists into the position of ordinary actors. Their alliance of interest—their impregnable treaty—collapses. At this pivotal moment, Valmont sends a letter to Merteuil asking whether “there is still any community of interest between us?” She immediately replies, quoting the question back to him word-for-word, and then warns, “Beware, Vicomte! Once I reply to that question, my reply will be irrevocable” (Letters 140 and 141). 

V 

How Merteuil and Valmont have come to this impasse is perhaps best understood with reference to the theories of Max Weber and his four-tiered account of rational orientation. He suggests that self-interest is served by “goal-oriented rationality,” that is, by an approach to action in which the ends justify the means. Self-interest may also be served by what he calls “value-oriented rationality,” that is, by the sort of principled behavior that might, for example, cause a soldier to go into battle or a captain to go down with his ship. In our novel, Tourvel also fits this profile. In value-oriented rationality, for Weber, deep-seated emotional commitments are managed through rational consideration and can be quite methodical and systematic. Self-interest for Weber, which is part of a separate set of categories in his work, combines aspects of goal-oriented rationality and value-oriented rationality. We can view Merteuil and Valmont as having defined for themselves a set of artificially contrived values in which they are autonomous and able to exert extreme power over others by manipulating the values of the social system that surrounds them. In Weber’s terms, their self-interest combines dimensions of value-oriented rationality and goal oriented rationality. 

Weber can help us to see that the embrace of values, even if those values include the pursuit of pleasure, can still be defined, maintained, and managed by systematic and rational methods. Valmont sums up such a rationalistic stance when he declares of Madame de Tourvel, early in the novel, that, “it has become necessary for me to have this woman, so as to save myself from the ridicule of being in love with her” (Letter 4). More broadly, since Merteuil and Valmont are characters in a novel, not real people, we may come to view them as instantiations of what Weber called “ideal types,” which is to say that they are concrete indices of abstractions such as “goal-oriented rationality” and “value-oriented rationality.” My story here, of course, is the story of Laclos’s novel, in which the ability of the hero and heroine to engage in these orderly behaviors collapses. It does so in the face of an emotional crisis, which fits into Weber’s four-tiered system, where affectual action and traditional action supplement the two rational kinds on which I have been focusing.23

So, considered in the frame of eighteenth-century theories that equate interest and rational calculation, and in the frame of Weber’s modern theories, Valmont and Merteuil engage in rational games in order to achieve their goals through the shaping of irrational forces in others. But their failure can be understood more clearly in light of issues surrounding rational choice theory than, despite their value here, in light of eighteenth-century analyses of interest or even in view of Weber’s. 

The fatal flaw that brings down the game is that Valmont falls hopelessly into romantic love with the Présidente, Madame de Tourvel, just upon the completion of his most impossibly difficult, most extended, most ingenious, and most vicious seduction. This truly chaste woman submits after months of agony—for she has been relentlessly manipulated and does love him profoundly. She submits sexually when, in a clichéd strategy straight out of the plots of heroic drama or opera, he convinces her that he will kill himself if she does not. This variant on the Nixonian madman strategy clearly predates rational choice theory. 

When Valmont seeks to collect his prize from Merteuil and describes his triumph in novelistic—even confessional—detail, she quickly sees in the romantic diction and style of his letter that he is in love with her rival (Letter 125 and following). Not in lust, not in the libertine quest to expand his repertory of passionate pleasure, but in ecstatic modern romantic love. In an ironic gesture, Laclos assigns an account of this kind of love to a young and romantic lover, the Chevalier Danceny. His letter to the Marquise declares: “only the voluptuary . . . working always according to plan, is able to regulate his progress and control his resources and foresee the outcome from a distance. True love does not allow considerations and calculations. It uses our feelings to distract us from our thoughts; its power is never so strong as when we are least aware of it; and it is by stealth and in silence that it entangles us in the web that is as invisible as it is indestructible” (Letter 148). Here we see that romantic love is itself a system. But Valmont is so enmeshed in the old game with Merteuil, and so unable to recognize the fate that has entangled him in love, that he accepts her challenge to break off the affair with Madame Tourvel before gaining his wages (for that is what Merteuil’s sexual submission would be). He acts in this way, against his own interests, to prove that he is still bound by their game, not by love of the Présidente. 

The break is to be accomplished brutally by Valmont’s catechistic invocation, fully scripted by Merteuil, of the many reasons, ranging from boredom to continuing lust for another woman, that he must end his affair with his newly found, deeply felt love. Each reason is to be followed by the phrase, “It is not my fault” (Letter 141). The strategy is cruel, not least because it echoes religious incantations dear to the devout Madame de Tourvel. Counter to Valmont’s own deep feelings of love, it is so successful that she believes him and actually dies of a broken heart. Stephen Frears’s film transmutes Valmont’s repeated phrase to “It is beyond my control,” scripting a modern perspective that signals the surrender that Merteuil anticipates.24 

Valmont is trapped by the binary logic of rational-choice games in which there is always a dominant position that wins over other possible but strategically inferior positions or choices. Jean-Pierre Dupuy has shown that this binary, which underlies so much of modern rational choice theory, is intrinsically flawed because it forecloses the multivariable realities produced by human bonds, especially the collective social order of affect. One can be in the dominant position, as Merteuil is and as Valmont seeks to be, but one can fail to realize options outside the game or, as we may say in historical terms, the emergence of new games with more variables. Laclos already is exploring the limitations of game-oriented choice.25 

In the final pages of Les Liaisons dangereuses, the conditions of possibility for the game have vanished. Valmont is still in love with Tourvel and Merteuil knows it. Further, in a twist that recalls René Girard’s plot of mimetic desire, Merteuil’s old-style erotic relationship with Valmont morphs into jealous love. The more he presses for his wages, the more jealous she becomes of his love for her rival. The more he insists, the more, as Merteuil says, he resembles a husband, and she had long ago resolved never to have another of those. Dupuy notes that this letter shows Valmont to have lost the possibility of making the dominant move in his game with Merteuil. She writes, “Oh well, I shall do your reasoning for you. Either you have a rival or you don’t. If you have one, you must set out to please, so as to be preferred to him; if you don’t have one, you must still please so as to obviate the possibility of having one. In either case the same principle is to be followed” (Letter 152). Merteuil is describing the “sure thing principle” that rides in tandem with the dominant position in games.26 But Merteuil, who was the perfect player when allied with Valmont, now makes the mistake implicit in the binary of dominant and inferior. She fails to see that there are options outside the parameters of their game. As the Marquis de Sade’s Dolmancé declares, “the heart deceives, because it is never anything but the expression of the mind’s miscalculations.”27 

This bitter standoff ends with Valmont’s explicit challenge to Merteuil that she submit or go to war. She chooses war. It appears at first that the kind of war Merteuil has in mind is the kind of limited war that paralleled the managed love system and marriage arrangements in absolutist society. By the rules of her game, she might have submitted cynically. It surely would not be the first time for her to do so as part of a long-term strategy. Later, she could move against Valmont. In fact, Merteuil has actuated the entire plot of the novel by setting up a scheme of managed revenge against a former lover. But no. The game is over and the players are destroyed because they love one another in a way surprising and incalculable for them. Their private version of modern, absolute war breaks out. They make the irrational choice. 

Luhmann describes the emotions as products of internal crises in psychic systems or, as we might say, consciousness. Psychic systems work to maintain their own coherence and continuity. They are, for Luhmann, fundamentally like Locke’s “understanding.” That is, they are self-governed by their own intrinsic capacities to absorb and process information and to sustain and reproduce the chains of cause and effect that their own internal coherence requires. Luhmann accounts for emotions as the immune function of psychic systems. That is, emotion emerges when systems of consciousness are overloaded or confused. Emotions, thus, are not “representations that refer to the environment but internal adaptations to internal problem situations in the psychic system that concern the ongoing production of the system’s elements by the system’s elements. Emotions are not necessarily formed in an occasional and spontaneous manner; one can be more or less disposed to an emotion-laden reaction.”28 Emotions are, instead, effects of process in the psychic system. For this reason, they are transient and unreliable. They also can be socially conditioned and, as one may infer here and from Luhmann’s Love as Passion, historically conditioned. It is now possible to understand romantic love as an ecstatic interpenetration of the passions of two subjects. 

Luhmann allows us to theorize the conditions under which rational choice, and even rational choice theory itself, may be highly mobile, historically.29 How the passion of love is managed or becomes evident in different historical and cultural situations can vary phenomenologically. The example of La Princesse de Clèves illustrates a very powerful system for managing the passions—a system that normally contained them within social conventions and yet allowed the adventurous play of passion within the rigid structures of marriage. The breakdown occurs in La Fayette’s novel because the Princesse’s husband truly does love her and cannot recover from the blow of imagining that she loves someone else. She is doomed because neither her psychic system nor the social system she has internalized can process the overload. The breakdown that occurs in Laclos is located at a historical node between systems that renders impossible the management of passion either by accepting it in its modern version or by confining it in its classical version. Even Merteuil is infected by the demonic double of the modern version of passion, which erupts in her jealousy of Valmont and the Présidente. Toward the end of the novel she displays jealousy as a version of mimetic desire that contrasts with the revenge-motivated plot with which she actuates the whole drama at the beginning of the work. 

Laclos shows Valmont and Merteuil, in my analysis, on the cusp between two systems for managing the sexual impulse. They are hyperrationalists and brilliant players at the end of an epoch. When environmental conditions change around them—including their own responses to these conditions—their rational system assumes qualities of a doomsday machine. 


IV. Enlightenment Frameworks 


CHAPTER 10

Rhetoricality 

On the Modernist Return of Rhetoric 

With David E. Wellbery 

Roman architects employed materials and methods of construction utterly alien to the Greeks. Instead of the static post and lintel system that stood behind virtually all Greek architecture, the Romans used concrete and brick to enclose space in dynamic membranes based upon circular and spherical forms: the arch, the dome, the vault. At the same time, the Romans brilliantly integrated into their immense structures the Hellenistic system of columnar orders—orders that seemed to manifest proportions fundamental to geometry, to the human body, and to nature itself. Using the orders as visual analogies to human scale, the Romans anchored vast edifices within the same perceptual framework as the observer. The Pantheon’s gorgeously encrusted marble interior testifies that the Romans employed the orders in a full, coherent, and systematic way as part of a figurative vocabulary, as devices to communicate the relationship of human proportion to monumental space. 

