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THE HUMANITIES AND WAR  
 
 
 
 

R. S. WHITE 
University of Western Australia 

 
 
 
 
The tone of this paper may mark it as a contribution to journalism 
rather than scholarship, but I believe it belongs in a collection such 
as this one which contemplates the position of the Humanities in 
the modern world. It is at least the fruit of scholarship, since the 
ideas were developed when I was researching and writing a recent 
book which was supported by the Australian Research Council and 
published by an academic press,1 and it is focused on issues relating 
to our scholarly activities. My argument is that the most direct 
threat to both the material and intellectual core of our disciplines is 
war, and that if this is conceded then we should think about using 
our claims to expertise and policy by contributing to debate and 
changing perceptions on the radically fundamental issue of avoiding 
war as the extension of politics or as the solution to international 
and inter-ethnic disputes. Doing so allows us collectively to find 
fundamental points of agreement about what constitutes òthe 
Humanitiesó in universities. If war threatens not just the 
Humanities but our very subject of enquiry in our research and 
teaching, then formulating a strategy to interrogate, analyse and 
counter it is presumably of prime importance. Conflict is an 
inescapable part of human society and often even a creative part 
leading to new developments, but war as state-sanctioned and 
institutionalised mass murder, is not natural human behaviour and 
never creative. Such a devastating enemy of humanity is equally a 
threat to the Humanities.  
 The point is not as self-evident as perhaps it should be. If each 
of us should be invited to address the question òwhat are the 
greatest threats to the Humanities?ó we would probably first 
respond with considerations like lack of adequate funding, 
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marginalisation of our subjects in planning the future of 
universities, an overshadowing priority in public policy given to 
science and medicine, populist attacks on the apparent lack of 
utilitarian relevance of our disciplines, and in Australia at least an 
ingrained anti-intellectualism that equates the Humanities with 
elitism and obscurantism, and so on. However, if we lift our eyes 
from such reasoning to see implacable and direct threats to our 
very existence in more ways than one, then the apparently constant 
answer is war. Undoubtedly wars have stimulated creativity, as 
witnessed by the existence of war memorials, Tolstoyõs War and 
Peace, Verdiõs Requiem, Picassoõs Guernica, the works of the English 
war poets, and so on, yet at the same time these works themselves 
generally express outrage or resistance to war, and the larger point 
is that amongst the casualties are our very corpus for study. Books 
are burned, museums, libraries, galleries and archaeological sites are 
bombed, musical scores are lost forever, and the environment 
offered by universities and other institutions devoted to 
dispassionate free enquiry through research and learning are 
compromised. Academics themselves from departments of 
philosophy and political science mysteriously disappear. Apparently 
for the whole history of mankind living in societies there has always 
been war, and at least from the beginning of the twentieth century 
down to the present day without excepting even a single year, 
several wars have been waged at any one moment. Not only is 
everything the Humanities can be taken to stand for threatened by 
war, but also it is perhaps only the Humanities subjects which are 
equipped to analyse and refute the causes of such destruction.  
 That we have been slow to take up the challenge even when an 
opporutnity is offered, finds unexpected, recent proof. Whereas the 
journal The British Academy Review in 2009 contains articles on war 
and peace (issue 13, for example, has a section devoted to òThe 
Politics of Peaceó2), this journalõs sponsoring body seems not to 
link the Humanities with peace. The British Academy itself recently 
issued a wide-ranging report on the utility of the Humanities in the 
modern world. It makes recommendations that suggest òways that 
UK policy makers are able to make use of all that humanities and 
social science research has to offer.ó3 It cites the need in public 
policy-making for the òmore sophisticated understanding of human 
behaviouró which it is argued the Humanities and social sciences 
can offer. The recommendations predictably focus on more 
funding and research opportunities, but at the heart of the report 
there is a section offering to òbriefly discuss some of the ways in 
which knowledge and expertise arising from HSS research benefits 
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society.ó These are both general and specific: òquality of life and 
social well-beingó have been enhanced by, for example, moral 
philosophers who have influenced policy on reproductive 
technology and bio-ethics; classicists have fed the entertainment 
industry with plots from ancient Greco-Roman literature; the 
Oxford English Dictionary and the Dictionary of National Biography 
conserve heritage and culture. òHappinessó has been understood 
and developed by òvarious disciplines across the Humanities and 
social sciences,ó as has ôstudying human beings as creative 
individuals and as social creatures.ó The process of making choices 
and taking risks researched in the social sciences has filtered into 
the business and economic life of the nation in such topical areas as 
globalisation and climate change. Research in European and Asian 
languages and cultures provides not only understanding of other 
societies, but also can have direct implications for policy makers in 
Britain and all multi-lingual and culturally heterogeneous societies.  
Humanities scholars can offer òhistorical perspectives on 
contemporary policy problemsó which enable societies to learn 
from the past. Our research can also influence public policy by 
òchallenging current paradigms, helping to identify new 
approaches, concepts and principles.ó Social capital should be seen 
as giving policy makers useful insights into the importance of 
community, the social fabric and social relations at the individual, 
community and societal level. 
 However, what strikes me as absent from this admirable 
statement  is any reference to that simple word, òPEACE.ó Indeed, 
the only reference to even the context is in praising an academic 
study of òthe relationship between formal language policy and 
military strategy and outcomes ôon the groundõ in territories under 
military occupationó (does this include Abu Ghraib, one wonders?), 
and òthe Ministry of Defence uses the expertise of staff in the War 
Studies Department at Kings College London, to develop and train 
its officers.ó Their training covers òtopics in political science, public 
policy studies, international relations, along with philosophical and 
historical perspectives of relevance to military issues.ó Hurray for 
that, we might uneasily applaud, but rather than having educated 
army officers, some of us might think the world safer if we had no 
need for armies at all. Surelyñor at least arguablyñhere is the 
single most central, important and appropriate area in which the 
Humanities can advise nations about how to sort out their manifest 
and destructive problems without resorting to something so 
primitive and barbarous as war. In short, we can teach how to be 
human. 
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 My premise is that war is always a direct threat not only to 
human beings themselves but also to the Humanities since its 
function is to undermine the human values and rational 
methodologies that are at the centre of our disciplines. Bombs also 
have a nasty habit of destroying forever our data, the repositories of 
our heritage as human beings, the more positive footprints we have 
left on the planet. War incites racial hatred rather than fostering 
tolerance of other cultures and language-users. War permanently 
and self-evidently damages for its victims their òhappiness and 
quality of life,ó which the Humanities are said to take as their 
subject. Meanwhile, it is no use complaining about globalisation, 
climate change or economic meltdowns if there is not likely to be 
an inhabitable earth left to live on, after the kinds of destruction 
that the technology of modern weapons offer are used. It is no use 
extolling the value of music to still the savage breast, if the only 
sounds being heard by a civilian population are massive explosions 
that destroy their homes, schools, universities, farms, and hospitals. 
The wastage is not confined to property and objects, since in every 
war it includes the loss of lives of many young men and womenña 
whole generation of young men in 1914ð18ñmany of whom 
would have been students, promising writers and performers, and 
future scholars. Enhancing òcultural understandingó and analysing 
òhistorical perspectives on contemporary policy problemsó (in the 
British Academyõs words) are not especially noticeable in the 
present context of our own recent Australian relations with 
Afghanistan and Iraq, nor indeed the whole Muslim world, except 
within specialised academic circles.  
 As an academic I may be able to understand and analyse with 
some humane sympathy why individuals and nations have been 
aggressive or bigoted and why conflict is inevitable in societies, but 
the point of such understanding would not be to condone or 
perpetuate such attitudes but to see them as a failure of education, 
to refute them with analysis instead of pretending a misplaced 
impartiality, and in the long term to make them irrelevant to the 
way we conduct our disciplines and run our lives. After all, a certain 
degree of conflict, often of quite a high order, can emerge within 
departments and families, but even the most heated antagonist 
would not accept that murder is a satisfactory resolution, or 
anything other than a criminal action, and it is not self-evident why 
international relations should be any different. 
 All around the world, Peace Studies Centres have become 
established either as independent units or within universities, and 
often in faculties of Arts and Humanities [see Appendix for a 
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selection]. Their existence as full teaching and research groups gives 
them an admirable prominence and is a welcome and important 
sign, but it may paradoxically not do full justice to the subject as a 
whole. For example, students must positively choose to study in 
such a Centre and those who do not so choose may not routinely 
encounter concepts of peace and conflict resolution in other 
courses. Interdisciplinary Peace Studies majors usually include some 
relevant subjects from other discipline areas, but again my 
argument would be that all disciplines and even all subjects may be 
appropriate vehicles for material involving the analysis of war as an 
avoidable, man-made condition. My immediate proposal is that it is 
now time to go beyond Centres and to incorporate appropriate 
aspects of peace studies into the detail of all our disciplines at 
curricular, pedagogical and research levels.  
 An instructive analogy might lie in the way that gender has 
become an almost universal ingredient in courses in the Arts and 
Social Sciences, in a relatively short time. From a position in about 
1980, when feminism was considered a threat within Humanities 
disciplines (like other approaches under the sobriquets of òtheoryó 
and òcultural studiesó) to the embattled establishment of dedicated 
Womenõs Studies Centres, we have now moved in just 20 years to a 
position where all academic subjects include a perspective from that 
field, whether it should lie in recuperating neglected female writers, 
artists, theorists, musicians, patrons and performers, applying a 
feminist critique to each discipline, exposing and resisting 
unacknowledged male biases, demonstrating that most public and 
social problems have been caused by masculine attitudes and 
structures, and so on. At the level of school as well as university 
teaching, it would nowadays be impossible not to build into courses 
consideration of these issuesñand racial and class issues as wellñ
all as part of the inclusive curriculum. I see no reason why the study 
of peace and war cannot be pursued in similar fashion, at levels of 
curricula and pedagogical practice in the classroom. I suggest that 
all humanities courses can easily include a òpeace component,ó an 
undisguised consideration of how each discipline as part of its raison 
dêtre depends upon and can contribute to non-violent, co-operative 
values and new ways of settling problems in social and international 
contexts, without violence and with diplomatic cooperation and 
mutual respect. Rather intrepidly and very briefly I suggest some 
possible directions for the various disciplines.  
 ANTHROPOLOGY:  If most wars are fought over territorial 
boundaries, when historically ethnic communities are separated by 
political imposition, or when hostile ones are forced into proximity, 
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then anthropologists are best placed to supply evidence of patterns 
emerging from invasions dating back to prehistoric times. 
Anthropologists, whose field is the study of human beings in 
society, can tell us more about how communities evolve and where 
their legitimate limits should lie. The title of Margaret Meadõs essay, 
òWarfare is Only an Inventionñnot a Biological Necessity,ó is 
memorable and suggestive. 
 HISTORY:  Historians are best placed to show evidentially that 
the end of one war is inevitably the beginning of the next, as 
defeated nations rearm or resort to terrorism, or winners fragment 
and divide over the spoils as at Versailles in 1918, Yalta and 
Potsdam in 1945, and the United Nationsõ partition of Palestine to 
create Israel in 1948ñthe whole cycle of nationalistic revenge 
comes inevitably into play. The Berlin Wall was not built in order to 
allow people to develop and co-exist as they had a legitimate right 
to doñquite the opposite. War makes history of course, but it is 
also the enemy of history since it destroys historical continuity as 
well as historical records, falsifies official records and in significant 
ways the politics of war offend against any belief in historical truth. 
 ART analyses objects of expressiveness and beauty, which are 
surely never created with the express intention of being incinerated 
by a fire bomb or looted with commercial intent from a damaged 
gallery or museum in the chaos after war. Concurrently, works like 
Goyaõs The Horrors of War and Picassoõs Guernica stand as powerful 
and explicit indictments of war, while even officially appointed war 
artists often implicitly reveal a subtextual repugnance which is 
revealed by analysis.  
 ARCHITECTS would be just as dismayed as artists to see the 
results of war on their own buildings and on centuries of built 
environment. 
 CLASSICAL CIVILIZATIONS in their histories and 
mythologies established western, intellectual paradigms for 
understanding the roots of war and of peace, revenge and 
forgiveness, in ways that are open to critical deconstruction rather 
than being presented as natural and universal. As in all mythologies, 
Mars and Venus are more than just god and goddess, they represent 
world views and value systems. 
 LANGUAGES are the most manifest markers of difference and 
community amongst groups, and teaching languages and cultures is 
surely at heart the teaching of both national humility and mutual 
tolerance. It is tempting to suggest that nobody who learns a 
foreign language to any depth can be racist in more general views, 
while novels like Erich Maria Remarqueõs All Quiet on the Western 
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Front (1929) and films like Jean Renoirõs La Grande Illusion (1937), 
La Règle du Jeu (1939) and Vivre Libre (1943) provide a powerful 
cultural repository of anti-war sentiment. 
 LITERATURE represents in memorable ways a cultureõs stories, 
attitudes, and emotions, allowing readers to apprehend for 
themselves through the imagination the horrors of war faced by 
individuals and communities, to acknowledge and respect the 
sanctity of human life. 
 MUSIC at its heart provides a non-verbal discipline where 
principles of harmony operate in ways that can collectively move 
and unite human beings, a fact which has philosophical and 
ideological as well as aesthetic implications. Like all the arts, it has 
been used as propaganda for war, in which case academic study can 
analyse how and whyñand it has also galvanised popular resistance 
in anti-war movements. All these seem moral aspects to a subject 
so often seen as subsuming moral considerations beneath technical 
and emotional ones.  
 PHILOSOPHY is well placed as the road to methodically 
dismantling the òlogicó of war offered by apologists, politicians and 
media, as well as interrogating its dubiously ethical bases. 
 THEOLOGY is a rich field since so many wars have been 
justified in the name of a deity, yet, equally, each religion has at its 
core some ethic of forgiveness, turning the other cheek, and 
martyrdom. 
 WOMENõS STUDIES virtually by definition have always 
contributed to redefining war as unnecessary and against human 
instincts, since it has generally been women who carry and nurture 
children, activities which would be useless if the effects of war are 
foreseen and averted.  
 GENDER STUDIES, which developed from Womenõs Studies, 
again by definition, rests on principles of equality between people, 
which if applied consistently would make war impossible. 
 INDIGENOUS STUDIES in countries like Australia, Canada, 
New Zealand and the USA hold within themselves the kinds of 
potential for analysis mentioned above in areas of history, art, 
language, philosophy, theology, and mythology. 
 

***  
If this has been more like a sermon than is customary for an 
academic paper, it seems appropriate to end with a homely tale, a 
homily even. After this rather ambitiously òglobaló paper, I want to 
conclude on a local note. When the United States and its allies 
declared their intention to go to war first against Afghanistan in 
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2001 in a spirit of enraged revenge, and then against Iraq in 2003 
for transparently imperialistic and economic motives, the students 
at the local primary school, which my children attended, did what 
seemed an inspiring and remarkable thing. They scoured the 
neighbourhood, tying white ribbons to telephone poles and fences. 
This may well have been in response to a world-wide peace 
initiative, but their own world was their locality and they accepted 
responsibility for it. I was not alone among adults in feeling proud 
of our children and admiring their teachers who had succeeded in 
putting into practice òvalues educationó at least to the extent that 
their students were seeing the connection between their school-
ground rule, òno war toys, no war games,ó and the real world 
beyond their playground. And like many parents I also felt ashamed 
that adults in this country and in many others were setting such a 
disastrous and inconsistent example of grown-upsõ behaviour in 
solving problems by looking for somebody to blow up. Or that 
even enlightened humanities scholars were reduced to sullen 
protest and signing petitions rather than full intellectual 
engagement. These children were not the fictional monsters created 
by William Golding in his influential novel Lord of the Flies. These 
were real children with real feelings, behaving in the way that to 
them was most natural. What I am suggesting in this paper is not 
only that at tertiary level we duplicate the efforts of primary school 
teachers in implementing values education wherever the 
Humanities are themselves threatened by warñwhich, letõs face it, 
means everywhereñbut that also, put more simply, we should 
ourselves take a position of moral leadership and emphasise the 
human values enshrined in the Humanities. We can, in short, learn 
from the children. 
 