Greek and Roman societies were differently constituted yet bound together in a visual tradition that continued deep into the Middle Ages. Once powerfully reformulated during the Italian Renaissance, this same tradition defined European architecture until eclecticism, historicism, and exoticism emerged during the later Enlightenment and Romantic periods. From this point onward, Greek and Roman classicism came increasingly to be viewed as regional or historical styles—like the Egyptian, the Chinese, the Persian—from among which architectural choices might be made. Classicism ceased to be the style and became a style. Even though residual, and often highly prestigious, use of the orders continued in the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century official architecture associated with the École des Beaux Arts, the introduction of new structural materials such as cast iron and, above all, the prodigious increase of scale that typifies buildings of the industrial era ultimately toppled the orders. Their isolated revival as token elements in today’s so-called postmodern architecture merely calls attention to the fact of their demise. When classical architectural forms return on the contemporary scene, their mode of existence is fundamentally different—despite outward similarities of appearance—from that which characterized them in antiquity and in premodern Europe. Only a formalism blinded by its own abstractness could overlook this historical transformation. 

In this essay, we shall make an analogous argument regarding rhetoric as a tradition of discursive architecture and adornment, which, like the Greco-Roman paradigms of spatial organization, dominated the production, interpretation, teaching, and transmission of speech and writing in Europe from antiquity to the Enlightenment and the Romantic period. Even more clearly than in postmodernist citations of classical architectural forms, one can observe today a return of rhetorical inquiry, a resurgence of intellectual interest in the issues treated by classical and postclassical theoreticians of rhetoric. But returns and repetitions, as Kierkegaard and Gilles Deleuze have shown, are not reproductions of the same.1 A temporal hiatus separates and distinguishes them from their original instance or reference. The contemporary return of rhetoric presupposes, through its very structure as return, an end of rhetoric, a discontinuity within tradition, and an alteration that renders the second version of rhetoric, its modernist-postmodernist redaction, a new form of cultural practice and mode of analysis. To understand the significance of rhetoric today is to understand why and in what ways it is discontinuous with its past.2 

Although classical rhetoric followed a historical course different in myriad details from that of architectural orders, the broad outlines correlate. The discipline of rhetoric—adapted through a wide range of reformulations to the specific requirements of Greek, Roman, Medieval, and Renaissance societies—dominated European education and discourse, whether public or private, for more than two thousand years. We can merely glance at the rhetorical conduct of thought and speech during this protracted epoch. We shall concentrate instead on the two-phased period—the phases styled here in drastic abbreviation as those of the Enlightenment and Romanticism—that brought about the end of classical rhetoric as the dominant system of education and communication. We locate the factors determining rhetoric’s demise in a bundle of social and cultural transformations that occurred, roughly speaking, between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries. The various factors that caused, or accompanied, the demise of rhetoric merged into two major historical trends: the first banished rhetoric from the domain of theoretical and practical discourse; the second, from that of imaginative or aesthetic discourse. 

We begin by outlining the historical factors that contributed to the end of rhetoric. This historical construction then points us to a thesis delineating rhetoric’s modernist return. The specific shape of this return—and thus the specific mode of existence of the new rhetoric—can be grasped only with reference to the end that preceded it. In fact, the rebirth of rhetoric can take place only when those factors that conditioned its cultural death are themselves eliminated. Modernism presents a cultural frame that, by contrast with those of the Enlightenment and Romanticism, is hospitable to, and even requires, a reinvigoration of the rhetorical. But, as compared with its classical antecedent, this rhetoric is radically altered. These alterations we explore in a concluding survey of the premises of some exemplary modern disciplines. The return of rhetoric is a return with a difference, a difference that resonates to the foundations of discursive practice. 

I. The End of Rhetoric: A Historical Sketch 

In tracing the demise of rhetoric, or rather in highlighting some of its essential features, we distinguish two large phases of historical development, the Enlightenment and Romanticism. These epochal concepts designate major tendencies in the post-Renaissance world of European culture that exploded the hegemony of the classical rhetorical tradition and created the historical gap following which a return or repetition of rhetoric—not its continuation—becomes possible. Our use of the terms “Enlightenment” and “Romanticism” should not be taken to imply a typology of cultural epochs nor to suggest an all-too-linear logic of succession. On the contrary, the various cultural developments we shall collect beneath these two familiar terms are complexly interlocked, and their effects are visible up to the present day. This point holds also for what we term the classical rhetorical tradition. Although we argue that this tradition effectively ceased, we of course notice that rhetoric maintained itself in numerous residual forms throughout the very centuries that emptied it of cultural centrality. 

Classical rhetoric survives today in strangely contracted form as a subject taught in universities. It is contracted because so much of the terrain over which it held absolute sway during the two millennia between Aristotle and Bacon has now been appropriated by other disciplines: linguistics, information theory, stylistics, literary criticism, sociology, communications, marketing, public relations. From its earliest appearance in Grecian Sicily to its residual influence on secondary curricula of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the discipline of rhetoric attended to the compilation of instructional synopses often entitled “The Art of Rhetoric.” At first, rhetoricians dealt with the performative units of discourse—with such parts of an orator’s presentation as his exordium, his relation of facts, his argumentation, his digressive illustration of proof, his conclusion. Later, in imitation of poetics, they treated the local phenomena of sentence structure and style, describing the schemes of thought and the figures of speech that might be employed as devices of persuasion. Plato and Aristotle broadened the discipline to include the psychology, sociology, and ethics of communication and, above all, extended its descriptive typology to embrace the immense range of protological and quasilogical formulations that characterize language use in public spaces. Thus, to classical rhetoric eventually belonged the description and theorization of all aspects of discourse not comprehended by the more delimited formulations of grammar and logic, the other two divisions of the so-called trivium within which knowledge about discursive practice was distributed. 

Rhetoric began as a codification of oratorical usage. It survived as an extraordinarily long-lived theory of verbal action in part because it worked to account for behavior in the vast, contingent realm of human dialogue. No less importantly, the early institutionalization of rhetoric within the educational curriculum assured that the ability to perform according to its principles in council chambers or legislatures, in legal disputes, or in public oratory aimed at praise and blame (later to include sermons in church) served as a marker of authority and social standing. The “overcoding” that Umberto Eco finds characteristic of rhetorical speech may signify, for instance, the seriousness of a topic, an occasion, or a cause.3 But this over coding points, above all, to the speaker’s capacity to employ it. Rhetorical speech marks, and is marked by, social hierarchy. 

Rhetorical speech adheres to power and property. Indeed, Cicero tells us that Aristotle traced the origin of codified rhetoric to a time, following the expulsion of the tyrants (467 bc), when confusion over the title to confiscated property formerly held by returning exiles led the claimants to employ the expert assistance of Corax and Tisias. These Sicilians no doubt wrote speeches for their clients to memorize but also devised general rules of practice that Corax set down in his, the first known, handbook or “art” of rhetoric.4 As a specialized system of knowledge acquired, through formal education, in order to maintain property and negotiate social interaction, the art of rhetoric discriminates among audiences according to rank, education, and social character. The orator will address equals in the legislature or judges in the court of law differently from the crowd in the forum. 

Rhetoric is an art of positionality in address. Audiences are characterized by status, age, temperament, education, and so forth. Speakers are impersonators who adapt themselves to occasions in order to gain or maintain position. Thus the bond of classical rhetoric to speech itself, as opposed to writing, betokens the place of rhetoric in the physically demonstrative social systems that so powerfully institutionalized its doctrines: city-state democracy and its republican redactions, as well as aristocracy. The cultural hegemony of rhetoric as a practice of discourse, as a doctrine codifying that practice, and as a vehicle of cultural memory, is grounded in the social structures of the premodern world. Conceived in its broadest terms, then, the demise of rhetoric coincides with that long and arduous historical process that is often termed modernization: the replacement of a symbolic religious organization of social and cultural life by rationalized forms, the gradual shift from a stratificational differentiation of society to one that operates along functional axes.5 

The antirhetorical bent of modernization shows itself first of all in the Enlightenment. The general feature of Enlightenment that contravenes inherited rhetorical tradition is the development, in various domains, of a mode of discourse conceived as neutral, nonpositional, and transparent. Nowhere is this tendency more apparent than in the emergence of science, the most powerful innovation of the post-Renaissance world, a force that has transformed with dizzying rapidity and thoroughness the shape of life in Europe and, more recently, beyond. From its beginnings, science relied on the convention of a putatively true and undistorted—that is, arhetorical—depiction of natural states of affairs. Bacon’s Novum organum, one of the foundational texts for modern scientific thinking, variously attacks the practices of rhetoric. The critique of the idoli fori, the idols of the marketplace, betrays in particular this aspect of Bacon’s program: his denunciation of the illusions of a discourse that is measured only by its persuasive appeal within the shifting contexts of popular whims, antagonisms, and power ploys. His polemic mirrors central features of Plato’s (or Socrates’s) attack on the Sophists, those purveyors of rhetorical tricks and marketeers of semblance, power, and prestige. But whereas Plato establishes dialectical ascent to the realm of suprasensible ideas as the alternative to rhetoric, Bacon envisions an arhetorical discourse that would ground itself in the empirical givens of nature. “The true end, scope or office of knowledge,” he writes in Valerius terminus: Of the Interpretation of Nature, “consist[s] not in any plausible, delectable, reverend or admired discourse, or any satisfactory arguments, but in effecting and working, and in discovery of particulars not revealed before.” This adherence to observable givens leads to “the happy match between the mind of man and the nature of things.”6 

The new science envisioned by Bacon bespeaks a shift in the relationships of power that define discourse. Scientific discourse is no longer embedded within the array of relative power positions that characterizes a stratified or hierarchical social structure; it withdraws from this interpersonal fray and takes as its opposite nature itself, over which it endeavors to establish a total command.7 The subject who holds this new form of power is no longer an individual leader or hegemonic group, but rather mankind in general, a neutral or abstracted subject, a role that can be represented by whoever attains the neutrality requisite for exercising it. Not until the twentieth century would this universal subject of inquiry be reparticularized as an amalgam of theoretical paradigms, scientific institutions, and sociopolitical positionality. 

The withdrawal of scientific discourse from the rhetorical fray of feudal society is strikingly exemplified in the work of Bacon’s Italian counterpart Galileo, the founder of the mathematical strand of scientific inquiry that dominates the modern world. Galileo’s life has been mythologized as the heroic battle of the scientific spirit against religious dogma and oppression, the tragic encounter of the old world with the new. Although this has proved a persuasive legitimating myth, we know today that Galileo operated as a skillful strategist within a complex network of political and religious alliances. But this very strategic endeavor—realized, inevitably, through the tactics of rhetoric—allows us to measure the gulf that came to separate the rhetorical tradition from the discourse of modern science. In 1610, Galileo published, under the protection of his ruler, Sidereus nuncius (The Starry Messenger), in which he announced his construction of a telescope and reported on some of the research conducted with that instrument. The text contains two parts, a dedication to Galileo’s patron, Cosimo II de Medici, and the actual account of the scientific observations. Here is a brief passage from the dedication: 

Indeed, the Maker of the stars himself has seemed by clear indications to direct that I assign to these new planets Your Highness’s famous name in preference to all others. For just as these stars, like children worthy of their sire, never leave the side of Jupiter by any appreciable distance, so (as indeed who does not know?) clemency, kindness of heart, gentleness of manner, splendor of royal blood, nobility in public affairs, and excellency of authority and rule have all fixed their abode and habitation in Your Highness. And who, I ask once more, does not know that all these virtues emanate from the benign star of Jupiter, next after God as the source of all things good? Jupiter; Jupiter, I say, at the instant of Your Highness’s birth, having already emerged from the turbid mists of the horizon and occupied the midst of the heavens, illuminating the eastern sky from his own royal house, looked out from that exalted throne upon your auspicious birth and poured forth all his splendor and majesty in order that your tender body and your mind (already adorned by God with the most noble ornaments) might imbibe with your first breath that universal influence and power.8 

The dedication reflects and refers to a hierarchical situation—a vertical chain of power positions—and treats this distribution of powers as its sole and complete reality. Within this utterly social and particular frame (everything hinges on the proper name of Cosimo), the text situates itself and performs its operation by employing all the strategies of classical epideictic rhetoric. In order to praise it simulates a drama of praise enacted across a chain of eloquent figurations that draw on astrology, classical mythology, and Christianity, and that even refashion the stars (that is, the moons of Jupiter whose discovery the report will announce) as tokens within this game of suasion. 

When we turn to the properly scientific portion of Galileo’s text, however, we find no such rhetorical saturation, no overcoding of the discourse. A new mode of address has emerged here that differs from the old in far more than tone: 

The most easterly [star] was seven minutes from Jupiter and thirty seconds from its neighbor; the western one was two minutes away from Jupiter. The end stars were very bright and were larger than that in the middle, which appeared very small. The most easterly star appeared a little elevated toward the north from the straight line through the other planets and Jupiter. The fixed star previously mentioned was eight minutes from the western planet along the line drawn from it perpendicularly to the straight line through all the planets, as shown above. 

I have reported these relations of Jupiter and its companions with the fixed star so that anyone may comprehend that the progress of those planets, both in longitude and latitude, agrees exactly with the movements derived from planetary tables.9 

In scientific reporting, the author (clearly a writer now since there is no simulation of oral speech) and reader communicate without awareness of differential social rank. On the contrary, their positions are mutually interchangeable: the reader is addressed as the potential observer of what the writer recounts as having himself observed. Perhaps we can even take the telescope as the emblem of this derhetoricized situation. It is an instrument of vision, not of persuasion; it creates an abstract or asocial standpoint that can be assumed by anyone, and, as a matter of scientific convention, everyone who assumes that standpoint is functionally the “same” generalized observer, the same eye and I. Finally, the data the telescope supplies provide an absolute standard against which any discourse purporting to describe them can be checked and, if necessary, corrected. The message of Sidereus nuncius appears to come not from a personal speaker but from the stars themselves. Scientific discourse is arhetorical not merely because it is stylistically spare, unencumbered by the figures of eloquence, but more essentially because it incarnates a pragmatics that is entirely foreign to that of the hierarchized and relativized social field. Inevitably, therefore, once this discourse becomes culturally established, it draws in its wake a severe critique of the doctrine, practice, and institutions of rhetoric. 

Such a critique gains full voice in Descartes, the founder, it is often said, of modern philosophy and a fascinated follower of Galileo’s ups and downs. The autobiographical portion of the Discourse on Method unfolds a conversion narrative that frees the inquiring mind—the “I” of Descartes’s text—from the errors and confusions of the past and opens up a futurity for the acquisition of certain knowledge. Part of the aberrant past Descartes repudiates is the institutionalization of knowledge as eruditio and the traditional form of schooling, which, among other things, rested on the teaching of rhetorical skills: 

I esteemed Eloquence most highly and I was enamoured of Poesy, but I thought that both were gifts of the mind rather than fruits of study. Those who have the strongest power of reasoning, and who most skillfully arrange their thoughts in order to render them clear and intelligible, have the best power of persuasion even if they can but speak the language of Lower Brittany and have never learned Rhetoric. And those who have the most delightful original ideas and who know how to express them with the maximum of style and suavity, would not fail to be the best poets even if the art of Poetry were unknown to them.10 

Note here that Descartes rejects as useless and empty not only the doctrine and practice of rhetoric, but also the teaching of poetry as a rhetorical skill. His notion that poetic talent and imagination dwell solely within the inwardness of the subject anticipated by one hundred and fifty years the Romantic elimination of rhetoric as the basis of poetic theory. There is a reason for this historical prolepsis: the Cartesian cogito inaugurated the subject centered philosophical and cultural discourse that would find its culmination in Romantic thought (Kant’s transcendental synthesis of apperception, Fichte’s self-positing Absolute Ego, Hegel’s notion of substance as subject). Perhaps we can grasp here the affinity between the Enlightenment and Romantic destructions of rhetoric. The cogito, the unshakable foundation of certainty, generates at once the impersonal or abstracted subject of science and the creative, self-forming subject of Romanticism. Once these subjective functions took command over the field of discourse and representation, rhetoric could no longer maintain its cultural predominance. Foundational subjectivity—be it the subject as res cogitans or as creative origin, as unique individual personality or as disinterested free agent within the political sphere—erodes the ideological premises of rhetoric. 

The transformations we have been describing with reference to Galileo and Descartes had, by the mid-eighteenth century, extended beyond the reaches of speculative thought into the daily conduct of affairs temporal and spiritual. In England, for example, not only had legal theorists increasingly embraced probabilistic, broadly Cartesian thinking about questions of proof, but trial courts were also making practical changes, such as the admission of counsel for the defense, that presaged the development of those impersonal rules of evidence and consistently specified burdens of proof that distinguish modern criminal procedure. Previously, the English criminal trial had been what Sir Thomas Smith once called an “altercation.” Accused and accuser confronted one another personally, without benefit of counsel for the prosecution or defense. Judges, unhampered by rules, freely intervened. The parties to the trial occupied rhetorical positions delineated in their own words according to whatever structuring principles they might choose to adopt. Evidence, too, was personal and rhetorically structured since direct testimony (including confession) was the chief basis of proof. Circumstantial evidence, including even inference based upon physical fact, was not fully probative. By the eighteenth century, legal theorists already had begun to embrace the kind of thinking that would lead nineteenth-century jurists actually to prefer circumstantial and inferential evidence over direct testimony. Increasingly, from the mid-eighteenth through the nineteenth centuries, English trials changed from personal, rhetorically governed exchanges to procedures in which plaintiff, defendant, judge, and counsel occupied impersonal, rule-governed positions. We still think of trials as places for high rhetoric, but the ancient forensic speech in fact holds little more than a residual place in the modern Anglo-American trial, almost as if to validate our exacting, impersonal trial procedures by the token inclusion of symbolic gestures that connect contemporary juridical practice with a venerable tradition. Precisely because they are rhetorical, the modern counsel’s opening and closing statements (so significant in courtroom melodrama) are not structural features of the modern trial.11 

Interestingly, as Alexander Welsh has shown, the discourses of law and natural religion embraced virtually identical forms of probabilistic thinking during the period when the changes just described were occurring in trial procedure. Matters of religion and of the spirit became subject to impersonal categories of proof. If, says Bishop Butler, we conduct every other aspect of our lives on the basis of probable inference, as in the wake of scientific empiricism perforce we must, why should we not found upon inference a belief in God as secure as our confidence in the existence of matter or of our own personal being? Is inference from circumstance not more persuasive than personal testimony of miraculous experience or scriptural revelation?12 

These arhetorical tendencies in science, philosophy, religion, and law can be taken as emblematic of the Enlightenment as a whole. They bespeak a general movement toward representational neutrality that could be traced as well in such domains as theory of government, historiography, and psychology. In all these areas, especially across the eighteenth century, a model of critical communication emerged that stresses the neutrality and transparency of discourse and that, in consequence, throws off the rhetorical tradition. Discourse in the Enlightenment, we might say with Michel Foucault, took on a new existence. The effects of this massive cultural transformation can still be felt today. The thinkers of the Enlightenment, however, not only practiced this new discourse, but also developed its theory, a theory that in many cases coincided with the conception of Enlightenment itself. We have already mentioned Descartes, whose philosophy served as the foundation of the first major antirhetorical theory of language, the Port-Royal Logic of Arnauld and Nicole. In England, the temporal threshold is drawn somewhat later. Hobbes, the last great philosopher of absolutism, could still, despite his indebtedness to Descartes, compose an Art of Rhetorick whose every page reveals itself tributary to the classical tradition.13 

This was no longer possible, however, for Locke. Not only does the founder of modern empiricism unleash, in the fourth book (“On Words”) of his Essay Concerning Human Understanding, one of the most virulent antirhetorical tirades on record, he also presents there a “semiotics,” or theory of language as sign, that is designed to eliminate the deceptions of rhetoric and to guarantee the transparency of discourse. Locke’s was not the first but certainly one of the most influential in a long series of attempts to free language and thought from the confoundments of rhetoric. In Germany, the Enlightenment ideal of linguistic transparency, of a purely neutral representational medium, emerged in Leibniz’s project of an ars characteristica, a philosophical calculus that would leave the deflections of human language behind in order to reproduce the language of things themselves. This dream, which in a variety of forms obsessed the entire eighteenth century, perhaps most fully exemplifies the removal of discourse from what we referred to above as the rhetorical fray. For, as Leibniz and later Herder well understood, such a perfected sign system would coincide exactly with the absolutely nonpositional mind of God. 