APPENDIX: SOME PEACE STUDIES CENTRES AND 
DEGREES (WEBSITES ATTACHED) 4 
Centre for Conflict and Post-Conflict Studies, ANU, Research 
School of Pacific and Asian Studies:  
http://rspas.anu.edu.au/conflict/ 
Peace Studies, University of New England ð Arts and Humanities 
degree major: http://www.une.edu.au/study/peace-studies/ 
The Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, University of Sydney 
Institute for Economics and Peace Sydney 
Australian Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, The University of 
Queensland (Australia) 
International Conflict Resolution Centre, the University of 
Melbourne  

http://www.arts.usyd.edu.au/centres/cpacs/about/index.shtml
http://www.visionofhumanity.org/peace-initiatives/4/institute-for-economics-and-peace/
http://www.polsis.uq.edu.au/acpacs/
http://www.polsis.uq.edu.au/acpacs/
http://www.psych.unimelb.edu.au/icrc
http://www.psych.unimelb.edu.au/icrc
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European University Center for Peace Studies (Austria): 
http://www.epu.ac.at/epu/ 
Department of Peace and Conflict Research, Uppsala University 
Uppsala, Sweden 
World Peace Academy - Swiss Centre for Peace Studies Basel, 
Switzerland 
Peacebuilding, Development and Security Program, Centre for 
Military and Security Studies, University of Calgary 
International Christian University, Tokyo, Japan 
Peace Research Institute, International Christian University, Tokyo, 
Japan 
Peace and Conflict Studies, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies, 
Japan 
Department of Peace Studies, University of Bradford 
Institute for Conflict Analysis and Resolution (ICAR) at George 
Mason University 
Heidelberg Institute for International Conflict Research (HIIK) 
Saybrook Graduate School and Research Center 
International Peace Research Institute, Oslo (PRIO) 
Centre for Peace Studies, University of Tromsø, Norway 
TRANSCEND Peace University (TPU online), founded by Johan 
GALTUNG 
Center for Justice and Peacebuilding of Eastern Mennonite 
University 
University of Toronto, Trudeau Centre for Peace and Conflict 
Studies. 
The Centre for Peace Studies at McMaster University in Hamilton, 
Ontario, Canada 
Center for Peacemaking and Conflict Studies at Fresno Pacific 
University 
Soka University of Americaôs Pacific Basin Research Center 
Justice and Peace Studies at the University of St. Thomas, 
Minnesota 
Kansas Institute for Peace and Conflict Resolution at Bethel 
College 
Instituto Universitario Gutierrez Mellado 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu Centre for War and Peace Studies at 
Liverpool Hope University 
Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 
Centre for Peace and Reconciliation Studies at Coventry University 
EPU in Stadtschlaining Austria. 
Joan B. Kroc Institute for International Peace Studies, University of 
Notre Dame 

http://www.pcr.uu.se/
http://www.world-peace-academy.ch/
http://www.ucalgary.ca/pdsp
http://www.icu.ac.jp/index_e.html
http://subsite.icu.ac.jp/pri/E/index.html
http://www.icu.ac.jp/index_e.html
http://www.tufs.ac.jp/common/pg/pcs/
http://www.bradford.ac.uk/acad/peace/research/centres/
http://icar.gmu.edu/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Mason_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Mason_University
http://www.hiik.de/
http://www.saybrook.edu/academics/concentrations.asp?strContent=Social%20Transformation
http://www.prio.no/
http://uit.no/cps
http://www.transcend.org/tpu
http://www.transcend.org/tpu
http://www.emu.edu/ctp/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Mennonite_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_Mennonite_University
http://www.trudeaucentre.ca/
http://www.trudeaucentre.ca/
http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/~peace/
http://www.humanities.mcmaster.ca/~peace/
http://peace.fresno.edu/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fresno_Pacific_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fresno_Pacific_University
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Soka_University_of_America
http://www.stthomas.edu/justpeace
http://www.stthomas.edu/justpeace
http://www.bethelks.edu/kipcor/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bethel_College_(Kansas)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bethel_College_(Kansas)
http://www.iugm.es/
http://www.hope.ac.uk/research/warandpeace/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liverpool_Hope_University
http://www.sipri.org/
http://www.coventry.ac.uk/peacestudy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Coventry_University
http://www.epu.ac.at/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Austria
http://www.nd.edu/~krocinst/
http://www.nd.edu/~krocinst/
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Institute of Peace and Conflict Studies (India): 
http://www.ipcs.org/ 
Centre for Conflict and Peace Studies in Afghanistan (Kabul): 
http://www.caps.af/caps.asp 
Centre for Conflict Studies, University of Utrecht, The Netherlands 
Institute for Peace Science,Hiroshima University 
Hiroshima City University, Hiroshima Peace Institute 
Hiroshima Institute for Peace Education 
NAGASAKI PEACE INSTITUTE 
Nagasaki Institute Of Applied Science, Nagasaki Institute for Peace 
Culture 
International Peace Research Institute, Meiji Gakuin University 
MA Program in Peace, Development, Security and International 
Conflict Transformation, University of Innsbruck 
INCORE (International Conflict Research), University of Ulster 
University for Peace, Costa Rica 
International Peace and Conflict Resolution, School of 
International Service, American University 
Peace and Conflict Studies, Conrad Grebel University College, 
University of Waterloo, Canada 
Joan B. Kroc Institute for Peace and Justice, University of San 
Diego 
Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies, University of St Andrews, 
UK 
Peace Studies at Naropa University 
Interdisciplinary Center ôsciences for Peaceó (CISP), University of 
Pisa, Italy 
National Centre for Peace and Conflict Studies at the University of 
Otago, NZ 
Center for Peace and Governance, King Prajadhipokõs Institute 
(Thailand) 
Center for Security and Peace Studies, Gadjah Mada University 
(Indonesia) 
Conciliation Resources (England) 
European Centre for Conflict Prevention (The Netherlands) 
International Peace Academy (USA) 
Japan Center for Conflict Prevention (JCCP) (Japan) 
Notre Dame University, Cotabato (The Philippines) 
US Institute of Peace (USIP) (USA) 
 

http://www.uu.nl/conflictstudies/
http://www.hiroshima-u.ac.jp/category_view.php?category_child_id=48&category_id=15&template_id=15&lang=en
http://www.hiroshima-u.ac.jp/category_view.php?category_child_id=48&category_id=15&template_id=15&lang=en
http://serv.peace.hiroshima-cu.ac.jp/English/index.htm
http://www1.ocn.ne.jp/~hipe/indexE.html
http://www.nagasaki-heiwa.org/n4/npi.html
http://www.nipc.nias.ac.jp/
http://www.nipc.nias.ac.jp/
http://www.meijigakuin.ac.jp/~prime/
http://www.uibk.ac.at/peacestudies/ma-program/
http://www.uibk.ac.at/peacestudies/ma-program/
http://www.incore.ulst.ac.uk/
http://www.upeace.org/
http://www.aupeace.org/
http://www.aupeace.org/
http://grebel.uwaterloo.ca/academic/undergrad/pacs/index.shtml
http://grebel.uwaterloo.ca/academic/undergrad/pacs/index.shtml
http://peace.sandiego.edu/
http://peace.sandiego.edu/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/intrel/cpcs/
http://www.st-andrews.ac.uk/intrel/cpcs/
http://www.naropa.edu/academics/undergraduate/peacestudies/index.cfm
http://pace.unipi.it/
http://pace.unipi.it/
http://www.otago.ac.nz/humanities/ncpacs
http://www.otago.ac.nz/humanities/ncpacs
http://www.kpi.ac.th/en/peace.asp
http://www.csps-ugm.or.id/
http://www.c-r.org/
http://www.conflict-prevention.net/
http://www.ipacademy.org/
http://www.jccp.gr.jp/
http://www.ndmu.edu.ph/
http://www.usip.org/
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NOTES 

                                                 
1  The ideas in this essay were generated in researching towards my 

book, Pacifism and English Literture: Minstrels of Peace (London: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2008), which was supported by the Australian Research 
Council. 

2  See http://www.britac.ac.uk/review/index.cfm accessed on 19 

December 2009. 
3  http://www.britac.ac.uk/reports/wilson/contents.cfm accessed on 

19 December, 2009. 
4  The websites have been collected from Links to some of the Centres 

listed. I cannot safely vouch for the authenticity or credentials of 

each. 

http://www.britac.ac.uk/review/index.cfm
http://www.britac.ac.uk/reports/wilson/contents.cfm
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Definitions and contexts 
Humanism is the underlying concept that gives human meaning 
and interpretation to the world, to selves situated in society; and it 
is the term for the set of disciplines which provide the common 
understanding that unites the different areas of study and their 
methods. The humanities are inherently anti-reductionist in 
methodology and interdisciplinary in the kinds of knowledge they 
intend to produce. A survey of the disciplinary scope of the 
national academies representing humanism in the United States, 
Australia, the United Kingdom, and New Zealand suggests the 
multidisciplinary span of the humanities, and their interdisciplinary 
focus, and delineates similarities and differences between the 
pedagogical concerns of the national groups. Not only are there as 
many ideas of humanism as there are humanists, humanism is 
pluralist and interdisciplinary in its conception and apparently 
malleable to national criteria. 
 The United States Government national endowment for the 
humanities defines the humanities as spanning ò[T]he study of 
languages modern and classical, linguistics, literature, history, 
jurisprudence, philosophy, archaeology, comparative religion, 
ethics, history, criticism, theory of arts and those aspects of the 
social sciences that employ historical or philosophical approaches.ó1 

                                                 
1 I am grateful to Dr Michael Grimshaw of The University of Canterbury, 

School of Philosophy and Religious Studies for commenting on an earlier 

version of this paper and Dr Colin Anderson of Massey University for 
refocusing my argumentation on the topic of humanism and science. 
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One of the first things to be noticed about this multi-disciplinary 
involvement is that there are at least twelve subjects represented. 
The emphasis on the use of the plural, òapproaches,ó suggests the 
interdisciplinary focus of the American humanities, the concern to 
seek knowledge which is shared between subjects.  
 The Australian Academy of the Humanities has a more 
anthropological approach, encompassing prehistory and 
archaeology, Asian studies, classical studies, English; European 
languages and cultures, history, linguistics and philology, 
philosophy, religion and the history of ideas, cultural and 
communication studies; the arts. Here, there is an emphasis on 
culture and communication, and the performative aspects of 
humanism.  
 The United Kingdom Arts and Humanities Research Council 
focuses, by comparison, on the òcreative industriesó and includes 
visual art and media, librarianship and information and museum 
studies, and music and the performing arts. The practice of 
humanist activities and contribution to the cultural economy are 
accentuated by this Council, whilst a separate research body in the 
United Kingdom, the Modern Humanities Research Association, 
will consider membership from any University graduate.   
 The New Zealand Council for the Humanities includes arts, law, 
architecture, science and economics within its multidisciplinary 
scope. It maintains a more philosophically rigorous modus operandi in 
the New Zealand context, combining elements of biculturalism 
with a differentiation between humanist ontologies and 
epistemologies. According to the New Zealand Council for the 
Humanities, humanism encompasses òbodies of knowledge and 
modes of enquiry and reflection concerning what it is to be humanó 
and the relationship of òvalue laden knowledgeó with civil society.2 
Jurisprudence is absent from the disciplinary remit of the Australian 
Academy but included in the American, New Zealand and the 
United Kingdom academies. 
 As Steve Birkerts has suggested, òhumanistic knowledge [is] ... 
about the creation and expansion of meaningful contexts.ó3 
Amongst other formulations, then, humanism provides a web of 
shared belief, which may contain the isolated facts prevalent in the 
conventional scientific view. This web of belief may also be value 
laden. One could claim that if science is essentially about the 
formation of facts, then humanism provides a context for these 
facts, as distributed cognitions occurring within belief systems 
across physical culture.  
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 The social contract of civil society is premised on the shared 
understandings of equitable humanist goals, to quote from 
philosopher of science, Paul Feyerabend, ò[T]he idea of a fixed 
method, or of a fixed theory of rationality, rests on too naïve a view 
of man and his social surroundings.ó4 Other views of humanism 
may be value laden, such that humanism is defined by critical 
failure; for example, the social injustice of racist, sexist or bigoted 
beliefs calls on contrary human values to be proved false. A 
rejection of political conditions, for example those of colonisation, 
may also entail ethical objections, begging the question: on what 
rational human basis are these made? How are culturally relativistic 
concepts to be grounded in universally recognised human values? 
 This paper will attempt to explore the following consequents: is 
humanism a way of engaging with the world that involves a type of 
personality, a set of beliefs that may be taught, or a series of 
positions and principles, which follow naturally from culturally 
situated experience? How are evolving definitions of humanism 
related to the way in which humanists create knowledge about the 
world, and are there responsibilities that follow from experiential 
engagement with the world that are particular to the humanities 
disciplines, aside from their relationship with other disciplines?  
 Given the aim of science is to maintain objectivity and to 
produce specific facts about the world and the cosmos, then the 
humanities help to contextualise these findings and interpret what 
they mean for the human person. Furthermore, if science is wholly 
concerned with the objective production of specific facts, the 
humanities have a special responsibility for the integrity of the 
human above and beyond the capacity to contextualise the findings 
of science, by reducing bias and improving aspects of contextual 
understanding. As Australian Senator Kim Carr put it in òThe Art 
of InnovationñAddress to the National Press Club,ó the 
humanities play at least four roles in the innovation process of 
knowledge creation and knowledge transfer. First, they drive 
innovation in an incremental fashion; second, they contribute to the 
service sector; third, they òraise the standard of scientific and 
technical innovation by shining an inquiring and sometimes critical 
light on its ethical, historical, cultural and social consequencesó; and 
fourth, they drive skill usage, and they empower individuals and 
communities to deal with changeñby adapting to it or guiding and 
providing frames of reference for it for others.5  
 Senator Carrõs identification of the humanities as contributing to 
the service sector needs some qualification. The humanities play a 
role in the creative industries, with fiction writers, analysts and 
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report writers, speech writers, and screenplay writers all 
contributing to a creative service economy. Senator Carr 
presumably does not have in mind the reifying tendencies of 
industrial process to objectify knowledge creators in the service of 
their profession. 
 Furthermore, the humanities have an intrinsic value in their 
recognition of human existential pleasure. The usefulness of this 
value is often questioned. Yale law professor, Stanley Fish, has 
gone so far as to say that, in terms of their usefulness, the 
humanities have ònone whatsoever. And it is an answer that brings 
honor to its subject.ó Here, Fish concurs with Senator Carrõs belief 
that the òpleasure principleó requires no further justification, the 
point being that study of the humanities is of intrinsic worth and 
this is a transcendent value. However, the people who contemplate 
such values are themselves frequently bound up in a network of 
vocational and economic relations, which may compromise their 
experience of the transcendent pleasure principleñdespite the fact 
that arts rooted in physical culture can be seen as revitalising 
communities. Acknowledging this tends to detract from the idea of 
the pleasure principle.  
 One important way in which humanist methodologies differ 
from those employed by the physical sciences is that the former 
frequently involve the indwelling or inhabitation of the researcher 
with phenomena, or with the topic under examination.6 Many 
people have a view of their experience as a continuous series of 
qualitative judgements or experiences, which fall inside or outside 
the realms of scientific objectivity or personal subjectivity. This may 
be the common view held in Western society. These qualitative 
judgements form the very basis of the collective and individual 
narratives of human orientation and exploration in the world. This 
shared construction comprises an important part of humanist 
approaches to knowledge. Scientific opinion may hold that the 
Popperian principles of conjecture and falsification, as expressed in 
Conjectures and Refutations (1963) operate best for the establishment 
of facts about the physical and objective world, but what can they 
tell us about the qualities of human experience? They can tell us 
very little in isolation.7  
 In humanistic enquiry, researcher understanding arises from 
direct personal experience of the subject matter. This enables the 
researcher to form qualitative conclusions about the area of study, 
rather than needing to rely on the manipulation of external 
variables to form abstracted conclusions, specific only to an 
isolated or conditional premise. In the humanities, the researcher 
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himself partially or wholly serves as the measuring instrument for 
the phenomena under question. Personal experience and the 
knowledge gained from it take the place of scientific data. Rather 
than setting himself apart from the topic of study, the researcher 
becomes immersed in it. Two forms of enquiry are available in 
humanistic methodologies, the intrasubjective and the 
intersubjective. Intrasubjective reality involves the interaction 
between the researcher and the phenomenon, whereas 
intersubjective reality has interpretative consistencies common 
across multiple observers. 
 Valsiner makes a distinction between the actual, perceived and 
uncertain qualities of a phenomenon.8 Determining the actual 
quality involved is the purpose of most enquiries or experiments, 
but it is inherently difficult to come to valid conclusions in the 
sciences because the observer is external to the phenomenon and at 
times has no direct access to it. Secondly, discoveries in quantum 
physics have confirmed that the act of observation changes the 
thing observed. Perceived qualities depend on the knowledge the 
observer brings to the process of investigation. Thus the quality 
that emerges in the process of research is uncertain as far as the 
phenomenon is concerned. Research methodologies in the 
humanities, as Valsiner suggests, are inherently connected with the 
making of the quality they are supposed to reveal, and as such are 
more than just symptoms of a chronic distraction (Valsiner 108). 
The humanities are necessary if we are to understand how to use 
technologies to enhance our states of being rather than to provide 
only short-term benefits with possibly detrimental long-term biases. 
One has only to think of climate change and globalisation to see 
how an uncontextualised economy, operating (from a sustainability 
perspective) in the free-market system may jeopardise long-term 
social and environmental well-beingñand how the humanities may 
enable us to understand these myriad phenomena better. 
Improving health through cultural understanding, building better 
cities with a more sympathetic understanding of how people live 
and of how their lives fit together in communities, and of the 
politics of displacement, the silenced, the overlooked, and the rights 
of the person, are also within the domain of the humanities. In this 
way, the humanities may perform a òfunction in culture as a kind of 
corrective or regulative mechanism,ó in recognising human 
complexity in reductionist environments.9 Engineers have a 
responsibility to sustain the biosphere, whilst the humanities have a 
responsibility to make that culturally worthwhile. 
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Practising humanities: the basis of humanities methodologies 
At their root, both science and religion are based on a set of beliefs 
about the nature of reality, which are accepted on faith; however, 
the beliefs themselves are rarely subject to the empirical test that 
went into forming them. Furthermore, as Paul Feyerabend 
suggests, given that ò[T]he events, procedures and results that 
constitute the sciences have no common structure...,ó then, 
ò[S]cientific successes cannot be explained in a simple way.ó10  
 Where particular facts are produced from an experiment, science 
as a body of knowledge recedes into the background. In humanistic 
methodology, each investigator may have a different 
conceptualisation of the phenomena investigated, as attention is 
paid to the foreground or topic of interest against a background of 
known probability or comparative belief system. The fabric of 
society, comprising the ideas and concepts, feelings and intuitions, 
emotions and beliefs that bind people together, is just as important 
for the humanist researcher as is the separation of knowledge into 
discrete units for the scientific researcher. In the humanities, 
according to Hirschman, meaning can be viewed as having 
òemergent and interactive qualities (242).ó  
 Most often, such beliefs are accepted or rejected a priori without 
recourse to conclusive empirical argument. But how does this 
sharing of beliefs bring us closer to defining the humanities? As 
Hirschman puts it, òHumanistic inquiry may be in part based on a 
set of fundamental beliefs the scientist has about the nature of 
reality, but this does not constitute humanist study in itself (238).ó 
For example, although humanism may provide a context for 
defining, more clearly or more generally, the phenomena the 
scientist believes knowable, the way they may become known, and 
the criteria for evaluating what is known, come through 
philosophical explication. At the basis of humanistic knowledge is 
the view that human beings construct multiple realities. Not only 
does the observer influence the phenomena of the observed, but 
also there are multiple observations.  
 For the humanist, knowledge is context-embedded, people 
themselves constitute the context of knowledge, and furthermore, 
people determine the contexts in which knowledge is understood, 
transferred, communicated, used and stored. Humanitiesõ 
methodology acknowledges that the researcher and the 
phenomenon under study are mutually interactive. In humanistic 
enquiry, the researcher cannot distance himself from the 
phenomenon under question; nor can the phenomenon be 
understood without the personal involvement of the researcher. 
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Thus humanism can provide a body of knowledge that is not 
confined to causes and effects, but embraces statements and 
findings to provide a òthickó description of phenomena in 
continuous creation, to use anthropologist Clifford Geertzõs term.11 
This òthickó description may involve subjective and contingent 
knowledge. Humanities are thus more fully engaged in the context-
dependent world than are the sciences, which tend to treat 
knowledge as a series of discrete facts. Studies in the humanities are 
inherently value-laden, in a qualitative sense, and the researcherõs 
values inevitably influence the choice of phenomena, methodology 
and the data used.  
 The individual, particularly in Western society, enjoys a scientific 
heritage that informs the cultural habitus. It comes with a plethora 
of sensory stimulation. Human behaviour and action will follow 
from a combination of these things. For Willard Quine, both 
scientific and humanistic inquiries are based on the establishment 
of primary assumptions that are accepted on faith, beliefs about the 
nature of reality whose truth or falsity is not subject to empirical 
test.12 Humanism does not necessarily refute the claim that science 
makes to manufacturing isolated facts; in fact it may offer no 
judgment one way or the other on these facts whilst highlighting 
their utility, value or inherent and emergent qualities. Rather, 
humanism may emphasise and contextualise the complexity of the 
web of beliefs that compromise reality. If there are stereotypes 
about the nature and utility of humanistic methods, they are usually 
expressed along the lines that the humanities are good at generating 
ideas but less good at rigorous theory testing. However, this view is 
tempered by the fact that humanist knowledge is in a constantly 
evolving state and is not reducible to a series of unchanging ideas. 
What this dynamism suggests is, according to Pedersonõs view that 
humanism engages in a form of alethic pluralism (the belief that the 
nature of truth is not uniform across domains), an 
acknowledgement that truth is many rather than one.13  
 Knowledge practices in the humanities can be both idiographic 
(relating to or concerned with unique or discrete facts) and 
nomothetic (a science of general or universal laws). Idiographic 
knowledge involves the study of the individual or contingent idea, 
the accidental and the subjective. Idiographic knowledge may 
produce tentative statements and help construct a òthickó 
description of cultural interaction. For example, much of an 
anthropologistõs field-work may be comprised of constructing 
idiographic data. It also may involve the belief that phenomena are 
in continuous creation. The phenomena occur in a context that is 
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not simply one of cause and effect but that is also inherently value-
laden. Nomothetic knowledge involves producing generalisable 
laws or values to explain objective phenomena. Nomothetic 
knowledge may build on and provide meaning to, idiographic 
knowledge. 
 In the humanist approach, the a priori mental schema is a 
semiotic field whose texture and nature are discerned through 
direct personal experience. Verbal interpretation is often preceded 
by conceptual breakthrough or gestalts in which a researcher 
achieves understanding of the phenomenon from a variety of 
perspectives. The humanities are less prone to the fallacy error, in 
which the rules for the conduct of research are mistakenly seen as 
rules of justification, to be used in the evaluation of knowledge. As 
Morgan suggests, the outcomes of positivist research themselves 
have no claim to serve as standards for the evaluation of 
knowledge.14 
 The humanities involve sets of criteria that acknowledge that 
there is not one true world but multiple-constructed worlds, in 
which each person may have a different perspective of the 
common phenomena that comprise individual or shared 
understanding. As Hirschman points out, these criteria may be 
based on credibility, transferability, dependability, and 
confirmability (244ð46). For Hirschman, credibility involves 
consensus that a particular belief or set of beliefs is correct. 
Credibility is thus a matter of consensus and consistency across a 
range of descriptions from a range of viewpoints. Transferability in 
the humanities is, for Hirschman, analogous to assessing external 
validity in positivist science. It does not equate with objectivity or 
generalisation. Knowledge may be communicated or transferred 
between contexts. No two contexts are identical and knowledge 
may be tested or refined in the process. Furthermore, according to 
Hirschmanõs criteria, dependability is analogous to reliability. In 
science, the temporal stability and internal consistency of measures 
demand that research instruments and methodologies exhibit the 
same qualities under the same conditions to produce reliable but 
limited knowledge. 
 Whereas modern humanistic accounts promote reflection, 
critical analysis, and the development of interpretations that 
challenge received assumptions (such as the Keatsian term 
ònegative capability,ó understood as the ability to hold more than 
one position at a time, to be a part of wider ambiguity) the earlier 
Renaissance model of liberalis education was concerned with 
freedom only if attuned to producing free people. Freedom was not 
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seen as dependent only on wealth or birth and the negotiation of 
labour and physical space, but as devolving from attainments of the 
human mind, with the notion that the human self might be 
autonomously fashioned. 
 Humanitas meant to acquire humanness through contemplation 
of òeternal and divineó values and forms. This view of classical 
culture has a strong transcendentalist theme. Humanity was to be 
seen as something that was cultivated prior to the utilitarian view of 
growing industrialisation. As Nussbaum points out, Petrarch sought 
healing in the sound of words. In De remedies utriusque fortunae 
Petrarch says that words òdo not heal the bodyó but do heal the 
òmaladies of the souls.ó For Cicero in classical times, knowledge 
was equated with calmness. The wise person was by mental 
disposition able to free the soul from perturbations. Four 
Ciceronean perturbations were libido (desire), laetitea (exuberant joy), 
metus (fear), and aegritudo (mental anguish).15  
 Furthermore, the humanities provide models of attitudinal 
disposition, values of character formation as well as intellectual 
constructs, ideas and orientation to worldly contexts. The 
humanities teach important emotional skills such as empathy; 
cognitive skills such as imagination; and enhance the contexts in 
which people live their lives. They teach us to value aspects of life 
and experience beyond economic success or failure; they allow us 
to believe that there is a complex array of values to be experienced 
in the world. 