Kant brought together the theory of Enlightenment and the theory of discourse. Enlightenment, in Kant’s view, is a process of critical communication that unfolds within a free public sphere, a sphere of discourse separated from the particularist interests and pressures of political and religious institutions and authority. Here the subject speaks (more accurately, writes and publishes) as a “scholar,” a free inquirer whose only guide is the light of impartial reason and whose addressee is the ideal person, “mankind.” Within this sphere, ideas are circulated and submitted to criticism, to a kind of winnowing process that removes the chaff of error and in the end leaves nothing but the golden wheat of truth. Kant envisioned, in fact, a kind of intellectual market, but no longer the market of false opinion, varying whims, delusions, and conflicts in which the Sophists and rhetoricians were thought to perform their manipulations. Rather, this is the marketplace of Adam Smith, ordered by an invisible hand that inevitably makes the right selections, or, as in Kant, ordered by a transcendental reason that is everyone’s and no one’s: that is positionless and therefore arhetorical.14 

The vehicle that carried Kant’s public sphere toward its future of perpetual improvement was the institution of publishing, without which Enlightenment is unthinkable. One need only consider the great publishing enterprises of the period—foremost of all perhaps the Encyclopédie of d’Alembert and Diderot—or the expansion of literacy that occurred across the eighteenth century, with its proliferation not only of books but of learned and moral journals.15 Practical and theoretical knowledge, not to speak of literature, were no longer tied to a situation of oratorical exchange, no longer simulated the scene of face-to-face contact. From midcentury on print established itself as the dominant medium of linguistic communication, reading became the passion of the age, and publishing statistics for the first time caught up with and surpassed the post-Gutenberg boom of the sixteenth century. This is another feature of the Enlightenment that caused rhetoric’s demise, for rhetoric took its point of departure from the direct and oral encounters of classical civic life, and even as it maintained itself across the manuscript culture of the Middle Ages and into the first phase of modern print culture, it inevitably referred back to a face-to-face oratorical situation. All this disappeared with the Enlightenment, the first epoch to constitute itself as a culture of print. Rhetoric drowned in a sea of ink. 

What the Enlightenment accomplished in the domains of theoretical and practical discourse, Romanticism achieved in the aesthetic domain. Only with Romanticism was rhetoric finally and thoroughly evacuated from the realm of imaginative expression. In fact, this very phrase—“imaginative expression”—reveals the impact of the Romantic revolution. Prior to the last decades of the eighteenth century, the concept of literature covered virtually all of writing; the breadth of its application was made possible by the overriding unity of rhetorical doctrine, which governed all of verbal production. With Romanticism, however, the concept of literature emerged that still today shapes the organization of disciplines within the university. Literature became imaginative literature, an autonomous field of discourse endowed with its unique inner laws and history.16 Romanticism, in other words, set the paradigm for the postrhetorical production, interpretation, and historiography of literature, and in this sense brought on the second death of rhetoric. 

One consequence of this cultural transformation is legible in Ernst Robert Curtius’s elegiac monument, European Literature and the Latin Middle Ages.17 The elaborate system of topoi this book describes did not fall into desuetude, as Curtius notes, until the last third of the eighteenth century. In other words, the evacuation from cultural memory of the topoi—those dense and finely branched semantic clusters that had since antiquity governed discursive invention—coincided exactly with the emergence of Romanticism. The Romantic destruction of rhetoric altered the temporal framework of literary production, replacing rememorative conservation (traditio) with an insistence on originality. 

This shift can be delineated in other ways. One major Romantic innovation was the full articulation of the concept of “author” as the productive origin of the text, as the subjective source that, in bringing its unique position to expression, constitutes a “work” ineluctably its own. Subjectivity and not adherence to a generic type or reference to an esteemed predecessor or topical paradigm now gave a work its identity. This insistence on the principle of authorship—still today one of the most compelling assumptions of literary studies and the very organizing principle of our libraries—does not flow merely from the nature of things. As Foucault has suggested in a powerful essay, authorship is a function, one that varies both historically and among disciplines. Romanticism produced the author function in its modern form.18 

Legal history makes this perfectly clear. The English Copyright Law of 1709 still did not protect the author against reproduction of his work. Its point of reference was the book itself, over which it gave the first publisher command for fourteen years (a limitation of previous practice) and the author for twenty-eight, the same duration as for a patent. The practice of royal privileges still remained common, and the universities held onto certain special exemptions. Only in 1774, after a tangled history of legal disputes, did the author receive an exclusive right over his work. In 1814 this authorial right was specified as holding for a period of twenty-eight years after first publication or, should the author outlive this duration, until the end of his life. In France, the old system of royal privileges and permissions held until the Revolution. Then, in its meeting of 19 July 1793, the National Assembly granted exclusive rights over reproduction to the authors themselves. This right held until ten years after the author’s death. Finally, in the German-speaking countries the Universal Prussian National Law of 1794, which instituted from above so many of the reforms that in France had come into being with the Revolution, based the right of publication in a contract between author and publisher, with the publisher-seller, however, still the more important figure. Only in 1810, with the National Law of Baden, was the author finally accorded exclusive rights over “his” work. As these dates reveal, the years arrayed around the turn of the nineteenth century witnessed the full emergence of the author as the decisive factor in assigning proprietary status to printed language. This legal transformation is one institutional counterpart to the Romantic reconceptualization of literature.19 

The same period revised educational practices bearing on literature. The Latin schools that had emerged across post-Renaissance Europe initiated their pupils into discourse by leading them through the rhetorical constructions of exemplary classical texts. This education culminated with imitative exercises in which the student produced speeches and poems in the manner of one of the great authorities. But by the end of the eighteenth century this rhetorical pedagogy was experienced as moribund. Reviewing a treatise on the cultivation of taste in the public schools, the young Goethe, destined to become one of the major figures of European Romanticism, wrote in 1772: “We, however, hate all the imitation that the author recommends at the end. We know there are many whose claim to fame is that they write like Cicero or Tacitus, but it always demonstrates a lack of genius when they fall into this misfortune.”20 Genius is the vital term here, the name of subjective originality and the antithesis of rhetorical inventio. Goethe’s complaint was soon to see results as new methods of pedagogy entered the schools, methods that sought to disclose and cultivate the personal uniqueness of the pupils by teaching “free” expression. The medium of this expression was no longer the public oratorical performance in which the pupil demonstrated his mastery of standard techniques, but rather a written product that articulated his own individual point of view.21 A similar change occurred in the universities. Whereas the study of the classical authors had traditionally meant memorizing, translating, and imitating the loci classici, the new discipline of philology encouraged an interpretive grasp of the animating authorial intention out of which the entire work was produced. These academic institutes of philology, the most famous of which was established by Christian Gottlob Heyne at the University of Göttingen during the 1770s, institutionalized Romantic hermeneutics as the methodology of modern literary understanding. Since then literary education has lent support to the antinomy between creative self-expression on the one hand and interpretation on the other.22 

Of course, the Enlightenment had already begun to dismantle rhetorical doctrine as the organizing matrix of literary production. On the level of theory the late Enlightenment witnessed the birth of philosophical aesthetics, a discipline whose emergence marked a decisive cultural relocation of art and literature. Alexander Baumgarten’s Aesthetica (1750–55), the foundational treatise of the new discipline, was still based on the traditional rhetorical triad of inventio, dispositio, and elocutio, but one nevertheless notes a shift in the significance of the terms. Aesthetics is not a theory of the production of effective or persuasive discourse; it is a theory of “sensate cognitions” and of the signs that convey them. Its frame of reference is not a notion of social interaction within a hierarchical space, but the soul conceived as a faculty of representation. Art retreats from the cour et ville of aristocratic society and takes up residence within the mental immanence of a universalized “mankind.”23 As Michael Fried has shown, a similar development took place in French painting and art criticism during the same period: the shift from a paradigm of “theatricality” to one of “absorption” amounted to a derhetorization, an abandonment of oratorical gesturality.24 Finally, at the brink of Romanticism, Kant made the obsolescence of rhetoric explicit, banishing it in a famous paragraph of his Critique of Judgment not only from poetry but also from the legal courts, the chambers of government, and the pulpits of the church. His condemnation of rhetoric so thoroughly epitomizes the developments we have tried to sketch here that it is worth citing it at length: 

Rhetoric, in so far as this means the art of persuasion, i.e. of deceiving by a beautiful show (ars oratoria) and not mere elegance of speech (eloquence and style), is a dialectic which borrows from poetry only so much as is needful to win minds to the side of the orator before they have formed a judgment and to deprive them of their freedom; it cannot therefore be recommended either for the law courts or for the pulpit. For if we are dealing with civil law, with the rights of individual persons, or with lasting instruction and determination of people’s minds to an accurate knowledge and a conscientious observance of their duty, it is unworthy of so important a business to allow a trace of any luxuriance of wit and imagination to appear, and still less any trace of the art of talking people over and of captivating them for the advantage of any chance person. For although this art may sometimes be directed to legitimate and praiseworthy designs, it becomes objectionable when in this way maxims and dispositions are spoiled in a subjective point of view, though the action may objectively be lawful. It is not enough to do what is right; we should practice it solely on the ground that it is right.25 

Kant’s Critique of Judgment not only assembles in this passage and elsewhere the accusatory motifs typical of all antirhetorical polemics (deception, unfreedom, luxuriant excess, demagogic manipulation), it also clearly reveals why rhetoric becomes irrelevant to the literary arts. For art, in Kant’s view, has its source in genius, in the subjective instance of creativity that derives the rules of its productive action not from any cultural code, but from nature itself.26 This attachment of art to expressive subjectivity led directly into the Romantic reconceptualization of the aesthetic, after which rhetoric lost its centrality to the production and interpretation of poetry. In Descartes initially, and then in Kant and the Romantics, we find this rule everywhere confirmed: the insistence on the originating power of subjectivity is incompatible with rhetorical doctrine. This is why Romanticism represents the final destruction of the classical rhetorical tradition. 