 
Ethical modes of humanist experience 
Traditionally, the humanities utilise the capacity to accommodate 
change, imbuing the individualõs consciousness with necessary 
awareness and willingness to engage with issues of personal 
freedom and social reform. Secular humanism also has the function 
of alerting people to areas of society that seek to reduce meaning in 
life, or the tendency of society to treat people as objects. The 
scientific industrial revolution had its historical origins in the kinds 
of technical productivity that followed philosophical adjustments 
brought about by the empiricism derived from secular Renaissance 
humanism and the enlightenment. Studying the humanities seeks to 
promote awareness of people within a cultural environment, 
educating them to be empathetic, innovative, to accommodate 
change and to be alert to social issues that arise as functions of 
social and industrial organisation. The humanities may play a role in 
enhancing individual, social and cultural values, deepening our 
knowledge of human abilities, creativity, and in the 
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contextualisation of knowledge and experience, celebrating human 
achievement.  
 The traditional aims of the humanities, following from the 
Renaissance, are to equip people for social and political life as 
informed, impartial, tolerant individuals. As well as imparting 
interdisciplinary breadth, the humanities need to aim at establishing 
a society whose concerns are above the survival level, 
encompassing intellectual, moral, aesthetic qualities of mind, 
interpersonal understanding, tolerance, capacity to reason, and 
cognitive moral development. In this respect, as Wachtler suggests, 
the humanities may have associative applications to other 
disciplines; for example, medicine, the environment, business, and 
science, and yet the humanities should not be reduced to a service 
industry.16  
 There are four main ethical modes of humanist experience and 
orientation: critical humanism, utilitarianism, deontological 
considerations, and self-fashioning and character formation. It is 
simplistic to presume that for the vast number of vocations in the 
modern marketplace, each vocation requires the minimum of skills 
alone. Increasingly, the globalised markets of industries 
transformed by technology require people in their workforces who 
are multi-skilled and who can move between vocational contexts, 
those practitioners who are open to training and retraining, with 
work skills able to fit with life skills. Such an approach implies a 
degree of robustness in human interaction and, arguably, interest in 
societal concerns that are beyond the individualõs immediate focus 
of attention or cultural habitus. However, the transition from the 
ideas of Renaissance humanism, which were based on educating the 
elite, towards the focus of many contemporary Western 
governments on mass education and training has arguably led to an 
erosion of humanistic values, expressed by the difference between 
sophia (wisdom) and techne (craft). The flip side is the broadening of 
the democratic context in the virtual sphere. Post-industrial culture 
has extended the arts and humanities (along with other kinds of 
discourse) into the technical virtual or digital domains. 
Communication is faster and easier but quality checks are fewer. 
Issues of qualifications aside, surely it is better that the many have 
some humanities education than the few have it all? 
 Humanities discourse may also contain valuable cultural codes 
that allow people to negotiate ethically satisfying lives; they contain 
protocols of living and examine, in literature for example, 
consequences that may follow when these are broken. Given that 
language mediates positions or interprets our thinking, the 
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humanities offer an interdisciplinary perspective for disciplines that 
are reductively prescribed and that can be seen as abstractions of a 
larger whole. Even the most utilitarian and instrumental of 
disciplines may be enhanced by non-instrumentalist and holistic 
thinking, leading to conceptual innovations or aspects of general 
education and personal development. For example, the visual arts 
may help in training in skills of empathy and in handling ambiguity, 
yet there is no single defined path to becoming more humane. 
Similarly narrowly focussed disciplines need to be able to inter-
relate to produce new knowledge. 
 The humanities are involved in other professional spheres 
through the application of techniques of reporting, interpreting, 
and theorising. These facilities, developed by traditional humanitiesõ 
fields, may be extended to the interpretation of phenomena within 
the medical or engineering fields, for example. Since language 
mediates interpretative positions in discourse and allows us to 
modify our social environment, knowledge of the implicit culture 
of language allows aspects of applied disciplines to contextualise 
problems and practices into a larger whole. Even traditionally 
instrumental disciplines can be enhanced by non-instrumentalist 
and holistic thinking, which may lead to new disciplinary 
conceptualisations, innovations, awareness of values, and personal 
development. The humanities should be recognised for their 
intrinsic worth. 
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How can Horace be considered Postmodern? Surely the 
proposition itself is contradictoryña poet of classical antiquity 
associated with a philosophical and cultural concept that saw the 
light of day only forty or so years ago? The answer of course 
depends on what is meant by òPostmodernó? And that is a 
question which seems to have a myriad answers.  
 In a very entertaining and accessible òBeginnerõs guideó to 
Postmodernism published in 2004, the American poet and 
academic Kevin Hart1 describes the multiple variety of Postmodern 
landscapes as a kind of fairground, to which guided tours may be 
taken, depending on the particular field of philosophical, cultural, 
social, political, religious, literary or aesthetic thought that takes the 
visitorõs interest. So, if we are to venture on to the fairground of the 
post-modern, we are almost obliged to follow one of the tour 
guides. Just so others can see where you are going. 
 In that context, let me affix to my lapel the tour-label marked 
òPostmodern Epistemology.ó The guide for this particular tour is 
named Jean-François Lyotard. Lyotard is regarded as one of the 
originators of the Postmodernist conceptual movement as it 
evolved in the 1970s. His particular interest was in the process by 
which we as human beings try to determine how we can know 
things, and whether any absolute knowledge of the universe, and 
how we relate to it, is in fact possible. Lyotard asserts that humans 
try to make sense of the universe, and their place in it, by 
constructing what he calls ògrand narratives.ó Such narratives, to 
carry conviction, however, need to embody within themselves some 
form of legitimisation. The earliest such narratives, in terms of human 
cultural development, are those of origins, where we come from, 
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and how and why we are here. Such narratives ground their 
legitimisation in collective myth and tradition, which is handed 
down as cultural capital within a particular society. And where these 
myths are reinforced by an appeal to a numinous dimension, such 
grand narratives take on the form of a religion. 
 Now, narratives that are legitimated through faith and collective 
acceptance of tradition are generally considered characteristic of so-
called òpre-modernó societies. And their collective nature means 
they are not subject to confirmation by individuals. But grand 
narratives, being human constructs, Lyotard asserts, are not 
permanent. They tend to break down with time. Such a breakdown 
of the grand originating narratives of Western culture reached, in 
his view, its critical point of rupture in the òfirst person narrative 
chosen by Descartes to explain his method.ó2 Through the rigorous 
application of rational doubt and logic, Descartes showed that 
legitimisation of knowledge was now accessible to the individual 
consciousness, and was no longer dependent on tradition. This 
Cartesian method, grounded in rationalism and empiricist 
observation, became the essence of the Enlightenment project of 
the eighteenth century, and so ushered in the era of Modernity. 
With a new grand narrative to underpin it. 
 For Lyotard, the grand narrative of Modernity expressed itself 
through two facets: the speculative and the emancipatory. Simon 
Malpas (2005) summarises the speculative narrative as that which  
 

charts the progress and development of knowledge towards a 

systematic truth, a grand unified theory in which our place in 

the universe will be understood. The grand narrative of 
emancipation, on the other hand, sees the development of 

knowledge as driving human freedom as it emancipates 

humanity from mysticism and dogma through education.ó3 

 
The grand narrative of the modern then became multiplied, says 
Lyotard, through a plethora of òmeta-narrativesó diffracting its 
fundamental principle across a broad spectrum of fields of human 
experience, among which were  
 

the Enlightenment narrative of emancipation from ignorance 

and servitude through knowledge and egalitarianism, [é] the 
Marxist narrative of emancipation from exploitation and 

alienation through the socialisation of work, the capitalist 

narrative of emancipation from poverty through techno-

industrial development. (36) 
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to name but three of its multiple strands. It is this grand modernist 
narrative which has dominated intellectual, political, economic and 
social thought, at least in the West, for the last two centuries. 
 But as with the pre-modernist narrative, the narrative of the 
Modern also, in Lyotardõs view carried with it the seeds of its 
collapse under the weight of its own internal contradictions. He 
dates the collapse of the modernist narrative of enlightened 
progress to the Second World War and the subsequent two 
decades. In The Post-Modern Explained to Children, he declared: 
 

In the course of the past 50 years, each grand narrative of 

emancipation has had its principle invalidated: the speculative 

doctrine that all that is real is rational and all that is rational is real 

finds its horrific refutation in Auschwitz. [é] the Marxist 
narrative of proletarian emancipation is refuted by Berlin 1953, 

Budapest 1956, Prague 1968 [and he might have subsequently 

added the fall of communism in 1989]. òMay 1968ó refutes the 

doctrines of parliamentary liberalism. The doctrine of 

economic liberalism as productive of general prosperity is 

refuted by the crises of 1929, the oil shocks of the 70s. (40)  

 
To this latter list might well be added the crash of 1987, to say 
nothing of the global recession of 2008ð2009. 
 Such crises therefore mark the beginning of what for Lyotard is 
the stage of post-modernity. òI define the post-modern, he declared 
in The Post-Modern Condition, as incredulity towards meta-
narratives.ó4 It is an environment in which the legitimating power 
of the narrative has been broken down by circumstances which it 
has generated from within its own imperative. For Lyotard, 
however, the Postmodern is not a new age that has displaced the 
modern, but rather a process which òperforms a continual 
rereading and critique of modern values and projectsó(Malpas 44). 
The Postmodern does not refute the Modern, but transmutes its 
absolutist aspirations to the contingent. As the post-Marxist 
theoretician Ernesto Laclau also observes, òPostmodernity does 
not imply a change in the values of Enlightenment modernity, but a 
particular weakening of their absolutist characteró (Malpas 129).ó  
 The Postmodern, thus perceived, sees the world in terms of its 
discontinuity, its fragmentation, its pure contingency, a state that 
constantly escapes imposition of any organising principle. It 
involves acknowledgment of implicit paradox, of incipient chaos, of 
epistemological fracture. òIt is changing the meaning of the word 
knowledge,ó declares Lyotard, òwhile expressing how such a change 
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can take placeó (144). How might then we respond to such a 
Postmodern condition? Not with nihilist despair or anarchist 
destruction of social value systems, as some opponents of the 
postmodernist analysis have accused its protagonists of doing. But 
with a clear-eyed pragmatism that promotes actions based on 
collectively derived values, yet leavened by the knowledge that these 
are contingent rather than absolute, and do not necessarily have any 
universal truth value.  
 My purpose here, however, is not to expound Lyotard, but 
rather to provide a framework within which to judge whether my 
initial association of Horace with a Postmodern way of thinking can 
be validated or not. So let us now turn to Horace to see in what 
sense he might be labelled as Postmodern, at least, from a 
Lyotardian point of view.  
 In the First Book of Horaceõs Odes, composed somewhere 
between 35 and 23 BCE, are two consecutive poems, numbers 34 
and 35, in which the poet evokes the influence of Fortune, which 
we may interpret as the notion of unpredictable contingency, in the 
lives of both individuals and societies. The juxtaposition of these 
two poems in Horaceõs collection has been unequivocally 
established since ancient times, leading to the conclusion that the 
poet intended them to be read together. Just how they should be 
interpreted, though, has led to considerable critical speculation over 
the centuries. Let us look at the two of them in order, then. The 
translations are mine, but I have included the original Latin texts in 
the appendix.      
 
 Carmen XXXIV, Parcus deorum 
 I never gave much time to the gods, from whom 

 Iõd drifted, quoting sage Epicurusõs 

  absurdist wisdom; now Iõm forced to 

   turn full about and to chart a course in 

 direction counter. For indeed Jupiter,  
 whose flashing bolt rends thunderclouds typically, 

  one day through virgin blue his drumming 

   steeds and his swift-wingéd car sent rumbling: 

 so great the boom that rivers, the stolid earth, 

 the meres of Styx and Taenarisõ ghastly cave,  

  even the far-flung slopes of Atlas, 
   shook with the shock: a sign God has power to 

 invert the cosmic edifice, able to 

 bring down the great yet elevate humbleness; 

  from one has Fortune wrest the sceptre,  

   shrieking with glee, to enthrone another. 
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 In the first few lines of Ode 34, Horace appears to be 
commenting on his own personal intellectual and philosophical 
development, before relating a sudden epiphany moment which 
caused him to adopt an entirely new way of thinking. In the first 
line he reports he had moved away from traditional religious 
practice, following the increasing trend towards religious scepticism 
which, in the view of many commentators, characterised the late 
period of the Roman Republic.5 As one declares, òthe gods had 
ceased to be such vivid and distinct personalities as could 
command the poetõs unwavering loyalty.ó6 For many of Horaceõs 
contemporaries, the Roman myth of origins had ceased to be 
intellectually credible.  
 Instead, many had become interested in the various forms of 
Hellenistic philosophy that had developed over the last three 
centuries of the ancient era. Horace in particular, as Ode 34 reveals, 
had been attracted to the doctrines of Epicurus, almost certainly 
from reading the great didactic poem of Lucretius, De Rerum Natura 
[On the Nature of Things], published c. 55 BCE.7 In this hugely 
influencial work, Lucretius describes a universe constructed 
according to the laws of Epicurean atomist physics, but one whose 
order may be apprehended through sense perception and the 
application by individual human beings of ratio, or reason, one of 
the key recurring terms in the text. While Lucretius did not deny 
the existence of the gods, following Epicurus himself he believed 
that they dwelt in a detached state of bliss, completely indifferent to 
the world and to the affairs of men. In view of this divine 
indifference, Epicurus taught that the supreme value in life was the 
pursuit of Hedone, the cultivation by human beings of a state of 
individual harmony with the universe which brought spiritual 
Pleasure.  
 The mythic narrative of origins was thus replaced for Epicureans 
by that of knowledge and self-fulfilment accessible through the 
application of the human reason. But then, Horace describes an 
experience that seems to contradict this secure conclusion. It comes 
literally as a òbolt from the blue,ó a bolt of lightning from out of a 
clear blue sky. As a result of which, he says, he was forced to òturn 
full about and to chart a course in direction counteró in his ideas on 
the nature of things. Why? Because this event seemed to provide 
incontrovertible proof of the error of the Epicurean doctrine. The 
reference to the òbolt from the blueó clearly recalls Lucretiusõs 
rhetorical question in De Rerum Natura VI, 400, where the poet 
asks, if thunderbolts are missiles sent by Jupiter to chastise men, 
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òwhy does Jupiter never cast a bolt on the earth and sound his 
thunder when the heaven is clear on all sides?ó (trans. Rouse 1924). 
The answer, according to Lucretius, is because thunder and 
lightning are natural phenomena, generated within stormclouds, 
and therefore never occur within a clear sky. Hence nothing at all 
to do with Jupiter, who remains indifferent to the world and human 
affairs. 
 But now, Horace finds that what Epicurusõs doctrine claimed 
was impossible has indeed happened. Its rationalist basis had thus 
been severely shaken. But what did his comment about being 
forced to turn full-about in his thinking as a result of this 
experience mean? Does it imply that Horace returned thereupon to 
an uncritical acceptance of the old religion? Most commentators 
think not, though tend not to pursue the question much further.  
  I would like to suggest, however, that a much more radical 
change in Horaceõs thinking may have taken place. For how else 
can one explain the otherwise highly exaggerated series of images 
he includes on the effect of the òbolt from the blueó: 
 
 so great the boom that rivers, the stolid earth, 

 the meres of Styx and Taenarisõ ghastly cave,  

  even the far-flung slopes of Atlas, 

   shook with the shock: 

 
For this was no mere sonic boom, but an earth-shaking realisation 
that the whole rationalist explanation of the order of the universe 
was built on insecure foundationsñthat the structure of the 
universe was not absolute, but contingent. For Ode 34 then ends 
with the image of a world governed by chaotic unpredictability, 
whose structures and systems can be turned upside down at any 
moment for no explicable reason, both on the cosmic as on the 
human level. The agency responsible for such changes Horace calls 
òGodó (deus) in line 12 and òFortuneó in line 15. But this òGodó is 
not identified with the Olympian Jupiter. It is perceived rather as a 
fundamental principle of immanent change that is beyond the grasp 
of human intelligence. One might claim, therefore, that the cosmic 
environment thus described has passed from the modern to the 
post-modern.  
 Having once evoked this contingent role of Fortune in Ode 34, 
Horace then goes on to consider the consequences of this 
contingency for human societies in Ode 35: 
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Carmen XXXV, O diva, gratum 
    
 Blest Lady Fortune, favour of Antium, 

 your immanence may raise up from low degree 

  mere nobodies, while turning triumphs 

    arrogance vaunts into dismal funerals. 
 Stern queen of oceans, queen of the harvest too, 5  

 poor peasants court you, earnest in prayer, as do 

  sailors who vex wild Cretan seas in 

    roughly hewn barks from Bithynian shipyards. 

 Hard-fighting Dacians, Scythians in armed retreat, 

 proud city-states, wild tribes and the mothers of 10 
  barbarian kings, tough Latium even, 

    hold you in dread, while the crimson tyrant 

 takes fright lest you bring down with a brutal kick 

 his sham constructions, or the plebeian mass 

  take up the shout: òaux armes! to weapons!ó 15  

    stirring the sluggish to smash his power.  
 Before you always marches Exigency, 

 grim-faced, and clutching dowel-rods and timber-spikes 

  in brazen hand, with grips to clamp the 

    marble, and lead to bind tight the courses.  20  

 In close attendance, Hope, and uncommon Trust  

 (her hand enwrapped in white); they in loyalty 
  quit not your side when, coat reversed and 

    kindly no more, you depart great houses;  

 unlike the faithless mob, or the courtesan 25  

 who turns perfidious, or fickle friends who will 

  drink dry the dregs oneõs kegs supply, then 

    craftily slip out of sharing burdens.  
 Pray smile on Caesarõs planned expedition to 

 remotest Britain, as on the newly-raised  30  

  cadet battalions heading East to 

    ravage the Gulf and affright the tribesmen.  

 Ah me, what shame, what scars of iniquity 

 we brothers traded. Did our abrasive age 
  recoil from aught? What stayed untainted 35  

    by our unspeakable acts? Did fear of 

 the gods dissuade young men from depravity? 

 What shrines remain unsullied? Oh, would that you 

  reforge on anvil new our blunted 

   swords and direct them against the Turkmen. 40  

 
 Ode 35 takes the form of a hymn to goddess Fortuna, 
acknowledging her power to bring about unforeseen change, and 
the thrall that she exerts over great and small alike. Particularly 
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intriguing, however, are lines 17ð24, where the goddess is 
represented as moving in procession through a city, attended by her 
acolytes, suggesting, in the words of one commentary, òa grim 
squad of Roman lictors, carrying the fearsome symbols of imperium, 
subservient to their arrogant master and implacable to everyone 
else.ó8  
 The interpretation of the function of these acolytes and their 
relation to Fortune has caused considerable critical debate. Line 17 
shows Fortune as preceded by Exigency [L. Necessitas]. The 
primordial sense of the Latin word is òthat which is unavoidable, 

inevitable, a compelling force.ó It is linked to the Greek Anagkh, 
which has a similar sense of òcoercion, compulsion, constraint, law 
of nature.ó Yet how should the implements carried by Exigency be 
interpreted? Some commentators, David West, for example,9 see 
these as instruments of torture or execution, instead of as tools of 
construction, arguing that the Latin terms used are not otherwise 
specifically found in this latter sense. The majority, however, tend 
to favour the construction metaphor, based on associations with 
other Greek and Latin texts. In favour of the building metaphor, 
also, is the preceding image of the tyrantõs òsham constructionsó (l. 
14) being kicked down by Fortune, and her general attribution as a 
reverser of circumstanceñbut not a destroyer. Hence, necessity 
requires that, if one structure is overthrown, another must needs 
rise in its place. Such indeed has been the experience of revolutions 
of all kinds, be they political or intellectual. 
 The other problem that has perplexed commentators is why 
Trust (Fides) and Hope (Spes) remain loyal to Fortune when she 
capriciously abandons a ògreat houseó she has hitherto favoured. 
But if contingent Fortune is interpreted as a neutral, i.e. neither 
benevolent nor malevolent, force of change, of accident in the true 
sense, she can naturally be accompanied by Trust and Hope at all 
times, whether she bestows or withdraws her favours. For, given 
that unpredictable change is her essential aspect, circumstances that 
have changed once can change again.  
 The last three stanzas of the ode modify its form from that of a 
hymn to a prayer, accompanied by a lamentation. Fortune is 
beseeched to look favourably on planned military expeditions to 
Britain and the Middle East. But in the midst of this pious entreaty, 
Horace graphically evokes the horrors that the recent civil wars 
have wrought upon the Roman state, a rhetorical outburst that 
some critics have seen as excessive and discordant in this context. 
Yet this lament is not a prayer of confession that seeks forgiveness. 
Fortune, as a goddess, does not forgive, as she has no moral 
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dimension. Rather might we interpret this as a warning by Horace 
of the dangers of believing in the absolute validity of any social or 
political narrative. For it was the inherent internal contradictions of 
the narrative of the Roman Republic that had brought about the 
disastrous century of civil strife that culminated in the fabric of that 
Republic being torn apart. 
 The only way forward, Horace suggests at the end of the poem, 
is through a policy of enlightened pragmatismñenlightened in the 
intellectual sense rather than the moral sense. The state desperately 
needs to divert its energies from self-destruction, he is implying. 
And if this can be best done through diffusing the pressure in some 
foreign wars on the far frontiers, then this is wise policy. Just as 
long as you donõt think you are bringing liberation to the Britons, 
or the Turkmen, while you are doing so. In other words, do not 
believe too absolutely in any new Imperialist narrative that 
Exigency was constructing to replace the fallen structures of the 
Republic. To whom would this admonition have been intended, if 
not to Augustus himself, of whose inner circle Horace was by then 
an intimate.  
 On 11 September 2001, out of a caerulean blue New York sky, 
two aircraft slammed into the Twin Towers, causing a collapse that 
to most would have been unthinkable up till that time, and creating  
   

so great a boom that Europe, the USA, 

the Middle East and Pakistanõs lonely hills,  
  even the plains of far Australia, 

    shook with the shock: 

 
The Towers were not random targets, but symbols of the grand 
narrative of liberal capitalism that the West believed in so fervently 
as to construe it as the only viable economic system suitable for the 
world. But instead of pondering what this challenge to their value 
system might mean, George W. Bush, Tony Blair and their allies 
moved to reassert ògrand narrative politics,ó10 prosecuting a òWar 
on Terrorismó by sending their own òcadet battalionsó to òscour 
the Gulf and affright the tribesmen.ó The names given to the 
Second Gulf War operations are eloquent of this obsession with 
absolutist narratives: òOperation Infinite Justice,ó òOperation 
Enduring Freedom.ó The realities on the ground since that time 
suggest that such justice will not be infinite, nor will such freedoms 
be enduring. 
 What makes great literature great is that it transcends the 
centuries and is able to speak with equal power to new ages of 
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readers. The fracturing social and political world of Horaceõs time 
bore a great deal in common with that of the contemporary world. 
His perception of how the grand narratives of his day were 
breaking down offers his readers in the twenty-first century an 
opportunity to appreciate how similar processes may be occurring 
in our present. Postmodernity, his poems reveal, is not a process 
that is exclusive to one time. 
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Appendices: The original Latin texts of Horace, Odes I, 
34 and 35. 

 

XXXIV  

 

 Parcus deorum cultor et infrequens, 
 insanientis dum sapientiae 

consultus erro, nunc retrorsum 
 vela dare atque iterare cursus 

 cogor relictos: namque Diespiter, 
 igni corusco nubila dividens 

plerumque, per purum tonantes 



Horace as Post-Modern 35  

 

35 

 

                                                                                                  
 egit equos volucremque currum; 
quo bruta tellus et vaga flumina, 
quo Styx et invisi horrida Taenari 
 sedes Atlanteusque finis 
  concutitur. Valet ima summis 
mutare et insignem attenuat deus, 
obscura promens; hinc apicem rapax 
 Fortuna cum stridore acuto 
  sustulit, hic posuisse gaudet. 

 

XXXV 

O diua, gratum quae regis Antium, 

praesens vel imo tollere de gradu 

    mortale corpus vel superbos 

     vertere funeribus triumphos,  

te pauper ambit sollicita prece         
ruris colonus, te dominam aequoris 

    quicumque Bythyna lacessit 

     Carpathium pelagus carina.  

Te Dacus asper, te profugi Scythae, 

urbesque gentesque et Latium ferox          

   regumque matres barbarorum et 
     purpurei metuunt tyranni,  

iniurioso ne pede proruas 

stantem columnam, neu populus frequens 

 ad arma cessantis, ad arma 

     concitet imperiumque frangat.           

Te semper anteit serva Necessitas, 
clavos trabalis et cuneos manu 

   gestans aena nec severus 

     uncus abest liquidumque plumbum;    

te Spes et albo rara Fides colit 

velata panno nec comitem abnegat, 

    utcumque mutata potentis 
     veste domos inimica linquis;  

at volgus infidum et meretrix retro         

periura cedit, diffugiunt cadis 

    cum faece siccatis amici, 

     ferre iugum pariter dolosi.  

Serves iturum Caesarem in ultimos 
orbis Britannos et iuvenum recens         

    examen Eois timendum 

     partibus Oceanoque rubro.  
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Heu heu, cicatricum et sceleris pudet 

fratrumque. Quid nos dura refugimus 
    aetas, quid intactum nefasti 

     liquimus? Unde manum iuventus         

  metu deorum continuit? Quibus 

pepercit aris? O utinam nova 

    incude diffingas retusum in 

     Massagetas Arabasque ferrum!         
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The wild man that roamed the forests of medieval European 
culture inhabited not only a literal but also a metaphorical 
wilderness. Although commonly read as an Other, the antithesis of 
humanity with its savagery and uncontrolled passions,1 close 
examination of how it was represented in textual and visual culture 
reveals its place to be a porous one on the borders of humanity. 
Exploration of the uses of the Middle English word for wild man, 
òwodewose,ó and of the visual images that can be linked to the 
word locates a being that is sometimes purely animal yet which on 
other occasions takes on markedly human characteristics. This 
liminality calls into question any fixity of medieval and early 
modern conceptualisations of humanity not only by making 
delineations of human and inhuman dependent on textual 
representation, but also by at times combining animal and human 
attributes in one being. 
 In Book 8 chapter 16 of his City of God, St Augustine discusses 
the humanity, or otherwise, of various humanoid races. He states 
that as long as a being is rational, mortal, and descends from Adam, 
physical shape is not a factor to be considered in deciding whether 
it is human or not. Races as diverse as dog-headed people or  
Cynocephali or dog-headed people, pigmies, and Cyclopsñall 
reported in classical and medieval travel textsñcan be thought of 
as human according to Augustine, although he does caution against 
excessive credulity. If Cyclops, pigmies and Cynocephali were 
considered to be at least potentially human by the medieval mind, 
then surely wodewoses,2 commonly portrayed as hairier than 
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average, but otherwise physically humanoid might share this 
possibility.  
 Rationality is the key aspect of Augustineõs definition as it applies 
to wodewoses, as they were commonly thought to have none and 
to be, as a result, nonhuman. Hayden White argues that the 
wodewose represented òa projection of repressed desires and 
anxieties,ó and òalmost always presents the image of the man 
released from social controló (White 7). Timothy Husband makes a 
similar argument, asserting that òthe wild man served to 
counterpoise the accepted standards of conduct of society in 
general,ó and was the òdialectical antithesis of humanityó (Husband 
5). It is their lack of rational control that rendered them inhuman, 
as Dorothy Yamamoto shows in her analysis of an episode from 
the Middle English prose Alexander. Alexander and his knights 
encounter a wild man who, when presented with a young girl, 
cannot control his lust. It is this, rather than his wilderness home, 
lack of speech and so on that prove his inhumanity;3 mortality was 
a given, a soul could not be tested for easily, so rationality was the 
obvious starting point for a line to be drawn in this case. White, 
Husband and others suggest that as social and economic conditions 
changed and life became increasingly urbanised, the forest dwelling 
wild man went from being reviled to idealised and was òbrought 
into the fold of human society.ó4 This, while partially true, is an 
oversimplified trajectory as the border between human and 
wodewose permeable through the Middle Ages.  
 Visual representations generally give a limited amount of 
information about the animality, or otherwise, of wodewoses, but 
offer an overview of some of their essential characteristics. They 
demonstrate a basically human shape, which appears with a more 
or less fierce expression, at times they are holding clubs, and are 
covered in hair, leaves, or a combination of the two. A number of 
extant misericordes, such as one in Carlisle Cathedral, depict a 
wodewose fighting with beasts; a dragon at Carlisle, but elsewhere 
lions. Conflicts with dragons place wodewoses in roles that have 
something in common with the knights who populated medieval 
romance, such as Lancelot, Guy of Warwick, and Bevis of 
Hampton, all of whom are dragon-slayers.5 Furthermore, dragons 
conventionally symbolised demons, or even Satan himself; a 
multitude of saints, including Margaret of Antioch, Pope Silvester, 
and St George, vanquished them. Images of wodewoses locked in 
combat with serpentine embodiments of evil, like these knights and 
saints, suggest that they are representative of good in such 
struggles, and thus hint at a degree of humanity, possibly even a 
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soul6 Visual representations, however, are not the focus of this 
paper, and at this point such ideas remain in the realm of 
speculation. 
 The earliest extant usage of wodewose is dated to c.1100 and 
appears as part of a Latin-Old English glossary on the vocabulary 
of Archbishop Aelfric. It has òunfaele men, wuduwasan, unfaele 
wihtuó as the Old English counterpart of òSatiri, uel fauni, uel 
sahni, uel fauni ficarii.ó7 This clearly invokes classical mythology of 
satyrs and fauns; these were seen as synonymous with wild men by 
Isidore of Seville (Bernheimer 97ð8), whose work was influential in 
Anglo-Saxon England.8 Satyrs and fauns were not strictly human, 
having goatõs legs, but the words that surround òwuduwasanó in 
this glossary strongly suggest that it was, or at least had significantly 
human qualities. òUnfaeleó meant wicked, corrupt, unfortunate, 
unnatural or monstrous,9 but even the latter two do not completely 
erase the humanity of the òmenó and òwithuó the word is coupled 
with. The way that the Latin for satyrs and fauns is glossed here 
suggests that in the Anglo-Saxon vocabulary there was no word for 
a nonhuman forest creature with a semi-human shape, and that a 
subsection of humanity had to be used instead. From the earliest 
usage then, it can be seen that the ground between human and 
nonhuman is treacherous underfoot for wodewoses.  
 The next extant occurrences are found in texts from around 
three hundred years later, in the late stages of the fourteenth 
century, although given the paucity of writing in English during 
those intervening years this is not particularly surprising. The 
significant number of late fourteenth-century works in which the 
word is present suggests that its usage continued during those 
centuries, even if written attestations can not now be found. The 
c.1382 Wycliffite translation of the Bible offers a straightforward 
use of wodewose in its version of Isaiah 13. 21:  
 

ne shepperdis shul resten there/ but shul resten there bestis: & 

shul ben fulfild the houses of hem with dragouns/ & ther 
shuln dwelle there ostrighes & wodewoosis shuln lepen there 

& ther shul answern there ghelling foulis in the houses of it.10 

[No shepherds will live there, beasts will lie there instead. And 

their houses shall be filled with serpents, and there shall dwell 

there ostriches and wodewoses shall leap there, and there shall 

answer there cackling birds in the houses of the city.]11 

 
The passage is concerned with the city of Babylon which is to be 
laid waste by God, and with emphasising how deserted it will be 
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after that destruction. The passage constructs a clear opposition 
between humanity and inhumanity, and the wodewoses fall into the 
latter category in this text. Such a reading is reinforced by the 
terminology of the 1425 version, which has òhairy beastsó instead, 
and by modern translations which list owls, ostriches and goats, 
animals but no humans. 
 The approximately contemporary Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
(c. 1382), which is probably the most well-known medieval work to 
refer to wodewoses, includes them in a list of the enemies the hero 
must fight as he travels through the Welsh wilderness: 
 

Sumwhyle with wormez he werrez, and with wolues als, 

Sumwhyle with wodwos, that woned in the knarrez, 

Bothe with bullez an berez, and borez otherquyle, 

And etaynez, that hym anelede of the heghe felle.12  

[Sometimes he fights with dragons, and with wolves also, 
sometimes with wild men, that lived among the crags, Both 

with bulls and bears, and boars at other times, and giants that 

pursued him on the high fells.] 