Indicative literary genres appeared in tandem with characteristic refusals of rhetoric during the Enlightenment and Romantic stages even though the rhetorical model of production continued to prevail in officially sanctioned literature throughout the seventeenth and well into the eighteenth centuries. However, both the seeming inability of European writers to sustain the ancient tradition of epic poetry (except through translation and mock heroic) and, during the Enlightenment, a relative decline of lyric poetry in favor of satire and didactic-descriptive verse (those closest to prose among traditional forms) evince the incursion of prosaic rationalism. 

The eighteenth-century emergence of the extra-official “new” novel is still more significant. The novel is the genre of writing par excellence. As Mikhail Bakhtin argues, all of the traditional literary genres, “or in any case their defining features, are considerably older than written language and the book, and to the present day they retain their ancient oral and auditory characteristics. Of all the major genres only the novel is younger than writing and the book: it alone is organically receptive to new forms of mute perception, that is, to reading.”27 Even if Bakhtin overstates the case—even if residues of orality may be found in certain earlier novels—the marked consolidation during the later eighteenth century of a novelistic technique such as free indirect discourse (style indirect libre), which has no counterpart outside of written narrative, validates for our period the point about reading and mute perception.28 The novel’s peculiar gravitation toward a neutral transparency of style (the opposite of rhetorical overcoding) participates in the genre’s conventional pretense to reportorial accuracy of the kind possible only in writing. In other respects as well the eighteenth-century novel operates within the Enlightenment model of critical communication. The novels of Defoe, Richardson, and Fielding, for example, not only pretend to offer densely particular, virtually evidentiary accounts of the physical and mental circumstances that actuate their characters and motivate the causal sequences of their plots, but also attempt, with greater or lesser consistency, to frame the subjectivity of their characters within editorial (Defoe and Richardson) or narratorial (Fielding) objectivity. In point of both thematic exposition and narrative strategy, these novels force readers into the position of neutral observers arriving, probabilistically, at judgments based upon available facts and reasonable inferences. Although these novels in truth continue to echo plot forms and incidents traditional to the fantastical romances their prefaces ritually condemn, the concern expressed by these novelists to distinguish their enterprise from that of earlier prose fiction indicates from our point of view the urgent significance of the generic reformulation then in progress. 

If the emergent novel demarcates a generic space within which the impersonality of the modern subject position may be exercised, the Romantic lyric exhibits the creative, self-forming aspect of the subject. Though the novel’s opposite in so many other respects, the genre of the Romantic lyric not only shares the novel’s use of natural, unadorned language, but also aggressively deprecates rhetorical speech as disingenuous. The earlier lyric tradition had displayed the ancient rhetorical forms of praise and blame, as well as the schemes and tropes designed to persuade a particular kind of person, in some specified situation, to act in some precise way. The Romantic lyric affirms individual personal identity by delineating a specific epiphanic moment in the history of a single speaking subject. Some of the most remarkable examples go so far as to efface entirely the scene of rhetorical speech by incorporating into the lyric another equally specific subject who uniquely shares the epiphany. Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey” places his sister Dorothy in this empathetic role, while Coleridge’s “This Lime Tree Bower My Prison” reflects upon a specific occasion when the absence of friends provoked meditations that might have been shared but would, of course, have been altered had the friends been present. Similar developments can be traced on the Continent, where, as in England, the model of folk poetry became the chief paradigm of lyric song. Already in the 1770s the young Goethe had begun to produce lyric texts that cleave to the inner movements of subjectivity and that redefine orality as the inner voice of emotion rather than as public-oriented oratorical communication. The lyrics of Goethe and his romantic successors are, in fact, a kind of verbal music that eventually could fuse seamlessly with the melodies of Schubert, Schumann, and Wolf. 

Romanticism brought with it one final cultural transformation that worked to institutionalize the devolution of rhetoric. The rhetorical paradigm was international in character, tied to the Latin language, which dominated the higher schools and universities throughout Europe, and to the classical treatises and authorities that enjoyed universal recognition. Rhetoric was the foundation of an international intellectual community, the res publica litteraria, and the vehicle of a unified tradition. This quintessentially international character of classical rhetoric came to an end in the period of Romanticism because the Romantic destruction of rhetoric was linked to the rise of the modern nation-state. National identity was grounded in the linguistic identity of the Volk; the national languages replaced the international Latin koine, cutting off civic and cultural consciousness from its Roman roots. The universality of the res publica litteraria was shattered by the proliferation of vernacular reading publics, and the classical traditio ceded its preeminence to national historical traditions.29 Perhaps the anxious territorialism so common today in university departments of literary study is a last desperate defense of the Romantic organization of the world of letters along national historical lines. 

The linguistic character of the nation-state worked to bring on the end of rhetoric, but an equally important factor was the political structure—the form of sovereignty and political participation—that the nation-state developed. Within the context of national civic organization rhetorical performance was restricted to specialized legislative venues and ceremonial occasions. Citizenship came to reside in the relation of an individual to a collectively willed body of law; governmental participation and legal practice became professionalized and increasingly print-bound; and the scene of political action, which had previously possessed the concrete reality of a forum or court, was dispersed. The citizen, thoroughly privatized, was thus no longer distinguished by oratorical talent, as his Roman ancestor had been, and therefore no longer required rhetorical training. The nationstate is not a sphere of face-to-face encounter, but an ideal entity to which one relates abstractly through the internalization of its laws and concretely through its various bureaucratic apparatuses. 

II. The Modernist Return of Rhetoric: A Thesis 

Such were the manifold developments that, concurrently with the Enlightenment and Romanticism, brought the classical tradition of rhetoric to its end. Our procedure in sketching these developments has been to highlight individual cases and local events exemplifying the fact of rhetoric’s demise. But these particular instances also have opened a view onto structural features of bourgeois culture that dethroned rhetoric from its position of supremacy much as the French Revolution dethroned the king as the symbol of traditional hierarchical order in European society. In other words, our historical narrative has led us to formulate a thesis specifying the constellation of forces that brought about rhetoric’s end. Reversing the Kantian formula, we may call these ideological and institutional forces the conditions of impossibility of rhetoric: cultural presuppositions that, by relocating and reshaping discourse within society, rendered the traditional practice and doctrine of rhetoric obsolete. Five factors seem especially prominent: 

1.Transparency and neutrality emerged as the leading values of theoretical and practical discourse—scientific discourse became anchored in objectivity. 

2.The values of authorship and individual expression came to define the literary domain—imaginative discourse became anchored in subjectivity. 

3.Liberal political discourse emerged as the language of communal exchange. 

4. The oratorical model of communication was replaced by print and publishing—Europe was alphabetized. 

5.The nation-state became the central political unit, and standardized national languages emerged as the linguistic sphere of reference for cultural production and understanding. 

Where these conditions obtain, rhetoric can occupy only the place of a memory, an anachronistic and ritualized practice, or a dusty academic specialization. Once it becomes estranged from both cultural production and the most advanced forms of inquiry, associations of mendacity, empty scholasticism, and false artfulness attach themselves to its name. And this is what the Enlightenment and Romanticism accomplished: they altered the conditions of discursive action along the lines of the five tendencies listed here and thereby rendered irrelevant the rhetorical tradition that had for centuries been the organizing matrix of communication in Europe. 

But rhetoric has returned. It has acquired renewed theoretical and practical importance, and more recently it has become an explicit focus of inquiry in a variety of domains. How is this possible? How can rhetoric return after having been so thoroughly displaced from our cultural horizon? We contend, centrally, that this repetition of the rhetorical tradition within modernism comes about when the five conditions of rhetoric’s impossibility are themselves eliminated, when a new cultural and discursive space is fashioned that is no longer defined by objectivism, subjectivism, liberalism, literacy, and nationalism. The modernist cultural transformation, in other words, is accompanied by a return of rhetoric precisely because it explodes the cultural predominance of these five tendencies. From this perspective, modernism (construed as a broad sociocultural epoch) presents a reverse image of the antirhetorical cultural premises that increasingly organized the production of discourse from the seventeenth century onward: 

1. From the paradoxes of Heisenberg and Gödel to the demotion of truth in the epistemology of Nelson Goodman, modernism has witnessed the crumbling of the ideal of scientific objectivity and the loss of faith in the neutrality of scientific and practical discourse. Modernism no longer possesses a reliable standard of representational transparency; even so-called observation sentences are recognized as theory-laden; and the history of science itself has come to be viewed less as a progressive discovery of the facts than as a series of constructions accomplished within the framework of governing conceptual paradigms. 

2. Modernism has eroded as well the value of founding subjectivity, which, starting from Descartes and continuing through Romanticism, had contributed so powerfully to the decline of rhetoric. From Baudelaire’s relegation of authorship to an anachronism and Mallarmé’s elimination from poetic writing of the elocutionary subject to the automatic writing of the surrealists, the willed anonymity of Kafka, Beckett, and Blanchot, and the collective compositions of the Renga poets, modernist literary production has dismantled the values of individual authorship and creativity. Freudian psychoanalysis has decentered the subject, while disciplines such as linguistics and sociology have disclosed impersonal patterns and forces at work in human agency. Far from forming a world out of itself, the modernist subject, as Heidegger suggests, is “thrown” into the world, split by an alterity that can never be recuperated into a homogeneous and sovereign self-mastery. Rimbaud’s line is emblematic of this condition: “Jeest un autre.” 