 
Here they are part of a group of decidedly inhuman creatures. 
Furthermore, there is a previous mention of human inhabitants of 
this wilderness; they are unfriendly to Gawain but are nonetheless 
clearly different from wodewoses. This then, like the c.1382 
Wycliffite Bible, sets up an opposition between animals and human, 
with wodewoses firmly on the side of the former. 
 The Northern Homily Cycle (c. 1390) however, contains a different 
construction. Homily Fifteen contains the story of a brewerõs 
daughter who, having fallen pregnant without being married, òtalde 
the folk als wodewise wylde / Wha gate on hir this forsaide 
chylde.ó13 Although the woman is lying and is beaten for it by the 
villagers she tried to fool, the very idea that a wodewose could 
father her child strongly suggests that it was thought of as having 
an element of humanity. The paucity of detail in this reference 
makes it impossible to garner any further details, but there is 
certainly no oppositional construct here, the wodewose may not be 
fully human, but nor is it entirely animal. 
 Household inventories, wills and other household lists 
commonly include descriptions of goods decorated with 
wodewoses. The majority of such entries offer no description of 
how it is represented and are thus of little, if any use to the present 
discussion. For example, among the possessions of Edward III is 
listed a silver cup with two wodewoses.14 The inventory of the 
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goods belonging to Sir John Fastolf (1378ð1459) however, contains 
a brief yet telling description of the image:  
 

Item, j Clothe for the nether hall, or arras, with a geyaunt in 

the mydell beryng a legge of a bere in his honed. Item, j Clothe 

of arras for the dese in the same halle, with j wodewose and j 

chylde in his armys.15  

 
The two tapestries were hung in the same hall, as the text makes 
clear, so it is no accident that the juxtaposition of the giant and the 
wodewose is made in the list of goods. The language suggests that 
the giant and the wodewose hold their burdens very differently. 
The only other description of a child being held in this inventory is 
òimage of oure Lady, and hir childe in his armesó (Amyot 15). The 
wodewose, we can reasonably safely conclude, is caring for the 
child; a clear contrast to the giant who holds the dismembered leg 
of a bear. This provides, furthermore, a contrast to the savagery of 
other visual images of wodewoses, including those from much later, 
such as the misericordes depicting combat with dragons and lions 
mentioned above. The image suggests that it has an element of 
humanity in its makeup, particularly when coupled in its 
terminology with the image of the Virgin and Child. The precise 
date of the tapestries cannot, of course, be ascertained, but, given 
that Fastolfe died in 1459, they must have been produced in the 
midð1400s at the very latest. This makes it one of the earliest 
records of a wodewose that demonstrates not just a lack of 
savagery, but active care as part of its character. 
 In 1483, around two decades after the death of Sir John Fastolfe 
and the cataloguing of his household goods, William Caxton 
published a version of Aesopõs fables. It includes not only the most 
elaborate role a wodewose plays in extant Middle English literature, 
but also an accompanying woodcut. The fable òof the Viator or 
Palmer and of Satyreó draws on the various traditions surrounding 
the wodewose in medieval English culture. òSatyre,ó the name of 
the wodewose, harks back directly to the classical tradition of satyrs 
and fauns, hairy, humanoid creatures of the forest, as does the 
woodcut illustration. It also points towards the conventional, 
animal fierceness of the wodewose, while simultaneously granting it 
noticeably human attributes. The story warns against hypocrisy, and 
tells the story of a pilgrim lost in a snow-blanketed forest. The 
wodewose takes pity on him and leads him to its home, where it 
gives him hot water to drink. The pilgrim blows on it, is chided for 
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having òbothe the fyre and the water in thy mouthe,ó and is ejected 
from Satyreõs residence.  
 The wodewose is here unequivocally nonhuman; the text 
pronounces òa wodewose is a monstre lyke to the man / as hit 
appiereth by hys fygure.ó16 The story, however, demonstrates that it 
is human-like in its nature as well as in its appearance. Like the 
creature carrying the child on Fastolfeõs tapestry, it displays a clear 
sense of care for the human it has encountered. Charity or pity was 
considered one of the chief Christian virtues during the Middle 
Ages, and for an animal to feel such towards a human suggests that 
it partakes in some way of that Christianity. Moreover, it is aware of 
the sin of hypocrisy in a way that the fully human palmer is not. 
White argues that òthe Wild Man did not know that he lived in a 
state of sin, or even that he sinned, or even what a òsinó might be,ó 
and that this ignorance was an indication that wild men were not 
human but rather neutral like (other) animals (White 22). For Satyre 
to show not only and awareness but rejection of sin demonstrates 
possession of a rational soul, a trait unique to humanity in medieval 
thought.  
 While the story is a fable and thus not designed to be read as an 
account of real events, animal fables in the Middle Ages represent 
how the creatures that inhabit them were conceived of at the time, 
and this text thus offers insight into how wodewoses were 
conceptualised. Furthermore, as Yamamoto points out, Mandevilleõs 
Travels contains the story of a hermit who is approached by òa 
monstre é a thing disformed ayen kynde both of man or of best 
or of ony thing elles,ó17 it knows the story of Christõs Passion and 
asks him to pray for it, thus likewise demonstrating possession of a 
rational soul and therefore apparent humanity (Yamamoto 155). 
Caxtonõs story was acknowledged as a fable, but the fabulous 
Mandevilleõs Travels purported to be and was accepted as truthful, so 
the stories thus confirm the humanity of the wild men in them, 
despite the fact that both are also said to be monsters. 
 The duality in Caxtonõs tale is reinforced by the accompanying 
woodcut. Many such images were factotums and used to illustrate 
multiple different stories and represent many different things, such 
as cities, people and so on. The woodcuts in Caxtonõs prints of 
these fables, however, are clearly tailored to the stories and are 
clearly designed to accompany them rather than being generic 
scenes for use in many prints. The image of the wodewose and the 
palmer is no exception to this as they stand outside Satyreõs home. 
The wodewose has much in common with the satyrs for which it 
was named, having two small horns on its head and cloven hoofs 
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for feet. This makes it different from most extant images of wild 
men from Western Europe; I know of no others with horns and/ 
or hoofs.  
 As discussed above, however, from the very first appearance of 
the word it was used in reference to this tradition, but with a degree 
of tension. In the centuries between 1100 and 1483 this association 
continued. John Trevisa seems to link them in his c.1390 Middle 
English translation of Bartolomeausõ De Proprietatibus Rerum: 
òtherein ben satires, wodewosis, tigers, and other horrible beasts.ó18 
The line suggests that this is a list of different beasts, not that satyrs 
and wodewoses were considered the same thing. The Wycliffite 
Bible however, translates faunis ficariis as wodewose in Jeremiah 
50.39, apparently equating the two. Caxton, it seems, found a way 
to reconcile any tension between satyrs and wodewoses by naming 
the latter after the former. The image seems to have more in 
common with the creatures of the classical Mediterranean tradition 
than with the wild men of Western European culture, but this 
slipperiness is symptomatic of the difficulties that surround 
medieval concepts of wodewoses. 
 Satyreõs home is called a òpytte,ó meaning lair or den of an 
animal, or a cave,19 but the illustration belies this to a degree by 
having identifiable elements of construction. The home is roofed 
with leaves, and surrounded by trees, yet appears to have planks for 
its walls. It is not quite a house, but neither is it a natural cave or 
dug out hole. Husband notes that wild men occasionally òfashioned 
primitive hovels of branches and mud ò(Husband 2). Although he 
notes that in some later images a level of civilisation might be 
indicated through the use of, for example, worked stone, he does 
not acknowledge that lower levels of work may likewise indicate 
human qualities. Just as the wodewose is part human and part 
animal, so is its home. Further elements of civilisation are found in 
the plate the palmer eats from and the jug Satyre holds.  
 The final point to be made here is that Satyre is hairless, and 
thus, to my knowledge, unique among images of wodewoses. 
Yamamoto argues that òhair that flows wild or covers the body, 
presents an antitype to civilised, disciplined restraintó (Yamamoto 
163).20 What then does nakedness mean in this image? It is 
tempting, given the other indications of civilisation, to read this as a 
clear marker that the wodewose is not the uncivilised, undisciplined 
being that hairiness would represent. While this is possible, it 
cannot be said with any certainty. What can be said with confidence 
is that by the 1460s hairiness was no longer an indication of 
inhumanity when related to the wodewose. In Sir Gilbert Hayõs 
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Buik of King Alexander the Conqueror Alexander and his knights 
encounter a race of wodewoses, òthare was routh men and hary all-
attoure.ó21 The king treats with them and they act as his guides, at 
no point, despite their hairiness, are they said to be anything other 
than humans. If hairiness does not denote an animal hear 
nakedness may not denote humanity in Caxtonõs Satyre. This 
uncertainty is itself telling as it is symptomatic of the status of the 
wodewose itself.  
 Some seven to eight decades after Caxtonõs print, the wodewose 
again appears in an animal fable, albeit in a much more fleeting role. 
The Bannatyne manuscript of Robert Henrysonõs fables, dated to 
the 1560s includes it in a long list of animals: òthe tame cat, the 
wodwyss, and the wild wolfyne.ó22 This brief reference gives no 
hint of humanity to the wodewose, it is in no way differentiated 
from the myriad other animals that likewise obey the call of their 
king, the lion, to attend his court. This complicates Sayerõs 
trajectory of animal to human development, and further 
demonstrates the uncertainty of the place the wodewose occupied; 
not only could it slip from animal to human, but it could also slide 
back again.  
 Larry D. Benson argues that the wodewose, as òa symbol of 
unruly passionsó is directly opposed to the figure of the knight in 
medieval culture.23 Yamamoto complicates this relationship with 
her exploration of knights who inhabit the wilderness at given 
times, and who occasionally run wild themselves, such as Lancelot 
(Yamamoto 189ð96). She also briefly discusses the 1393 Bals des 
Sauvages where Charles VI of France and his knights appeared, as 
John Capgrave puts it, òarayed lich a wodwous,ó24 but does not 
examine masquerades generally. Wodewoses were common figures 
in the masquerades of medieval and early modern England, and 
such costumes are emblematic of the slippage between humanity 
and inhumanity that surrounded them. Wodewoses in masquerades 
are taken by Bernheimer to represent escape, for those costumed, 
from the pressures of òformalized livingó (Bernheimer 67). 
Yamamoto notes that at the Bals des Sauvages the king was free of 
the chain that bound his companions together and that they thus 
òpreserved their places within the social hierarchyó even when 
disguised (Yamamoto 176). Given that masquerades took place as 
part of court entertainments at the strictly controlled centre of 
formal society it is difficult to see how any such events could do 
other than represent contradictory elements in this way and thus 
embody the fraught space between wodewose and human. 
Yamamoto argues that the line between knights and wodewoses is 
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shifting and òre-invented as a site of playó (Yamamoto 167), in the 
case of masquerades this both symbolic and literal. 
 In the alliterative poem Wynnere and Wastoure we encounter a 
knight dressed as a wodewose, not as part of a masquerade but 
rather as part of a parley between two opposing (allegorical) armies: 
 

Upon heghe one the holt ane hathell up stondes, 
Wrighte als a wodwyse alle in wrethyn lokkes, 

With ane helme one his hede, ane hatte appon lofte.25 

[High on the hill a man stand up, dressed as a wodewose with 

tangled hair, with a helmet on his head and a cap upon it.] 

 
He has the wild hairiness associated with barbarity, but also wears 
the most complex of clothing symbolic of civilisation as it iis 
covered with heraldic symbols. The knight embodies that 
wodewoses which were common in heraldry throughout Europe 
and in this context symbolised fierceness and savagery in battle. 
Like costumes in a masquerade such heraldic devices complicate 
the boundary between human and animal by suggesting that the 
latter is an inherent aspect of the former.  
 The (in)humanity of wodewoses depends on their textual context 
and representation. Some works, like Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
do construct such a dichotomy, but others present much more 
complex and ambiguous beings whose liminal existence cannot be 
pinned down with any certainty. Furthermore, their use in heraldry 
and masquerades suggests inescapable contradictions. A beast to 
human trajectory drawn chronologically is significantly 
oversimplified as the status of wodewoses slide back and forward 
across the boundaries of humanity in medieval and early modern 
England. This complicates medieval concepts of humanity by 
rendering their borders shifting and uncertain.  
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The more often the human body was opened, and the finer the 
work performed by the surgeonõs scalpel, the more detailed the 
anatomical catalogues became. By the beginning of the seventeenth 
century, a good one hundred years after Leonardoõs early 
researches, there was no shortage of material suggesting a 
mechanical model of the human body and its functions. By the 
early 1630s, the hypothesis had reached the point of explicit 
formulation, and we find it expressed on two occasions in the work 
of leading artists and thinkers: in Rembrandtõs painting, The 
Anatomy Lesson of Dr Nicolaes Tulp (1632), and in Ren® Descartesõ 
Trait® de lõhomme (1630ð33) and Discours de la méthode (1637). 
 Rembrandtõs painting was commissioned by the Amsterdam 
Guild of Surgeons and provides an insight into the contemporary 
practice of advanced pathology. The muscles and sinews of the 
forearm have been carefully laid bare, and the colleagues eagerly 
study their movement and function, guided by the explanations of 
the master who lifts (and thus activates) individual muscles or 
sinews with a medical instrument in order to demonstrate the 
structures and systems governing the movements of fingers and 
hand. Significantly, the seven onlookers, true students of their 
discipline, are looking less at the corpse lying stripped and distorted 
before them than at the anatomical workñprobably Vesaliusõs De 
humani corporis fabricañwhich stands open in the darkness at the 
foot of the dissecting table in the lower right hand corner of the 
picture. 
 By the early decades of the seventeenth century, at the latest, the 
idea of the human body as a mechanismñthe physical man = 
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machine analogyñwas undoubtedly in the air. Before turning to 
Descartes, however, and embarking on the philosophical stream, 
which in this instance followed the empirical investigations of the 
anatomists, it is worth taking a short step back to look at a matter 
touched upon in the discussion of the term òcyborgsó: William 
Harveyõs celebrated dissertation on the circulation of the blood, 
Exercitatio anatomica de motu cordis et sanguinis in animalibus, published 
in 1628, a mere four years before Rembrandtõs painting. Harvey 
envisioned the heart, without more ado, as a sort of pump, and the 
veins and arteries as pipes and tubes transporting a fluid (the blood) 
around the body via a complex system of chambers and valves: 
 

I am persuaded it will be found that the motion of the heart is 

as follows: First of all, the auricle contracts, and in the course 

of its contraction forces the blood (which it contains in ample 

quantity as the head of the veins, the store-house and cistern 
of the blood) into the ventricle, which, being filled, the heart 

raises itself straightway, makes all its fibres tense, contracts the 

ventricles, and performs a beat, by which beat it immediately 

sends the blood supplied to it by the auricle into the arteries. 

The right ventricle sends its charge into the lungs by the vessel 

which is called vena arteriosa, but which in structure and 
function, and all other respects, is an artery. The left ventricle 

sends its charge into the aorta, and through this by the arteries 

to the body at large. These two motions, one of the ventricles, 

the other of the auricles, take place consecutively, but in such a 

manner that there is a kind of harmony or rhythm preserved 

between them, the two concurring in such wise that but one 
motion is apparent, especially in the warmer blooded animals, 

in which the movements in question are rapid.1 

 
Harvey went further, however, explicitly comparing the well-tuned 
system with a machine: 
 

Nor is this for any other reason than it is in a piece of 
machinery, in which, though one wheel gives motion to 

another, yet all the wheels seem to move simultaneously; or in 

that mechanical contrivance which is adapted to firearms.2  

 
If Vesalius had (in his twenty-fifth anatomical demonstration) 
compared the heart with a wine-press, Harveyõs òheart=pumpó 
proposition went some way further, making the heart the hidden 
motor of the long dreamed of man-machine. Could the body be 
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compared with a clock? At all events it seemed to tick like one 
when you listened to the beating of its heart.3 
 Harveyõs treatise exemplifies with singular clarity the fruitful 
interplay of various sciences. His comparison of the human body to 
a hydraulic system was in two respects revolutionary: not only did it 
at, the more general level, use a model from engineering to 
illuminate and explain a biological system, but in doing so it also 
developed the specific man = machine analogy for the first time in 
significant detail. Who would now dare to assert that metaphor has 
no place in the òhardó sciences? 
 Galenõs model of the nervous systemñand we have seen the 
authority he still possessed in Vesaliusõs dayñfitted seamlessly into 
this analogical framework. Galen had assumed the nerves in the 
human being to be hollow and to act as a conduit for the tiny 
particles that transmitted external stimuli from sense organs to the 
brain. That entirely accorded with the atomistic principles of 
Epicurean anthropology.4 In his tentative description of the 
workings of the nerve and muscle systems, Leonardo had taken 
over Galenõs hypothesis of hollow nerve cords:  
 

The substance of the medulla enters for some distance into the 

origins of the nerves and then follows the hollow nerve as far 

as its terminal ramifications. Through its perforation sensibility 

is carried into each muscle. The muscle is composed of as 
many other minute muscles as there are fibers into which this 

muscle can be resolved, and each of the smallest of these 

muscles (i.e. fibers) is covered by an almost imperceptible 

membrane into which the terminal ramifications of the 

aforementioned nerves are converted. These obey in order to 

shorten the muscle with their withdrawal and to expand it 
again at each demand of the sensibility which passes through 

the hollow cavity of the nerve.5  

 

It was this same theory, in the guise of what he called esprits 
animaux, which Descartes drew on and elaborated in his Traité de 
lõhomme, and which used the analogy of the hydraulic machine to 
illustrate and explain human physiological systems. 
 The enthusiasm of Descartesõ contemporaries for the wonders 
of hydraulic engineering is well documented. It ran from tales of 
Heron (or Hero) of Alexandria6 and his inventions in the ancient 
world to the miraculous constructions of Italian and German 
horticultural architecture (Tivoli, Pratolino, Nuremberg) in the 
modern. Johannes Georg Locherõs description of the Nuremberg 
gardens, published in 1614, strikes the tone precisely: 
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Muscam and Aquilam Geometricis pennis illatam Norimberga 
exhibuerit; ... Claudius Gallus hisce proximis annis Tibure in 

Atestini Cardinalis hortis visus sit paene noua naturae miracula 

edidisse, cum effecisset, vt aquarum leni ac placido illapsu 

aeneae audiculae motu, voce, cantu, ad noctuae aduentum 

opportunè intermisso, ad eius discessum repetito opportuniùs; 

ita imitarentur veras, vt potius qui fictas assereret, temerarij, 
quàm qui veras aestimaret, nimis creduli nomen mereretur.7  

 

In 1620 Olivier de Serres sang the delights of the modern garden in 
similar terms:  

Quel plaisir est-ce de contempler les belles and claires eaux 

coulantes ¨ lõentour de vostre maison, semblans vous tenir 

compaignie? Qui rejaillissent en haut par un million 

dõinventions, qui parlent, qui chantent en musique, qui 

contrefont le chant des oiseaux, lõescoupeterie des 

arquebusades, le son de lõartillerie, comme tels miracles se 
voyent en plusieurs lieux, mesme à Tivoli, à Pratoli, and autres 

de lõItalie?8  

 

But the earliest of these travelogues is from Montaigneõs visit to 
Italy in 1580ð81. Not published until 1774, it lists the marvels of 
Tivoli as including a ònatural organó that, with no other power than 
that of water and wind, produced music indistinguishable from the 
melodies of trumpets, flutes or birds: 
 

Ce rejallissemant dõun infinit® de surjons dõeau brid®s and 

eslanc®s par un sul ressort quõon peut remuer de fort louin, je 

lõavoi veu ailleurs en mon voïage and à Florance, and à 

Auguste, come il a été dict ci dessus. La musique des orgues, 

qui est une vraµe musique & dõorgues natureles, sonans 

tousïours toutefois une mesme chose, se faict par le moïen de 
lõeau qui tumbe aveq grand violance dans une cave ronde, 

vout®e, & agite lõair qui y est, & le contreint de gaigner, pour 

sortir, les tuyaus des orgues & lui fournir de vent. Unõautre eau 

poussant une roue à tout certeines dents, faict batre par certein 

ordre le clavier des orgues; on y oit aussi le son de trompetes 

contrefaict. Ailleurs on oit le chant des oiseaus, qui sont des 
petites flutes de bronse quõon voit aus regales, & randent le 

son pareil ¨ ces petits pots de terre pleins dõeau que les petits 

enfants souflent par le bec ; cela par artifice pareil aus orgues, 

& puis par autres ressorts on faict remuer un hibou, qui, se 

presantant sur le haut de la roche, faict soudein cesser cete 

harmonie, les oiseaus étant effraïés de sa presance & puis leur 
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faict encore place : cela se conduit einsin alternativement, tant 

quõon veut.9  
 

All these reports were, however, put in the shade by Jacques 
Gaffarelõs collection of òunheard of curiositiesó from a distant 
world (somewhat unspecific in its location). His Curiositez inouyes sur 
la sculpture talismanique des Persans, horoscope des Patriarches et lecture des 
estoiles, listed a whole menagerie of artificial animals and humans 
that spoke, moved and made music, of birds that flew and sang, of 
dogs that barked, again impelled by no other force than that of 
ingenious hydraulic engineering: 
 

Ie passe encore ... la mouche and lõaigle quõon a veu de nostre 

siecle voler par artifice dans Norimberg, dont lõouurier auoit 

faict aussi des hidrauliques merueilleuses, & vn arc-en-ciel 

perpetuel, au rapport dõAntonius Passeuinus ... Ie passe enfin 
lõinuention de diuerses hydrauliques de nostre temps, dont la 

merueille est pareillement si grande, quõil nõy a rien au monde 

quõelles nõimittent: comme ces statu±s dõhommes & de femmes 

qui parlent, quoy que sans articulation, qui se meuuent, & qui 

sonnent de diuers instruments: des oyseaux qui volent & 

chantent; des lions qui hurlent, des chiens qui abayent; dõautres 
qui sõentrebattent auec des chats en pareilles postures que les 

vivans; & mille autres merueilles de lõinuention des hommes, 

qui estonnent nos gens.10  

 

 The stories purveyed by Gaffarel and his contemporaries may 
have embodied more fantasy than fact, but they increased in 
number and scope until people believed that even in Vitruviusõs 
time there had been water machines that could imitate the human 
voice with deceptive accuracy; which were, indeed, so perfect that 
they could preach sermons in place of the priests: 
 

Merulae autem, notante Philandro ad Vitruvium, & engibata 

sunt de genere hydraularum: quorum illis quidem reddebantur 

voces humanarum imitatrices, & cantus avium effictrices: his 

autem movebantur icunculae (ut utar verbis Suetonii) tanquam 

viverent. Nostro autem tempore non spiritu, vi aquae 

concepto, ut illa, sed fidiculis nervis occultis sigilla videntur 
ambulare, & humana omnia praeter sermonem repraesentare.11 

 
 The decisive intellectual step followed in the early seventeenth 
century: if hydraulic machines could be refined to perform such 
feats of ingenuity, why not attempt to construct a hydraulic man? 
What was missing at that time was an internal motor capable of 
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driving such a machine, and it was not until the following century 
that this problem found an appropriate solution in the form of the 
watchmakerõs balance wheel and spring, invented and patented by 
Christiaan Huygens in 1675 and used in mechanical timepieces ever 
since. Could this device not also help androids achieve an 
(ostensible) life of their own, at least as far as locomotion was 
concerned? 
 But back to René Descartes, to whom we owe the compound 
concept òbête-machineó (animal = machine). It was, in hindsight, 
prudent of Descartes not to take the idea any further. Another 
century had to pass before LaMettrieõs òman=machineó equation 
made the rounds of the then learned world, for which its author 
earned the opprobrium and persecution of half Europe. The 
analogy of the body as such with a machine had, however, not just 
been sketched out by Descartes but fully developed, so that the 
logical step from the animal to the human body was in itself small. 
Yet Descartes himself played safe, projecting his man-machine into 
the realm of Utopia, an hypothesis in a merely postulated world. 
The concrete examples that grounded the hypothesis were confined 
to animals; indeed, the introduction of the Traité de lõhomme made it 
clear that the treatment of human anatomy in that work should be 
regarded as a conceptual experiment, a thought-game set in a 
universe that functioned partly, but only partly, like our own. The 
ôhumanõ creatures of this world would have bodies constructed on 
purely mechanical lines that enabled them to walk, eat, breathe and 
perform many of the activities proper to the men and women of 
our real world: 

 
Ces hommes seront composez, comme nous, dõvne Ame and 

dõvn Corps. Et il faut que ie vous décriue, premierement, le 

corps ¨ part ... Ie suppose que le Corps nõest autre chose 

quõvne statu± ou machine de terre ... dedans toutes les pieces 

qui sont requises pour faire quõelle marche, quõelle mange, 
quõelle respire, and enfin quõelle imite toutes celles de nos 

fonctions qui peuuent estre imaginées proceder de la matiere.12  

 

To lend plausibility to his postulate, Descartes referred to the 
advances of engineering and technology visible all around:  

Nous voyons des horloges, des fontaines artificielles, des 

moulins, and autres semblables machines, qui nõestant faites 

que par des hommes, ne laissent pas dõauoir la force de se 

mouuoir dõelles-mesmes ... les os, les nerfs, les muscles, les 

venes, les arteres, lõestomac, le f½oye, la rate, le cïur, le 
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cerueau ... du tout semblables aux parties de nostre Corps. 

(120)  
 

If artificial fountains, mills and clocks can move of their own 
accord, might one not infer that the inner mechanisms of man and 
machine are similar? Might one not conceive a new type of 
òhumanó construct whose bones, nerves, muscles and veins are 
modeled on the rods and gears of some technical device and yet in 
their function within the body resemble their natural analogues 
down to the last detail? It is a thought that Descartes would take up 
again and affirm in his Discours de la méthode: 
 

combien de diuers automates, ou machines mouuantes, 

lõindustrie des hommes peut faire, sans y employer que fort 

peu de pieces, a comparaison de la grande multitude des os, 

des muscles, des nerfs, des arteres, des venes, and de toutes les 
autres parties, qui sont dans le cors de chaque animal, 

consideront ce cors comme vne machine.13 

 

 The hypothesis was all well and good, but what, in the current 
state of technology almost half a century before Huygens, could 
animate such a compositum? What tertium comparationis could be 
adduced to link body and machine? For Descartes, hydraulic power 
and engineering was the only option: 
 

veritablement lõon peut fort bien comparer les nerfs de la 

machine que ie vous décrits, aux tuyaux des machines de ces 

fontaines; ses muscles and ses tendons, aux autres diuers 

engins and ressort qui seruent à les mouuoir; ses esprits 

animaux, ¨ lõeau qui les remu±, dont le cïur est la source, and 

les concauitez du cerueau sont les regars. (Traité 130f.)14 
 

Once again (remembering Galen and Leonardo) the model has 
recourse to fine particlesñhere the esprits animauxñflowing 
through the veins and driving the entire physiological system, just 
as the force of water conducted through various pipes and nozzles 
created the phenomena of grotto and garden, the òvirtualó world of 
playthings, melodies and even rudimentary human words that so 
fascinated Descartes and his contemporaries:  

Or, à mesure que ces esprits entrent ainsi dans les concauitez 

du cerueau, ils passent de là dans les pores de la substance, and 

de ces pores dans les nerfs; o½ selon quõils entrent, ou mesme 

seulement quõils tendent ¨ entrer, plus ou moins dans les vns 
que dans les autres, il ont la force de changer la figure des 
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muscles en qui ces nerfs sont inserez, and par ce moyen de 

faire mouuoir tous les membres. Ainsi que vous pouuez auoir 
vue, dans les grottes and les fontaines qui sont aux jardins de 

nos Roys, que la seule force dont lõeau se meut en sortant de la 

source, est suffisante pour y mouuoir diuerses machines, and 

mesme pour les y faire ioüer de quelques instrumens, ou 

prononcer quelques paroles, selon la diuerse disposition des 

tuyaux qui la conduisent. (130)  
 

From the complex capabilities of these machines, which remained 
relatively simple constructs when compared with the demands of 
mechanical animals, let alone humans, Descartes concluded that all 
organic functions, or at least those concerned with locomotion and 
digestion, could ultimately be explained and imitated at the purely 
mechanical level. 
 The analogy, so far as it went, was complete; and Descartes 
admitted that in real terms it went no further. For man requires not 
only a body but a soul: òDieux vnira vne Ame Raisonnable  ¨ cette 
machine  (143)ó [God joined a rational soul to this machine]. This 
was not, however, the case with animals; so for reasons of received 
metaphysics Descartes restricted his body = machine analogy to the 
animal kingdom. The mere trick of imitating speech, for example, 
did not prove an ability to feel or think; otherwise parrots must be 
regarded as among the most intelligent of living creatures: 

les pies and les perroquets peuuent proferer des paroles ainsi 

que nous ... on ne doit pas confondre les paroles auec le 

mouuemens naturels, qui tesmoignent les passions, and 

peuuent estre imitez par des machines aussy bien que par les 

animaux. (Discours 57ff)  
 

Descartes uses the same argument to counter the thesis that a well-
trained monkeyñand a fortiori his merely mechanical monkeyñwas 
almost human. For whatever skills it possessed, the monkey (or 
monkey-machine) was still òdumb,ó that is lacking human 
consciousness and reason: 
 

Et ie mõestois icy particulierement arest® a faire voir que, sõil y 
auoit de telles machines, qui eussent les organes and la figure 

dõvn singe, ou de quelque autre animal sans raison, nous 

nõaurions aucun moyen pour reconnoistre quõelles ne seroient 

pas en tout de mesme nature que ces animaux ... le premier est 

que iamais en les composant, comme nous faisons pour 

declarer aux autres nos pensées. Car on peut bien conceuoir 
quõvne machine soit tellement faite quõelle profere des paroles, 



The Mechanical-Human Metaphor 57  

 

57 

 

and mesme quõelle en profere quelques vnes a propos des 

actions corporelles qui causeront quelque changement en ses 
organes: comme, si on la touche en quelque endroit, quõelle 

demande ce quõon luy veut dire; si en vn autre, quõelle crie 

quõon luy fait mal, and choses semblables; mais non pas quõelle 

les arrenge diuersement, pour repondre au sens de tout ce qui 

se dira en sa presence, ainsi que les hommes les plus hebetez 

peuuent faire. (56ff)  
 

For the animal-machine was incapable of learning anything beyond 
the program instilled into it; unlike the human, of whatever 
education, it could not cope with what it did not know. In fact it 
did not òknowó in the true sense at all, but acted solely in 
accordance with the predisposition of its òorgansó or parts: 

Et le second est que, ou peutestre mieux quõaucun de nous, 

elles manqueroient infalliblement en quelques autres, par 

lesquelles on découuriroit quõelles nõagiroient pas par 
connoissance, mais seulement par la disposition de leurs 

organes. Car, au lieu que la raison est vn instrument vniuersel, 

... vient quõil est moralement impossible quõil y en ait assez de 

diuers en vne machine, pour la faire agir en toutes les 

occurrences de la vie, de mesme façon que nostre raison nous 

fait agir. (57)  

 

The remark strikes to the heart of a problem that our most 
advanced robot technology is still powerless to solve, and led 
Descartes to the conclusion that machines, far from being 
autonomous entities, have only one real purpose: to help human 
beings master specific situations, like the clock, which counts the 
hours for us: òvn horologe, qui nõest compos® que de rou±s and de 
ressors, peut conter les heures, & mesurer le tems, plus iustement 
que nous auec toute nostre prudence (58)ó [a clock, composed of 
nothing but wheels and springs, can count the hours and measure 
time more accurately than we can with all our wisdom]. 
 Descartesõ theses (of which only the Discours de la méthode rapidly 
became well known) met with mixed response. Diderotõs mocking 
dismissal of his arguments a hundred years later was, however, 
directed at an aspect we have not yet touched upon: the theory of 
the energizing and circulation of the blood that was central to 
Cartesian physics and physiology. For the heart was the motor 
Descartes had sought for his machine: rather than a pump, it was 
itself, he argued, an engine for producing warmth; and the warmth 
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so produced, transferred to the blood, supplied it with movement 
and energy: 
 

il y a toujours plus de chaleur dans le coeur quõen aucun autre 

endroit du corps; et enfin que cette chaleur est capable de faire 

que, sõil entre quelque goutte de sang en ses concavit®s, elle 
sõenfle promptement et se dilate, ainsi que font généralement 

toutes les liqueurs. (Discours 177)  

 

Only taken together, therefore, could heart and blood ensure the 
equitable distribution of warmth and energy throughout the body: 
 

selon que le sang change de nature, il peut être raréfié par la 

chaleur du coeur plus ou moins fort, et plus ou moins vite 

quõauparavan ... Et si on examine comment cette chaleur se 
communique aux autres membres, ne faut-il pas avouer que 

cõest par le moyen du sang, qui, passant par le coeur, sõy 

réchauffe, et se r®pand de l¨ par tout le corps? Dõo½ vient que 

si on ôte le sang de quelque partie, on en ôte par même moyen 

la chaleur; et encore que le coeur f¾t aussi ardent quõun fer 

embrasé, il ne suffiroit pas pour réchauffer les pieds et les 
mains tant quõil fait, sõil nõy envoyoit continuellement de 

nouveau sang. (Discours 181ff)  

 

And the conjunction of heart and blood at the same time explained 
why men and animals breathed: for as fire needs air to maintain 
itself in being, so does the heart need air to produce warmth. 
Descartes elaborated his analysis in some detail: 

Puis aussi on connoît de là que le vrai usage de la respiration 

est dõapporter assez dõair frais dans le poumon pour faire que 

le sang qui y vient de la concavité droite du coeur, où il a été 

rar®fi® et comme chang® en vapeurs, sõy ®paississe et 

convertisse en sang derechef, avant que de retomber dans la 

gauche, sans quoi il ne pourroit être propre à servir de 
nourriture au feu qui y est. (Discours 182)  

 

This was playing into the hands of any satirist equipped with a later 
knowledge of engineering. No wonder, therefore, that by the 
middle of the eighteenth century Dénis Diderot could remark that 
in Descartesõ view the steam engine would be a human being (or at 
the very least an animal). After all it possessed all the features 
demanded by that definition: it was a machine that breathed and 
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generated warmth sufficient for internal motion and external 
locomotion, and above all it made a lot of noise:  

Le jeu de cette machine est très-extraordinaire, & sõil falloit 

ajoûter foi au système de Descartes, qui regarde les machines 

comme des animaux, il faudroit convenir que lõhomme auroit 

imité de fort prés le Créateur, dans la construction de la 
pompe à feu, qui doit être aux yeux de tout cartésien 

cons®quent, une espece dõanimal vivant, aspirant, agissant, se 

mouvant de lui-m°me par le moyen de lõair, & tant quõil y a de 

la chaleur.15 

 

 One may well smile at all this huffing and puffing, which 
certainly hit the weak point in the Cartesian system. But it was a 
long time after Descartes before any real progress was made in the 
study of human anatomy. There were valuable individual insights, 
like Giovanni Alfonso Borelliõs discovery (in De motu animalium, 
written toward the end of the 1650s in Pisa and published 
posthumously in 1680) that human bone and muscle structure 
resembles a system of levers and springs: from the compactness, 
length, tension and positioning of a muscle in relation to the bone 
depend the force and variability of a limbõs movement. Nothing 
decisive happened either way, however, so far as the theory of the 
mechanical animal was concerned, until 1738, a century (almost to 
the year) after Descartesõ Discours, when Jacques de Vaucansonõs 
duck made its bow, inaugurating a new technological era that might 
justifiably be called the age of the androids. Invented by a 
watchmaker and driven solely by clockwork, the duck could move, 
consume and òdigestó food, and soon also utter some musical 
notes. Vaucansonõs workshop went on to produce musical androids 
whose performances, like that of the duck, staged first at court and 
then before the general public, excited great enthusiasm. The idea 
that the energy of a tensioned spring could harbour the mysterious 
force (forza) of life had already been mooted by Leonardo at the 
end of the 15th century,16 but it was Vaucanson who first 
demonstrated the practicabilityñand in doing so suggested some 
of the implicationsñof the project. The result was a twofold 
revolution. In the first place, it enabled huge technological 
advances, above all in the construction of androids, which soon 
became increasingly òhumanó in aspect and achievement; secondly 
it stimulated the conceptual model òman = machineó and its 
various counterparts in medical and philosophical research. Reading 
Albrecht von Hallerõs lectures on the human nervous system held 
before the Göttingen Scientific Association on 22 April and 6 May 
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1752 and published as De partibus corporis humani sensilibus et 
irritabilibus in 1753, one is struck by the fact that within a few years 
of Vaucansonõs inventions the term òhuman machine,ó or as Haller 
put it òbody-workshop,ó was taken for granted. Hallerõs  intention, 
he announced, was to speak òabout the parts of the human body 
that receive sensations and those that are thereby excited: a new 
system pertaining to the workshop of the human body will thus be 
demonstrated.ó17 
 The task (and risk) of describing this physiological workshop in 
detail had already been undertaken a few years previously by none 
other than Julien Offray de LaMettrie in his notorious tract 
LõHomme machine of 1748. LaMettrie felt himself destined to take 
this step, for as an experienced anatomist he possessed a great deal 
of empirical knowledge gained from the practice of dissection. Two 
aspects of his introduction are particularly interesting: that he 
assumes the man = machine equation as entirely natural, and that 
he dismisses the knowledge of the ògreat philosophersó as a priori 
and, as such, mere òvain opinionó: 
 

Lõhomme est une machine si compos®e, quõil est impossible de 

sõen faire dõabord une id®e claire, et cons®quemment de la 

d®finir. Cõest pourquoi toutes les recherches que les plus 
grands philosophes ont faites a priori, cõest-à-dire en voulant se 

servir en quelque sorte des ailes de lõesprit, ont été vaines. 