3. Modernism, arising in tandem with mass society and its forms of exchange, explodes the liberal Enlightenment model of communication, in which individual rational subjects contribute disinterestedly to political debate within the public sphere. In both the modern political arena and the modern marketplace rhetorical manipulation becomes the rule. Advertising, marketing, propaganda, and public relations stir the cauldron of public opinion; politics, as Walter Benjamin noted, is aestheticized; and art, which Romanticism had enclosed within its own autonomous sphere, becomes one discursive force among others: impure, tendentious, a reflection on its own inadequacy. 

4. Modernism is marked by the dethroning of print. Of course, the graphic word continues to infiltrate the other media at innumerable points, yet we no longer live in the world of newspaper and book. Print has given way to film and television, to phonographic reproduction and to the various forms of telecommunication. Literacy, far from being the sole access to culture, is merely one form of information processing, and a highly restricted one at that. 

5. Finally, modernism has destroyed the model of a national language, which had served as the supervening form of Enlightenment and Romantic cultural production and self-understanding. The urbanistic marketplace of the twentieth century is irreducibly polyglottal; dialects, sociolects, and idiolects proliferate and clash; disciplines develop and dwell within their respective jargons. Translation is the universal state of affairs. This dispersion of the national language, the language of the people, is accompanied by an unraveling of national tradition: modernism fosters an inrush of the archaic into the scene of culture, the shattering of the idea of national uniqueness and of an individual national history. The frame of national culture, which had displaced the internationalism of the rhetorical tradition, collapses. 

These modernist cultural tendencies have created, then, the conditions for a renaissance of rhetoric, which today is asserting itself in all fields of intellectual endeavor and cultural production. But the new rhetoric is no longer that of the classical tradition; it is attuned to the specific structures of modernist culture; its fundamental categories are markedly new. Rhetoric today is neither a unified doctrine nor a coherent set of discursive practices. Rather, it is a transdisciplinary field of practice and intellectual concern, a field that draws on conceptual resources of a radically heterogeneous nature and does not assume the stable shape of a system or method of education. The rhetoric that, with the ruin of Enlightenment-Romantic culture, now increasingly asserts itself, shares with its classical predecessor little more than a name. 

Our historical thesis leads us to this conclusion: Modernism is an age not of rhetoric, but of rhetoricality, the age, that is, of a generalized rhetoric that penetrates to the deepest levels of human experience. The classical rhetorical tradition rarified speech and fixed it within a gridwork of limitations: it was a rule-governed domain whose procedures themselves were delimited by the institutions that organized interaction and domination in traditional European society. Rhetoricality, by contrast, is bound to no specific set of institutions. It manifests the groundless, infinitely ramifying character of discourse in the modern world. For this reason, it allows for no explanatory metadiscourse that is not already itself rhetorical. Rhetoric is no longer the title of a doctrine and a practice, nor a form of cultural memory; it becomes instead something like the condition of our existence. 

We have proposed that the modernist return of rhetoric be conceived in relation to a complex set of historical factors. The social, scientific, technological, and experiential formations of modern life have altered the conditions of discourse. These formations are coextensive with a cultural frame in which language becomes detached from the supports created for it by the Enlightenment and Romanticism. Rhetoricality names the new conditions of discourse in the modern world and, thus, the fundamental category of every inquiry that seeks to describe the nature of discursive action and exchange. Rhetoricality may be considered as a name for the underlying features both of modern practice and of the theories that seek to account for it. In the modernist phase these structural features, on the whole, had to be inferred from symptomatic social, cultural, and disciplinary phenomena. More recently, in the episode—or episteme—now designated by the term “postmodernism,” new forms of rhetorical inquiry are emerging that explicitly recognize and analyze features we designate under the term “rhetoricality.” 

Nowhere is the modernist shift in the meaning of rhetoric—the shift from rhetoric to what we are calling rhetoricality—more forcefully evident than in Nietzsche, the paradigmatic philosopher of modernity and post-modernity. Acutely aware of the condition of language in mass culture, Nietzsche set the agenda for the modernist reconceptualization of rhetoric and opened that general field within which the diverse forms of rhetorical inquiry on the contemporary scene formulate their individual programs. 

As a professor of classics at the University of Basel, the young Nietzsche offered a course in rhetoric, which, as Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe has shown, was of fundamental importance to his mature thought.30 The early text by Nietzsche that sets the groundwork for all his thinking about language—“On Truth and Lies in an Extra-Moral Sense”—insists especially on the essential rhetoricity of language and on the human “drive to form metaphors” as the basis of our rendering of the world. The inherited concept of figures of speech here undergoes a decisive reinterpretation: the figures are no longer devices of an elocutio that adorns and presents the invented thoughts of the speaker, but mobile, shifting categories that are always at work in every encounter with the world. During this same early phase of his career Nietzsche developed the notion that truth itself is the product of a certain “pathos,” that it is an affectively invested figure able to claim no legitimacy beyond the urgency with which it is affirmed. This conceptual move tears the underpinnings from the notion of an arhetorical language of observation: the truth claims of science, in Nietzsche’s reading, are themselves merely one rhetoric among others. 

The later Nietzsche promotes the category of “appearance” (Schein) to universal status: appearance is not the opposite of truth, but rather includes truth as one of its varieties. Nietzsche’s insistence on the concept of power is similarly motivated: if all language is rhetorical, if even objectivity is the product of a certain strategy, then discourses are no longer to be measured in terms of their adequacy to an objective standard (which Nietzsche’s perspectivism exposes as a myth) but rather to be analyzed in terms of their strategic placement within a clash of competing forces, themselves constituted in and through the very rhetorical dissimulations they employ. In this sense, Nietzsche’s philosophy can be characterized as the thought of a generalized rhetoricality, of a play of transformation and dissimulation, that is the condition of possibility of truth and of subjectivity. Rhetoric returns in Nietzsche, not as a doctrine governing the production and analysis of texts, not as a procedure to be employed within specific situations toward determinable ends, but rather as a kind of immemorial process—an a priori that thought can never bring under its control precisely because thought itself is one of the effects of that process. Rhetoric loses in Nietzsche its instrumental character and becomes the name for the rootlessness of our being.31 

III. Rhetoricality and Contemporary Styles of Knowledge: A Survey 

The field of inquiry that Nietzsche’s thought discloses is at once vast and diverse. Its conceptual repertoire resists synopsis, for its unity is as diffuse as modern knowledge itself. Thus, it would be impossible to provide a précis of modernist rhetoric such as that sketched out for the classical tradition with such precision and economy by Roland Barthes.32 And even an encyclopedic account patterned after Heinrich Lausberg’s compendious handbook of classical rhetoric would be incapable of absorbing contemporary rhetorical practice into a sharply delineated structure.33 The best one can do at this point is to list some of the major disciplinary approaches to rhetorical questions and to chart their congruences and divergences. 

The New Rhetoric of Science One of the most fascinating areas of contemporary rhetorical inquiry—although it does not always go by that name—is concerned with the discourse of the sciences. As we have mentioned, the ideal of scientific objectivity, that is, of a neutral and standpoint-free language of description, came to an end in the twentieth century. The last gasp of this ideal was in all likelihood the neopositivist notion of the protocol sentence, a linguistic formulation that was thought to present in propositional form the raw data generated by experiment. But the notion did not hold up to scrutiny, and the ideal of neutrality was dismantled from within the neopositivist school itself. The paradigmatic instance of this turn in scientific metatheory is Thomas Kuhn’s book The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, written as a contribution to the neopositivist-inspired Encyclopedia of Unified Science.34 Despite the criticism and controversy the book has encountered since its publication, Kuhn’s basic argument to the effect that scientific inquiry rests on research paradigms themselves not derivable from observed data or from axiomatic statements still enjoys a general consensus. And Kuhn’s historical approach has spawned an entire body of research bearing on the extrascientific forces at work in the formation of scientific knowledge. For example, in Against Method Paul Feyerabend, the prophetic voice of anti-objectivism, reviews with extreme care the scientific work of Galileo, discovering there not the untarnished presentation of facts, but a complex strategic-rhetorical operation of persuasion.35 In a similar, if less jubilantly radical vein, Ian Hacking has shown how scientific instruments, far from being the neutral devices that Galileo’s telescope appeared to be, in fact participate in the “creation of phenomena,” in what we would like to call a scientific inventio.36 Finally—and still remaining within the post-analytic tradition—according to Nelson Goodman’s Ways of Worldmaking, no one world exists that we strive to represent as neutrally as possible, but rather there are a host of world-versions, themselves functions of divergent representational or symbolic systems.37 

In this plurality of worlds, rhetoric, albeit in a nonclassical version, finds its place once again. At issue in this new form of metascientific analysis is the essential rhetoricality of the scientific enterprise: its procedures of legitimation; its institutional context; its dependence on overriding convictions or presuppositions on the part of its practitioners.38 The same interest in rhetoricality also has penetrated the social and human sciences. Hayden White, for example, has elaborated a rhetoric of classical historiography that undermines any claims of impartiality and objectivity that discipline might proffer.39 Likewise, Clifford Geertz has examined the production of anthropological knowledge as an intrinsically rhetorical operation and his explorations will soon be followed by others that explore the rhetoric of neighboring human sciences.40 Perhaps above all, Foucault’s work, with its insistence on both the institutional embeddedness and the cultural productivity of discourses, sets the standard for any inquiry that seeks to lay bare the rhetoricality of what we anachronistically call our positive knowledge. 

Rhetoric and Modern Linguistics The Romantic concept of language essentially banned rhetoric from the field of language study, replacing it with stylistics conceived as the analysis of individual or national expressive forms. Indeed, if we recall the work of the last great avatars of Romantic linguistics, the neo-idealists Charles Bally and Karl Vossler, it becomes clear that stylistics is not merely a branch of Romantic language study, but rather its culmination. With the Saussurean breakthrough, a return of rhetorical analysis became possible, and once again this return of the rhetorical tradition assumed the form of a differential repetition.