Ainsi ce nõest quõa posteriori, ou en chercant ¨ d®m°ler lõ©me 

comme au travers des organes du corps, quõon peut, je ne dis 

pas d®couvrir avec ®vidence la nature m°me de lõhomme, mais 

atteindre le plus grand degré de probabilité possible sur ce 
sujet. Prenons donc le b©ton de lõexp¯rience, et laissons ¨ 

lõhistoire de toutes les vaines opinions des philosophes.18 

 

Despite LaMettrieõs dismissal of all but a posteriori reasoning, one 
cannot avoid the impression that the detailed development of his 
argument owes more to the spirit of the age, in its admiration for 
the watchmakerõs skill, than to the evidence of the dissecting table. 
The mechanism of the clock seems to have provided the anatomist 
at least with the model that enabled him to order and systematize 
what he observed in the bodies lying open before him. LaMettrieõs 
explanations were nothing if not direct: òLe corps nõest quõune 
horologe (138)ó [The body is simply a clock]. It is a particularly 
complex and well constructed clock, but not in the final analysis all 
that different from the common timepiece: òJe ne me trompe 
point, le corps humain est un horloge, mais immense, et construit 
avec tant dõartifice et habilet® (143)ó [I am not deceived, the human 
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body is a clock, an immense clock, constructed with such artifice 
and skill]. The analogy was so compelling that LaMettrie could use 
it to explain properties that up till then had remained unsolved 
mysteries. How did the human body function as a perpetuum mobile? 
The answer was simple: òLe corps humain est une machine qui 
monte elle-même ses ressorts: vivante image du mouvement 
perpetual (100)ó [The human body is a machine that winds up its 
own springs, the living image of perpetual motion]. How could the 
body produce the force required for every function and movement 
without ever seeming to exhaust itself? The answer was, again, òIf 
you see the body as a clock, you will recognize the oscillation of its 
fibers as analogous to that of a pendulumó: 
 

Cette oscillation naturelle ou propre à notre machine, et dont 

est douée chaque fibre et, pour ainsi dire, chaque élément 

fibreux, semblable ¨ celle dõune pendule, ne peut toujours 

sõexercer. Il faut la renouveler ¨ mesure quõelle se perd! lui 
donner des forces quand elle languit; lõaffaiblir, lorsquõelle est 

opprimée par un excès de force et de vigueur. Cõest en cela 

seul que la vraie médecine consiste. (138)  

 

To keep the pendulum moving, the human machine, of course, 
needed an external source of energy: this was, clearly, the 
consumption and digestion of food, which LaMettrie again 
described in detail in terms his governing model. Thus, step by 
step, LõHomme machine drew all the parts and functions, all the 
organs and motions of the human body into a single whole, a 
clockwork machine that nourished itself and moved autonomously: 
a machine that òlived.ó 
 It was precisely at this point that LaMettrie left Descartes 
behind. To the question, òWhere, then, is the soul?ó he replied 
categorically that no soul is required to explain the human body. 
Whether animal or man, the body is matter. Nothing less, but also 
nothing more: 
 

lõhomme nõest quõun animal, ou un assemblage de ressorts, qui 

tous se montent les uns par les autres, sons quõon puisse dire 

par quel point du cercle humain la Nature a commencé? si ces 

ressorts diff¯rent entre eux, ce nõest donc que par leur nature; 

et par cons®quent lõ©me nõest quõun principe du mouvement, 
ou une partie mat®rielle sensible du cerveau, quõon peut, sans 

craindre lõerreur, regarder comme un ressort principal de toute 

la machine, qui a une influence visible sur tous les autres, et 

même paraît avoir été fait le premier; en sorte que tous les 
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autres nõen seraient quõune ®manation, comme on le verra par 

quelques observations que je rapporterai et qui on été faites 
sur divers embryons. (138)  

 

The body is a system of springs of which the soul is the mainspring: 
a little later in the work the point is made in slightly different terms: 
òlõHomme est une Machine, et ... il nõy a dans tout lõUnivers quõune 
seule substance diversement modifi®e (151)ó [man is a machine, 
and...in all the universe there is but one substance, diversely 
modified].  
 For the uncompromising clarity and consistency with which he 
expounded his materialist vision LaMettrie was driven out of both 
his profession and his home. He found refuge in Berlin, at the 
court of Frederick the Great, where he died a few years later, 
reputedly from over indulgence in truffle pâtéñan ironic end for 
one who had ceaselessly championed the clockwork perfection of 
the digestive tract. 
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In early January 2006 I was in Tokyo, trying to buy a copy of the 
November 2005 issue of Yuriika [Eureka] with the title òBunkakei 
joshi kataroguó [Culture Girlsõ Catalogue].1 Since its establishment 
in 1956, Eureka has served as an influential literary magazine 
specialising in poetry and criticism. With a number of highly 
respected regular contributors, the magazine has introduced a range 
of literary and cultural theories to an educated general readership 
and provided a platform for new and established artists. The 
dominant areas of interest of this monthly magazine have been 
Euro-American and Japanese literature and related genres and 
themes, although other regions and cultures have occasionally been 
featured. The 1979 regular and supplementary issues, for example, 
feature Apollinaire, Kafka, Salinger, Dadaism, suicide, Inoue 
Hisashi (a contemporary Japanese novelist/playwright), maniérisme, 
theories on poetry, Latin American writers, fairy tales, Mallarmé, 
the poet Tanikawa Shuntarƅ, contemporary poetic experiments, 
and dreams. As the list also suggests, Eureka, like many other 
mainstream literary magazines in Japan, has been dominated by 
male writers and artists both as subjects and contributors.2 The 
òCulture Girlsõ Catalogueó issue was therefore seen as an 
exceptionñat least at the time. The title also suggests a 
postmodern, subcultural tone, which although not totally new, is 
certainly different from the magazineõs traditional emphasis on 
European decadent and Parnassian literature and art. None of the 
major bookstores had any remaining copies of the issue in question. 
There was nothing on the second-hand market, either. I found this 
extraordinary, and it brought home to me the extent of the rise of 
young women readers and writers in the traditionally male-centred 
literary genres represented by Eureka.  
 So it took me a while to get access to the òCulture Girlsó issue 
and to read its opening article by Takada Rieko, which bears the 
intriguing title: òKorerakin-teki kƅsatsu: Danshi-kei bunka no 
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suijaku to bunka-kei joshi no taitƅó [An Examination from the 
Cholera Bacteriaõs Viewpoint: The collapse of menõs culture and 
the rise of the culture girl].3 Takada is a scholar of German 
literature, with a special interest in the intellectual history of 
German studies in Japan. She is therefore more familiar with the 
declining Humanities tradition and the study of its canon of 
Goethe, Heine, Hesse, Kafka and Thomas Mann than she is with 
the new repertoire and vocabulary of contemporary òculture 
girlsóñ namely, megane-moe (girl/womenõs fetish for bespectacled 
boys/men),4 BL (Boysõ Love), fujoshi5 and yaoi (male homo-erotic 
fantasy in girlsõ and womenõs graphic and prose fiction),6 which are 
the purported subjects of the Eureka special feature.  
 Takadaõs position is an interesting one: despite her knowledge 
and experience as a German literature scholar, her gender makes 
her an outsider in a field of study that is perhaps more male-centred 
than in some other Humanities areas in Japan; on the other hand, 
this position has also given her both critical freedom and a subtle 
balance between objective observation and sympathetic viewing. 
She points out, for example, that many of the earlier male 
Humanities academics had intellectual and humanistic decency:  
 

Male scholars who were protected by the system had never 

been too arrogant or complacent to believe that culture 

belonged to them. In their stable establishment they continued 

to turn the eye of praise and appreciation towards the mass, 

the heretic, the rural, the native, the sub-culture, the Japanese, 

and the feminine. (Takada, òKorerakin-tekió 45)  

 
It is clear here that Takada is not naïvely admiring the open-
mindedness of the male scholars òwho were protected by the 
system.ó  
 Takada argues that this tradition of decency in academia and in 
print culture, of which Eureka is a prime example, is now terminally 
òill.ó As this claim comes from the author of Bungakubu o meguru 
yamai [Maladies Surrounding the Faculty of Arts, 2001] and 
Gurotesuku na kyƅyƅ [Grotesque Culture/Liberal Arts, 2005],7 neither 
the illness metaphor nor the cutting criticism of the Humanities is 
particularly surprising. In this Eureka article, however, the terminal 
illness is linked to the dramatic increase in the number of women 
and girls in Humanities. Of course Takada is by no means the first 
to make this connection. As these graphs clearly show, the trend of 
rapid increase in female student numbers started in the 1960s: 
(Figures 1 and 2).8  
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Figure 1. Male/female students continuing into tertiary education 
in Japan. Source: Inagaki Kyƅko, Jogakkƅ to jogakusei, 2007 

 
Figure 2. Male/female students ratio in Humanities in Japan. 
Source: Inagaki Kyƅko, Jogakkƅ to jogakusei, 2007 

 
The percentage of female student numbers continuing their study 
to tertiary level rose from only about 5% in 1960 to more than 30% 
in 1975 and about 50% in 2005. Even more stunning is the change 
in the ratio of male-female students studying in the Humanities. 

male 

female 
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While boys accounted for around two-thirds of the Arts enrolments 
in 1960, within a mere five years girls had claimed a 50% share, 
reaching 60% in 1975 and completely reversing the 1960 ratio by 
1990. Already in the early 1960s, renowned professors and 
journalists such as Teruoka Yasutaka (professor of classic Japanese 
literature at the prestigious Waseda University), Ikeda Yasaburƅ 
(professor of classic Japanese literature at the equally prestigious 
Keiƅ University), and Ƅya Sƅichi (a journalist) were warning that 
the increase in the number of girl students in university Humanities 
classes would have a negative impact on the future of Japan. They 
were worried that universities were turning into mere finishing 
schools for girl students who allegedly had no clear academic or 
social aspirations. Despite such blatantly discriminatory discourses 
and treatment, women have steadily increased in number not only 
as university Arts students but also as academics, though in the 
latter case the growth is much more modest. Japanese Bureau of 
Statistics figures (Figure 3)9 show that in 1998 10.2% of academics 
were women. In 2008 the figure had increased to 13%.  
 
Figure 3. 

increase of women academics 
source: Bureau of Statistics 

http://www.stat.go.jp/data/kagaku/pamphlet/s-04.htm

Number of women researchers

% of women researchers

1998 2000 2007

increase of women academics 
source: Bureau of Statistics 

http://www.stat.go.jp/data/kagaku/pamphlet/s-04.htm

These figures cover all Faculties; other statistics identify the 
Humanities (especially foreign languages) and Home Economics as 
those faculties that tend to have a higher proportion of women 
academics.  
 That Takadaõs position is completely different from that of the 
concerned professors and literati of the 1960s is obvious from the 
title of her essay: she compares herself, as a female Humanities 
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scholar in a declining field, to cholera bacteria. In the article she 
explains that this metaphor was inspired by something she once 
heard on the radioñ a scientist remarking that 
  

From the viewpoint of the cholera bacteria, the patientõs 

diarrhoea is nutritious food. The bacteria would rather 

continue to live comfortably in this paradise. It is not their 

wish to multiply so much that they kill the patient and hence 

stop the supply of diarrhoea. (Takada òKorerakin-teki 
kƅsatsu,ó 42)    

 
Scatology combined with cynicism? This cynicism, however, seems 
to be quite different from that identified by literary critic Tanaka 
Miyoko in some women writers in 1976:  
 

Cynicism deprives the self of creative power. It nevertheless 

induces a drug-like effect that gives the illusion of standing on 

top of the world by belittling and criticizing everything except 
the self. It is little wonder, then, that the gifted but powerless 

woman should jump at this.10  

 
Thirty years separate Tanaka Miyokoõs comments from Takadaõs. 
Tanaka, who is best known for her work on the two male literary 
giants, Mori Ƅgai and Mishima Yukio, must have witnessed and 
perhaps even experienced first hand ògifted but powerlessó women 
academics, writers, and critics impelled into cynicism. In fact, in the 
essay she explains that the topic was not of her own choice but was 
requested by the editor of the journal Kokubungaku kaishaku to 
kyƅzai no kenkyƝ [Japanese Literature: interpretation and teaching 
material], which commissioned her to contribute this essay. The 
current situation is different: the canon and the intellectual 
patriarchy represented by Ƅgai, Mishima, and the òdecentó 
humanists are on the verge of extinction, according to Takada. 
Takada further comments that it is sheer masochism on the part of 
Eureka to produce an issue featuring òculture girls.ó Masochistic or 
not, the special feature opens with this very article by Takada Rieko 
and sold unusually well. The commercial success of the issue seems 
to have had a great impact upon the themes and marketing 
strategies of the magazine.11 In other words, it seems that the 
declining Humanities and their products such as Eureka cannot but 
depend heavily on the òculture girlsó as writers and readers.  
 It is wrong, however, to regard Takadaõs article as a simple 
announcement of the decline of the Humanities, liberal arts, and 
literature on the one hand and the rise of BL, yaoi, bishƅnen and 
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such on the other, or as a lament or indeed a celebration of the 
change. She points out that for decades the real hardcore òculture 
girlsó supported both the masculine (male-dominated) Humanities 
tradition and its male leaders (i.e. writers, critics, artists). Citing 
three Japanese women writers once married to their renowned 
writer/intellectual partners,12 Takada remarks that òto these ôculture 
girlsõ of the past, ôcultureõ manifested itself in the form of a living, 
and preferably good-looking, manó (50).      
 I want to draw special attention to the last part of this quotation, 
òpreferably good-looking.ó The specific Japanese term Takada uses 
here for ògood-lookingó is bibƅ but elsewhere in the essay the term 
bishƅnen is also used either in a quotation or in Takadaõs own 
comment. Needless to say, my point is not whether any of the 
intellectuals considered here looks handsome to us (as their 
partners believed), but rather to link Takadaõs observation to the 
strong cultural tradition in Japan of women, both young and old, 
admiring physical beauty in boys and men. While this tradition may 
well go as far back as The Tale of Genji or even to Himiko and 
mythology, my interest here is in a specific kind of womenõs fetish 
for visually-appealing male intellectuals and artists from 1950s 
onwards. I would argue that this aestheticisation of men by women 
forms an important core of the culture-girlsõ culture both in its 
popular forms and highbrow forms. 
 One of the key figures in womenõs appreciation of menõs and 
boysõ beauty is author Mori Mari (1903ð87), who published photo 
essays in the womenõs monthly magazine Misesu [Mrs] in 1964, 
1967, and 1968.13  
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Figure 4. 

Mori ŋgai (literature)Fujiwara Yoshie(opera)Okamoto TarŌ(modern art)Dec

TaihŌ(sumŌ)TakemitsuTŌru (composer)Nakamura Ganôemon(kabuki)Nov

TatekawaDanshi(rakugo)Nakanishi GodŌ(writer)Dan Ikuma(composer)Oct

Kita Morio (writer, psychiatrist)TaniuchiRokurŌ(artist)SanôyŪtei EnshŌ(rakugo)Sept

Charles Aznavour(singer)Yoshiyuki Junnosuke(writer)Ozawa Seiji (conductor)Aug

Nakayama Tsuneaki(clinical medicine)Ozawa ShŌichi (entertainer)Okamoto Kihachi (film director)July

Mishima Yukio Takada Eiichi (zoologist)Uno JŪkichi (theatre)June

Mizuno Nario (business)Masuda KŌzŌ(shŌgi chess player)Fukuda Tsuneari(literature)May

Hagiwara Sakumi(film, writer)TataraJun (actor)NakadaiTatsuya (theatre)Apr

EnomotoKenôichi (entertainer)ModegiShingo (chef)MizuharaShigeru (baseball)Mar

Ishida Reisuke(railway)Ikeda Masuo(art)Matsumoto KŌshirŌ(kabuki)Feb

FujiyamaAiichirŌ(politician)Fukazawa ShichirŌ(literature)Mishima Yukio (literature)Jan

ñWatashi no bidanshi

ronò(on handsome men)

1968

ñIshoku no geijutsuka-

tachiò(unique artists)

1967

ñWatashi no jinbutsu

sukecchiò(character 

sketches) 1964

month

Mori Mariôs sketches of ñbeautiful menòfor 

the magazine Misesu (Mrs)

Mori was the pioneer of subjective òaesthetificationó of male artists 
and intellectuals. Of course, before Mori Mari there was poet 
Yosano Akiko (1878ð1942), who found the famous statue of 
Buddha in Kamakura òhandsome,ó and a thousand years earlier 
Murasaki Shikibu created the most beautiful man of the 
millennium, the Shining Prince Genji. But it was Mori Mari who 
most powerfully explored innovative ways of appreciating visual 
appeal of men and boys. It is important to note that this pleasure is 
not normally linked to heterosexual desire but is, so to speak, 
metaphysically romantic. Furthermore, Mori Mari found ways to 
use her impressions of menõs physical beauty not only in essays but 
also in her fictionñregardless of their relevance, appropriateness or 
authenticity. For instance, she claims to have used a photograph of 
Jean-Claude Bryali and Alain Delon that she found in a film 
magazine or somewhere as the basis for her homosexual love 
stories such as òKoibito-tachi no morió [Loversõ forest, 1961] and 
òKareha no nedokoó [The Bed of Fallen Leaves, 1962].14 These 
novellas, which have long been neglected or dismissed merely as 
strange texts created by an eccentric old woman, are now regarded 
as pioneering works with yaoi and BL themes. In other words, the 
significance of Mori Mari and her unique literary representations of 
beautiful men and boys are for the first time widely recognised by 
contemporary culture girls. Even more surprising than the episode 
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about the Delon/Bryali photograph is that Moira, the ògirl fataleó 
heroine of Mori Mariõs novel Amai mitsu no heya [The sweet honey 
room, 1975],15 is said to have been inspired by a photo of the 
young Peter OõToole. Moriõs subjectivity is an important part of her 
power; or, rather, the beauty is not only in the eye of the beholder 
but in the pen of Mori Mari. Neither she nor her reader has the 
slightest concern about the lack of actuality or objectivity in these 
comments that link the actual film stars to completely fictional 
characters of different ages, sexes and nationalities.  
 The uniqueness of Mori Mariõs taste in male beauty is evident in 
this recent (February 2008) poll of the most beautiful men of the 
Shƅwa era (1926ð1989), conducted by the popular magazine Bungei 
shunjƝ.  
Figure 5. 