No doubt the privileged—the most famous and influential—site of this return is Roman Jakobson’s 1956 article “Two Aspects of Language and Two Types of Aphasic Disturbances.”41 What Jakobson accomplished in this piece can be described as a reorganization of the rhetorical field, or, to be precise, of the rhetorical subfield traditionally denoted elocutio. By using the term “reorganization” we want to emphasize the idea of creative change and transformation, the idea of a reconstitution of the object of rhetorical study. How does this occur? Through the projection of the categorical pair paradigm/syntagm from post-Saussurean linguistic theory (Saussure himself used the term “association” rather than “paradigm”) onto the domain of the rhetorical figures. And since the terms of this categorical pair are juxtaposed within structuralist theory as are “similarity” and “contiguity,” the projection yields within the rhetorical domain a fundamental bifurcation into two semantic-figural processes, operating along the paths of similarity relations on the one hand and contiguity relations on the other. In Jakobson’s terminology, these processes carry the names, familiar from the rhetorical tradition, of “metaphor” and “metonymy.” Thus, a powerful homology emerges into view: in the domain of language “paradigmatic” is to “syntagmatic” as in the domain of semantic-discursive processes “metaphor” is to “metonymy.” 

Jakobson’s homology has engendered various confusions, among them that the terms “metaphor” and “metonymy,” as he uses them, are held to be equivalent to those same terms within the rhetorical tradition. This is clearly not the case. Within the traditional doctrine of elocutio, metaphor and metonymy are two figures among a host of others; they are, we might say, particularistically conceived, pertaining to individual instances of discourse. Jakobson means something quite different: for him the terms designate two (and, in his view, the only two) general processes of semantic production; they are class terms that subsume the entire field of the traditionally defined figures, dividing it into two basic groups. Thus, when Jakobson suggests that Romanticism and Symbolism are predominantly metaphorical, Realism predominantly metonymical, he is not saying that in these literary movements either metaphors or metonymies are exclusively used, but rather that the large-scale tendencies of semantic production within these movements follow the paths of similarity and contiguity respectively. What we find in Jakobson’s inquiry, then, is a fundamental displacement that affects the traditional terminology of rhetoric, a generalization of certain items within that terminology and a wholesale abandonment of other items. Certain old rhetorical terms have come to designate general processes that are at work, in their juxtapositional interplay, across the entire field of discourse, that are anterior to any instrumental choices a writer might make, and that even govern such transindividual phenomena as the succession of period styles. Exactly this shift in the theoretical function and significance of concepts is what we are calling the move from rhetoric to rhetoricality. 

Of course, post-Saussurean linguistics has spawned efforts to rethink in detail the utterly specific categories of traditional elocutio. Two examples of this research program are the Rhétorique génerale of the Belgian Groupe Mu, and Paolo Valesio’s Novantiqua.42 But even in these cases, where the inherited taxonomies of rhetorical theory are respected in their specificity, the displacement of tradition is nonetheless perceptible. For what such analyses show is that the traditional classifications of the tropes and figures are crude; terms such as “metaphor” or “synecdoche” designate not at all simple and homogeneous operations, but rather bundles of phonological, syntactical, and semantic processes so complex in their intertwining that they must be deemed inaccessible to the reflective manipulation of the speaker. What the rhetorical tradition conceived as a set of tactics available to the strategic intentions of the speaker has been displaced into that same unconscious knowledge in which linguistic theory locates our ability to speak and write. Rhetorical competence, to adapt Noam Chomsky’s terminology, is a theoretical fiction, the product of a reconstructive process that deploys a reticulated repertoire of theoretical concepts. The object of study here, as in a different way in the case of Jakobson, is no longer rhetoric but rather rhetoricality. 

Rhetoric and Psychoanalysis Correlative with the modernist alteration of the object of study in linguistics from evident to unconscious patterns, from national syntax to universal structure, and from commonsensical to counterintuitive evaluation is Freud’s inferential psychology of the unconscious. In psychoanalysis the mechanisms of an otherwise hidden mental world are revealed in the figurations of language. Verbal patterns, metaphors, replacements, and similar tropes that classical rhetoric might have described in terms of surface ornamentation and effect upon an audience become outward, consciously unintended manifestations of wishes and fears, desires and terrors that have been driven inward. Thus, in tandem with his discovery of the revelatory condensations and displacements operative in dreams, Freud also probed “figures” such as jokes, spoonerisms, and puns as symptoms of unconscious operations. Particular content may vary with each individual, but the structure of the unconscious—its ways of proceeding and the strategies of containment whereby it is held in check—is constant. The manifest content of dreams or slips of the tongue may be specific to the individual’s history, but the mechanisms are impersonal and function without reference to subjective choice. The old figures of speech and thought are depersonalized and transformed into general conditions of existence rather than remaining, as in classical rhetoric, part of a lexicon or repertory from among which speakers make deliberate choices according to occasion. At least in retrospect, Lacan’s famous dictum that the unconscious is structured like a language seems to follow inevitably from the juxtaposition of Freud’s treatises on dreams and jokes with Jakobson’s specification of metaphor and metonymy as the basic mechanisms of discourse production, since these figures, as Jakobson notices, are the rhetorical equivalents of condensation and displacement—the fundamental processes of Freud’s “dream work.” Furthermore, the rhetoric employed in current psychoanalytic theory is not limited to expressive phenomena. As Jean Laplanche has suggested, the very processes of ego formation are rhetorical in nature, following paths of contiguity and similarity.43 Indeed, psychoanalysis itself, as Nicolas Abraham and Marie Torok have argued, is a rhetorical enterprise, its terminology a figurative shell that refers to kernels of psychic meaning without being able to grasp them directly.44 The metatheory that endeavors to chart psychic processes is imbued, in other words, with the dynamic of rhetoricality that characterizes those processes themselves. 

Rhetoric and Mass Communication As the forms of communication characteristic of mass society have been extended and consolidated, the classical liberal model in which individual free subjects contribute disinterestedly to open, unconstrained political exchange has become no more than heuristic. Images and slogans replace the ideas and expository discourse by which exchange in the public sphere was defined. Although the basic technology of movable type was developed during the Renaissance, print as a medium (especially newspapers, periodicals, and cheap books) and the growth in literacy that it ultimately fostered were distinctive to the Enlightenment and to the bourgeois culture of nineteenth- and earlier twentieth-century industrial Europe. But, while the graphic word continues to play a significant role in cultural life, the structure of literacy has undergone decisive alterations. Print has given way to film and television, to phonographic reproduction, and the digital inscription of language itself in computers. The collation of image and sound in the mechanical media, even where oral language is concerned, recalls but does not reconstitute the face-to-face speech and physiognomic and gestural performances of classical rhetoric. For images and sounds may now be synthesized: the voice, like that of our current telephone information “operators,” may be no more than a mechanical function, the opposite of an impersonation. 

Advertising, in particular, works by condensation and montage to shatter those sequences of cause and effect integral to the construction, representation, and comprehension of personal identity. Like other forms of mass communication, advertising rehabilitates—indeed renders virtually universal—a rhetoricality at once akin to and utterly divorced from classical persuasion. The fixed traits of celebrity replace the classical orator’s varied impersonations. Metonymic substitution and juxtaposition supplant that imitation of the logical connectedness of philosophical discourse so central to Aristotle’s conception of rhetoric. Thus, the forms of communication operative in contemporary life lie closer to the figurative formations described by Freud and Lacan than to the manifest processes of a traditional forum. 

The depersonalizing tendencies of modern rhetoricality find illustration in the conjunction, so characteristic of mass society, of advertising and fashion. The mimicry endemic to the selection of clothing is now directed toward personality functions concocted and circulated by the media. In perhaps the ultimate extension of this principle, the names of celebrities known as designers are inscribed on clothing and other accessories in place of the personal monograms that once discreetly marked attire as individual. The designer, in turn, need not be alive, or even a real person, since the creative personality marked by the famous name is often itself produced artificially by a corporation—or at least by a corporate design team. The putatively individual name works metonymically to screen collectivity. 

Collective effort on a huge scale is the reality of which individuality has become the imaginary or fantastic representation. This phenomenon, in which audiences are manipulated by the delusion that products are the result of individual creative effort, replaces the old forms of persuasion. And, incidentally, any real human beings who happen to occupy the position of metonymic celebrity—be they Calvin Klein or Ronald Reagan—become virtually mechanized ciphers acting out the script of their own renown, themselves as much manipulated as the audience they manipulate. The recent presence of a professional film actor in the White House merely made self-evident the contemporary truth that the performative force of presidential elocution lies not with the seeming individual who happens to be in office but with the impersonal corporate state. 

Rhetoric and Pragmatics Not only in the metatheory of science, linguistics, mass communication, and psychoanalysis are we the inheritors of Nietzsche’s legacy, but also in what might be termed the sphere of everyday life. The concept of rhetoricality bespeaks the universality of the rhetorical condition, its nonrestriction to the specialized circumstances of formal communication and persuasion. It is a characteristic of modernism that the sphere of everyday life—the domain of utterly trivial activities and interchanges through which we daily pass—has increasingly become an object of scientific inquiry. To cite just two examples from philosophy, both the early Heidegger with his hermeneutics of Dasein in its Alltäglichkeit (everydayness) and the British school of ordinary language philosophy that developed out of the later Wittgenstein’s work are oriented toward this most secularized and elusive of domains, the nexus of our normality. And it is no accident that what inquiry finds in this domain (Wittgenstein’s concept of language game tells us as much) is a web of rhetorical operations. In other words, precisely that sea of invisible communicative transactions that the tradition of classical rhetoric did not and could not take into account becomes in the modernist environment a privileged object of study. Just as the modernist return of rhetoric displaces the rhetorical operations to an unconscious sphere in such fields as linguistics and psychoanalysis, so too in the area of what might be termed “pragmatic” studies modernist rhetoric finds its theme in the impersonal domain of what occurs among us, unnoticed and without deliberation or grandeur. 

The displacement of rhetoric from the classical trivium to the dense tangle of our triviality can be illustrated through reference to a plethora of research programs that have emerged within various disciplines but nevertheless share a concern for the pragmata of everydayness. What else, for example, is ethnomethodology (despite its insistence on a phenomenological grounding) but a sociological rhetoric of normal doings? Within the disciplinary limits of sociology, one could also refer to the illustrious example of Erving Goffman, whose major works bear titles like Forms of Talk and The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life.45 Linguistics also has addressed itself with increasing sophistication to this domain. One thinks in this connection of the recent boom in pragmatic studies, an example of which is Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson’s book Relevance, a study of “communication and cognition” that endeavors to formalize the rules of conversational exchange and that develops along its way a reconceptualization of such rhetorical tactics as metaphor and irony. Indeed, Sperber and Wilson’s argument in this portion of their study exactly confirms our thesis regarding the shift from rhetoric to rhetoricality insofar as it demonstrates that metaphor and the other tropes “are simply creative exploitations of a perfectly general dimension of language use.”46 That is to say, the figures of language can no longer be treated as a specialized domain, as a limited set of elocutionary options. Rather, they make up the very fiber of every communicative transaction. 

One could further document the new rhetoric of everyday life through reference to other fields. For instance, cognitive science and artificial intelligence stand, in our view, to inherit and radically reformulate the heuristics of classical rhetoric. Marvin Minsky’s “frames,” for example, or Roger Shank’s “scripts” are schemata of practical knowledge that can be regarded as redactions of the classical theory of topoi.47 Even asking for ketchup at a hamburger joint can prove to be a rhetorical operation of astonishing complexity, accomplished by recalling and modifying a “restaurant frame” or schema of typical restaurant behavior to which no single eatery conforms in every detail. George Lakoff and Mark Johnson’s book Metaphors We Live By demonstrates even in its title that from the perspective of cognitive science rhetoricality has become the condition of modern life.48 

Rhetoric and Literary Criticism During the period when classical rhetoric governed the analysis and production of discourse, the aspects of the discipline now called literary criticism not comprehended by rhetorical categories were treated under the subheading “poetics.” Later, after the Enlightenment and Romantic demolitions of rhetoric, criticism of literature could be found in association with the new, often nationalistic, disciplines of aesthetics, philology, and positivistic history. Traditions derived from these disciplines have enjoyed surprising longevity among Western literary scholars, as have survivals and revivals of the ancient rhetorical scholia. The Anglo-American movement known as “new criticism,” springing initially from William Empson, I. A. Richards, and Allen Tate, may be considered, for example, as a nostalgic attempt to fuse the organicist presumptions of Romantic aesthetics with the formal, figural analysis characteristic of classical rhetoric. Also nostalgically present in the new criticism was the presumption of a shared community of literate and tasteful gentlemen who, though writing for publication, took the forms of conversation as their stylistic ideal. Their obsession with the figures of irony, paradox, and ambiguity derives at once from the contradictions inherent in their project and from their virtually oratorical impersonation of the detached stance of the disinterested man of letters. 

The revivalist aspect of new criticism—so deeply entrenched in British and American academic departments of literature—may help to account for the shock that greeted the arrival of structuralist and poststructuralist methods from Europe during the late 1960s and early 1970s. These methods, based upon characteristic modernist developments in linguistics and philosophy, worked from utterly different principles. Consider, for example, the difference between the contained, localized irony of the new critic and the deep-structural irony of Derrida or de Man. In these writers, irony is no longer a figure of speech or an educated habit of mind; it is the fundamental condition of language production. Since there is no such thing as a first, original, or direct statement, they view every utterance as intrinsically figural, unstable, and haunted by implications that militate against its overt claims. Poetry is no longer a privileged kind of discourse but a specific case illustrating the general instance of language itself. In the structuralist—and now poststructuralist—frame of reference, every human endeavor, including fundamental social and cultural institutions, must be understood as discursively constituted and therefore subject to the foundational irony disclosed by analyses such as Derrida’s. As the rhetoricality of culture becomes ever more apparent, both survivals of classical rhetorical analysis and revivalist methods like the new criticism appear terribly restricted in scope. It is not surprising, therefore, that prestructuralist Anglo-American critics who attempted large typologies of discourse, such as Kenneth Burke and Northrop Frye, have fared better than many others. 

Burke’s work presents an especially forceful illustration of our argument bearing on rhetoricality. Even where the focus of his ruminations is a specific literary text, as for example in his famous analysis of Keats’s “Ode on a Graecian Urn” or his speculations on Goethe’s Faust,49 Burke characteristically directs his inquiry not at meaning in a hermeneutic sense, nor at the cooperation of formal and thematic components in the manner of the new criticism, but rather at the text’s symbolic labor, its suasive operations. Thus, his analyses are rhetorical in their basic orientation; it is indicative that two of his books carry the term “rhetoric” in their titles.50 Although Burke himself named his method “dramatism,” a term that signals his abiding concern for the place of language in human action and interaction, the rhetorical thrust of his wide-ranging inquiry is evident on every page. Much of Burke’s vocabulary can be taken as the lexicon for a modernist rhetoric: terministic screen, entitlement, representative anecdote, strategies of motivation, master tropes, scene-act ratio, god-term, temporizing of essence. Moreover, Burke’s work illustrates many features we take to be characteristic of rhetorical inquiry under the conditions of modernity. It is resolutely interdisciplinary, drawing on sociology, anthropology, psychoanalysis, philosophy, and poetics; it is recursive in structure, applying its categories to itself as a strategy of argument and inquiry; its range of objects (one might better say: occasions) crosses disciplinary boundaries and includes philosophical schools, political tracts, everyday life, ritual and religion, economic and foreign policy, literary works, and bodily practices, to mention just a few. Its final ground is an anthropology that comes close to the Nietzschean definition of man as the imperfect animal, as a being whose only nature is the unremitting nonnaturalness of his symbolic- rhetorical self-constitution.51 

Rhetoricality pervades even methods that, viewed superficially, might seem to continue formalistic traditions. Julia Kristeva’s concept of “intertextuality” for instance, could easily be misunderstood as a reinscription of the old rhetoric.52 But whereas the new critics considered the formal boundaries of the poem, story, or other verbal construct to delimit a universe with its own rules and self-referentiality, Kristeva’s intertextuality reveals how every seemingly closed, evidently personal or otherwise situational utterance actually consists of all-but-infinite interlocking networks of reference, quotation, and paraquotation. Every text merges without boundary into every other, just as for Bakhtin—Kristeva’s font of inspiration during the period when she worked out her ideas about intertextuality—every word abides in, and itself contains, countless intersecting ideological contexts. For Bakhtin every utterance is many utterances; every speaker is many speakers; and every seemingly rhetorical context encodes many other occasions. Bakhtin’s works, deeply influenced by those of Nietzsche, could be read as virtual treatises on the nature and functioning of rhetoricality. 

Why, then, does contemporary literary research continue to draw on the terminology of the inherited rhetorical tradition? Is there not a fundamental continuity that knits past and present together? Especially in literary studies, a field often deeply troubled by the rifts of history and by the fear of cultural oblivion, one encounters projects that anxiously work to reconstitute for the present a unity of tradition and doctrine that no longer exists. This suggests that in those cases where the rhetorical tradition is invoked, what is really being accomplished is the satisfaction of a nostalgia or the legitimation of one’s enterprise of inquiry through a venerable genealogy. Of course, overriding constants may be posited in order to construct a history of rhetoric from, say, Aristotle to the present, and thus to attribute contemporary value to ancient rhetorical theory in the manner of the Chicago neo-Aristotelians.53 But such continuities will be largely terminological or so abstract (e.g., rhetoric has always been concerned with language in action) that their cognitive value will be minimal. In either case, the categorical displacements that have occurred behind the apparent stability of signifiers such as “metaphor” or “irony” will be suppressed. Rhetorical study has been able to vitalize literary research today precisely because it is no longer what it used to be. To get clear on this point, moreover, seems to us a prerequisite for the continued vitality of that research. Once rhetoricality is understood as the fundamental condition under which any contemporary literary criticism must proceed, the discipline itself will be transformed because its boundaries will be redrawn. 

In general, then, what are we to conclude about the shape of rhetoric today, following its return? This question elicits a double answer, both parts of which point to the decisive transformations that rhetoric has undergone. First, the very object of rhetorical analyses and theories has changed. We are dealing no longer with a specialized technique of instrumental communication, but rather with a general condition of human experience and action. We have designated as “rhetoricality” this new category—the category that opens the field of modern rhetorical research. Second, there can be no single contemporary rhetorical theory: rhetoricality cannot be the object of a homogeneous discipline. Modernist (and postmodernist) rhetorical study is irreducibly multidisciplinary; one cannot study rhetoric tout court, but only linguistic, sociological, psychoanalytic, cognitive, communicational, medial, or literary rhetorics. 

Note that these two aspects of rhetoric in its modernist return fit together: for if rhetoricality is our condition and if it names the irreducible, a priori character of rhetorical processes, then it also implies the impossibility of a single governing discourse that could know that condition. No single theory can detach itself from the limits set to knowledge and representation by rhetoricality; and every version of theory bearing on rhetoricality itself partakes of the rhetorical processes it endeavors to map. Rhetoric, we mentioned at the outset, originated in disputes regarding property, and has been concerned throughout its tradition with ensuring the identification of the proper. But rhetoricality designates the thoroughgoing impropriety of language and action and therefore cannot be captured in the net of a single form of knowledge. This is not to say that the different disciplines that address themselves to questions of rhetoric are entirely insulated from one another. On the contrary, interdisciplinary translations are not only possible but necessary. Such translations, however, fruitful and provocative as they are, can never culminate in a totalizing theory of rhetoric such as the classical tradition possessed. Modern rhetorical research must be an open-ended series of translations and transformations. It is irrevocably dispersed because of the nature of its foundational category. Rhetoricality, then, also designates the partial and provisional character of every attempt to know it. 
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