BungeishunjŪ(Feb 2008) ReadersôChoice: The Most 

Beautiful Men of ShŌwa 1926-89

257155068077(total votes)

5223751948-singer, actorSawada Kenji18

331651981878-1967politicianYoshida Shigeru12

351641991924-87actor (film)TsurutaKŌji11

382212591936-baseball playerNagashimaShigeo10

1131482611926-64actor (film)Sata Keiji9

402302701920-97actor (film)Mifune ToshirŌ8

991972961931-actor (film)TakakuraKen7

1561833391902-85political/business leaderShirasuJirŌ6

962463451937-actor (film)Kayama YŪzŌ5

1392283671931-69actor (kabuki, film)Ichikawa RaizŌ4

1813775581934-87actor (film, TV)Ishihara YŪjirŌ3

1774185951909-91actor (film)UeharaKen2

32688812141908-84actor (kabuki, film)Hasegawa Kazuo1

FMTotalDates

 
Despite the overlap in the time period, there is no overlap between 
Moriõs list of beautiful men and this one. This must be at least 
partly because the readership of Bungei shunjƝ consists mainly of 
middle-aged and mature men. In a sense it is surprising that this 
magazine, which is much more masculinist than Eureka, would 
have run a feature like this at all. About one-third of the 8077 votes 
in the poll for the most beautiful Shƅwa man were cast by women, 
but one would assume that the average age of these women would 
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be higher than that of the women readers of Eureka. It is also 
interesting to compare the differences in rankings by male and 
female voters.  
 
Figure 6. 

Womenôs choice (left) and menôs (right)

1. Hasegawa Kazuo

2. Ishihara Y jir

3. Uehara Ken

4. Shirasu Jir

5. Ichikawa Raiz

6. Sata Keiji

7. Takakura Ken

8. Kayama Y z

9. Sawada Kenji

10. Mifune Toshir

1. Hasegawa Kazuo

2. Uehara Ken

3. Ishihara Y jir

4. Kayama Y z

5. Mifune Toshir

6. Ichikawa Raiz

7. Nagashima Shigeo

8. Takakura Ken

9. Shirasu Jir

10.Yoshida Shigeru

Take, for example, Shirasu Jirƅ (1902ð1985), the Cambridge-
educated dandy and political and business leader who played a 
crucial role after Japanõs surrender. He appears at No. 4 on the 
womenõs list and No. 9 on the menõs. Although a generation older 
than the three couples cited by Takada Rieko, Shirasu Jirƅ and 
Shirasu Masako (1910ð98) were certainly a celebrity couple. We 
might also note that Masako is known for her books on aesthetics, 
especially androgynous beauty in the visual and performing arts and 
literature, ranging from noh plays to Virginia Woolfõs Orlando.16 In 
her autobiography she writes that when she was eighteen she 
instantly fell in love with Jirƅ, whom she thought not breathtakingly 
handsome but attractive with his Western manners and unusual 
height.17 Even though Masako considered that he was not 
particularly beautiful, he seems to have been generally recognised as 
a visually exceptional figure.  
 In February 2008, the same month that the Bungei shunjƝ poll of 
the most beautiful Shƅwa men was published, the all-women 
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Takarazuka theatre opened a musical play on the òSamurai 
Gentlemanó Shirasu Jirƅ.18 In this musical both the Japanese couple 
and Douglas MacArthur(!) are visually enhanced. It is intriguing 
that a young, tall, slim, and beautiful otoko-yaku (male-role specialist) 
star plays General MacArthur, conveying a stunningly different 
impression from the historical portrait that highlights the victorious 
MacArthurõs masculinity in contrast to the defeated emperor 
Hirohito who is pictured beside to him. It would be interesting to 
see whether this òSamurai Gentlemanó musical has transnational 
appeal. 
 In the last fifty years or so, girls and women have steadily 
expanded their territory by infiltrating traditionally male-centred 
Humanities departments in academia and by influencing a change 
in the content of leading literary publications and cultural 
productions. Takada Riekoõs cynical analogy between the rise of 
women and the multiplication of cholera bacteria killing the 
diseased body of the Humanities and thereby eventually stopping 
the supply of nutritious diarrhoea may offend some readers. 
Needless to say, illness and corporeality have frequently been used 
as metaphor within the Humanities tradition. Takadaõs analogy 
offers some new perspectives and raises questions for further 
discussion. The bacteria is aware that unless the failing Humanities 
body maintains life and keeps its supply of nutritious diarrhoea, its 
(her) own life will be at stake. This ambiguous position makes it 
possible for the bacteria to take a sympathetic, though detached, 
view of the dying body. It can imagine, for example, the 
embarrassment of the former partners of the òculture girló writers. 
In this sense the bacteria not only multiply but represent multiple 
viewpoints. Takada also cites an example from Kanai Miekoõs novel 
Renõai taiheiki [The Chronicle of Love, 1995], in which the 
protagonist Asako is disillusioned with her artist husband. When 
she decides to leave him after seven years, she tells him that: 
 

òI respected youñyes, I learned a lot about art history and its 

discourse, as well as trends in contemporary art. Without you I 

wouldnõt have known all these thingsñ actually, it was a lot 

more than that; I was completely infatuated with you. For a 

long time I thought compared with you I was an unimportant 

artist and that I was incredibly lucky to be able to live with you 

and make love with you.ó (cited in Takada, òKorerakin-teki 

kƅsatsuó 51ð52)   
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No matter how disillusioned and depressed Asako may be, there 
still is an empowering aspect here: she is liberated from her own 
infatuation. She no longer sees herself as a lucky appendage to her 
artist husband; on the contrary, she sees through his charlatanism 
and pursues her own art and personal life. In other words, Tanaka 
Miyoko was wrong to suggest that cynicism and disillusionment 
cannot be used in a work of art or fiction. However, there are much 
jollier ways for women to deal with the beautiful men in the 
Humanities, art and culture. In this paper I have mentioned only a 
few examplesñMori Mariõs essays on beauty in men, Shirasu 
Masakoõs pursuit of androgynous beauty, and the Takarazuka 
version of Shirasu Jirƅñ but there are numerous others, including 
some really innovative, amusing and insightful ones, and some that 
are inspired by Mori Mari, Shirasu Masako and other pioneering 
women. These I hope to discuss some other time.   
 
NOTES 

                                                 
1  Yuriika 37.12 (November 2005). The term joshi, when used in the 
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advertisement of a book entitled Megane danshi [Boys with Glasses].  
5  The term fujoshi [lit. rotten girl] is coined by replacing the 

Chinese character fu for woman in the word [women & 

children] with a homophonic character for decay ; it is a term used, 
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BL and yaoi. 
6  For a discussion of some of these terms see paragraph 37 of 
Aoyama, òEureka Discovers.ó  
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Tokyo: Chikuma Shobƅ, Chikuma bunko, 2006) and Takada Rieko, 
Gurotesuku na kyƅyƅ (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobƅ, Chikuma shinsho, 
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Barbara Hartley as òNarcissism, Cynicism, and the Writing of 

Women,ó in Rebecca L. Copeland, Woman Critiqued: Translated Essays 

on Japanese Womenõs Writing (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 

2006), 100. 
11  See the above-mentioned table in Aoyama, òEureka Discovers.ó 
12  The three women writers are Yagawa Sumiko, Meiƅ Masako and 

Takahashi Takako, and their respective (ex-)partners are Shibusawa 

Tatsuhiko, Karatani Kƅjin, and Takahashi Kazumi.  
13  These are published with Ƅkura Shunjiõs photographs in Mori Mari, 

Watashi no binanshi ron, which is also given the French title Portraits des 

hommes superbes (Tokyo: Chikuma Shobƅ, 1995). 
14  For a discussion of these stories, see Tomoko Aoyama, òMale 

Homosexuality as Treated by Japanese Women Writers,ó in 

Modernization and Beyond: The Japanese Trajectory, ed. Gavan McCormack 
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in 1940. Since its earliest days it has been an extremely popular all-

women revue theatre with generations of devoted women fans.  
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Few topics in literary criticism have received as much attention as 
Hamletõs irresolution, but relatively little has been written about the 
irresolution of other Elizabethan revengers. Irresolution is, in fact, 
a common motif in Elizabethan revenge tragedy. The motif is 
particularly conspicuous in Thomas Kydõs play, The Spanish Tragedy: 
Kydõs revenger, Hieronimo, doubts, delays and vacillates, before 
finally enacting his revenge at the end of the play.1 The motif of 
irresolution is also prominent in classical revenge drama, especially 
in the tragedies of Seneca. Senecan revengers, like their Elizabethan 
counterparts, are beset by irresolution. They waver and delay; and, 
in lengthy soliloquies, they exhort themselves to overcome 
irresolution.  
 The revengersõ self-exhortations are the focus of this paper: I 
compare, in particular, the Elizabethan soliloquies to those of 
Seneca. The self-exhortations in The Spanish Tragedy, I shall argue, 
draw upon Senecaõs copious rhetorical style, and, more specifically, 
upon a set of rhetorical figures that characterize Senecaõs self-
exhortations. Similar rhetorical structures reappear in the self-
exhortations of Hamlet. But in contrast to the earlier revenge 
tragedies, Hamletõs speeches display a self-consciousness about the 
rhetoric of self-exhortation; and they gesture towards a criticism of 
the copious rhetorical style. In Hamlet, we can discern a reaction 
against Senecan rhetoric.  
 In Senecaõs play Thyestes, the king of Argos, Atreus, seeks revenge 
against Thyestes, his brother. Thyestes stole his throne and seduced 
his wife. Atreusõs opening speech in the play is a self-exhortationñ
he exhorts himself to bloody revenge:2 
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Ignave, iners, enervis et (quod maximum 

probrum tyranno rebus in summis reor) 

inulte, post tot scelera, post fratris dolos 
fasque omne ruptum questibus vanis agis 

iratus Atreus? fremere iam totus tuis 

debebat armis orbis, et geminum mare 

utrimque classes agere; iam flammis agros 

lucere et urbes decuit, ac strictum undique 

micare ferrum. tota sub nostro sonet 

Argolica tellus equite; non silvae tegant 

hostem nec altis montium structae iugis 

arces. relictis bellicum totus canat 

populus Mycenis. quisquis invisum caput 

tegit ac tuetur, clade funesta occidat. 

haec ipsa pollens incliti Pelopis domus 
ruat vel in me, dummodo in fratrem ruat. 

Age, anime, fac quod nulla posteritas probet, 

sed nulla taceat. aliquid audendum est nefas 

atrox, cruentum, tale quod frater meus 

suum esse mallet. Scelera non ulcisceris, 

nisi vincis.     (2. 176-196) 
 

[Inactive, inert, enervated and (what I deem,  

in great affairs, the worst reproach for a king) 

unavenged, after so many crimes, after the treachery of a 

brother 

and the rupture of every principle, do you now act with empty 
complaints, 

raging Atreus? Now the whole world should ring  

with your arms, and on both coasts 

fleets should churn up the two seas; now towns and fields 

should blaze in flames, and everywhere 

the drawn sword glitter. Let the whole Argive land  
resound under my cavalry; let no forests conceal  

the enemy, nor fortresses built on high mountain ridges.  

The whole population, having left Mycenae, 

should trumpet war. May anyone who hides and protects  

that hated man die in violent slaughter.  

Let this, the mighty house of famous Pelops itself,  
fall even on me, as long as it falls on my brother.  

Come, my spirit, do what no future era will approve,  

but none will pass over in silence. I must venture some crime,  

horrific, bloody, of the kind my brother 

would prefer to be his. You do not avenge crimes  

unless you exceed them.]    
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This soliloquy is not the only self-exhortation in Thyestes: Atreus 
exhorts himself again later in the same Act. In fact, Senecaõs 
tragedies abound in extravagant self-exhortations. His other 
revenge tragedy, Medea, features self-exhortations in all five Acts. 
The contrast to classical Greek tragedy is striking: the self-
exhortations of Greek revengers are rare and comparatively brief.  
 What accounts for the prominence of self-exhortation in 
Senecaõs tragedies? Part of the answer, it seems to me, is Senecaõs 
preoccupation with Stoic practices of self-examination and self-
transformation. Over the past decade, commentators have 
emphasized the importance of self-transformation in Senecaõs 
philosophical writing, prompted in large part by Foucaultõs 
treatment of the topic.3 I do not have space in this paper, however, 
to explore the connection between self-exhortation and Stoic self-
transformation. Instead, I focus on a second important context for 
Senecan self-exhortationsñthe declamatory practices of Senecaõs 
Rome. In first-century Rome, the art of declamation had become 
an end-in-itself, detached from its practical function in law courts 
and government. Trained declaimers would perform òdisplayó 
declamations in schools and civic halls, which became a form of 
entertainment. Seneca had considerable exposure to these 
declamatory practices; indeed, much of our knowledge of Roman 
declamation comes from treatises written by Senecaõs father, Seneca 
the Elder.   
 Roman declamation is in large part responsible Senecaõs 
distinctive style: he exploited the rhetorical forms of declamation to 
create a new kind of drama. One reason for the prominence of self-
exhortation in Senecaõs drama, it seems to me, is that the soliloquies 
of self-exhortation provide a particularly good opportunity to 
deploy the resources of rhetoric. A self-exhortation represents an 
attempt by the speaker to influence herself. While rhetoric is 
typically defined as the art of influencing others, speakers may use 
the techniques of rhetoric reflexivelyñto influence themselves. The 
self-exhortations in Senecaõs tragedies provided him with an 
opportunity to deploy such reflexive rhetorical devices. 
 There are four rhetorical forms that are especially characteristic 
of Senecaõs self-exhortations. The first, called òself-apostrophe,ó is 
where a speaker addresses herself, or addresses her mind, spirit, 
hand and so forth. Atreusõs speech includes several examples: he 
addresses himself as òAtreusó; and then again, towards the end of 
the speech, he apostrophises his spirit. The second rhetorical form, 
òepiplexis,ó is the use of rhetorical questions to chide. Atreus uses 
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epiplexis to castigate himself for delaying the revenge: òdo you now 
act with empty complaints, raging Atreus?ó The third form is self-
command. Towards the end of the speech, Atreus commands 
himself òCome, my spirit, do what no future era will approve, but 
none will pass over in silence.ó Finally, Senecan self-exhortations 
characteristically use the rhetorical figure of hyperbole. Throughout 
the speech, Atreus uses hyperbole liberally. He asserts that the 
òwhole worldó should ring with his arms; that the òwhole Argive 
landó should resound under his cavalry; that fields and cities should 
be ablaze; that no future era should forget his action. The speech 
displays a number of other rhetorical forms, such as parison, 
antithesis, and sententiae; but I shall concentrate on the four that 
are particularly characteristic of Senecan self-exhortation.  
 As noted above, the extravagant self-exhortations in Senecaõs 
tragedies can be contrasted to the relatively brief and rare self-
exhortations of Greek drama. And in the drama of Elizabethan 
England, the self-exhortations resembled those of Seneca rather 
than those of the Greek dramatists. This resemblance reflects the 
prominence of rhetoric in the two societies: in Elizabethan 
England, as in Senecaõs Rome, formal rhetoric occupied a central 
position in social and literary discourse.4 The Elizabethan 
dramatists saw self-exhortations as an opportunity to deploy the 
full range of reflexive rhetorical forms. One such dramatist was 
Thomas Kyd.  
 Kydõs play The Spanish Tragedy was a great success with 
Elizabethan audiences: records show that it was the third most 
popular play between 1592 and 1599.5 The protagonist in the play, 
Hieronimo, seeks revenge for the murder of his son. But like 
Senecaõs revengers, he vacillates; and in lengthy soliloquies he 
exhorts himself to overcome his irresolution. The following 
soliloquy is prompted by Hieronimoõs encounter with another 
grieving father.6  
 

See, see, O see thy shame, Hieronimo, 

See here a loving father to his son! 

Behold the sorrows and the sad laments 

That he delivereth for his sonõs decease! 

If loveõs effects so strives in lesser things, 

If love enforce such moods in meaner wits,  

If love express such power in poor estates: 

Hieronimo, when as a raging sea 

Tossõd with the wind and tied, oõerturneth then, 
The upper billowsõs course of waves to keep, 

While lesser waters labour in the deep: 
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Then shamõst thou not, Hieronimo, to neglect 

The sweet revenge of thy Horatio? 
Though on this earth justice will not be found, 

Iõll down to hell, and in this passion 

Knock at the dismal gates of Plutoõs court, 

Getting by force, as once Alcides did, 

A troop of furies and tormenting hags 

To torture Don Lorenzo and the rest.  
      (3.13.95ð113) 

  
We know that Kyd read Senecaõs playsñin fact, The Spanish Tragedy 
includes lines of Latin lifted from Seneca. Hieronimoõs self-
exhortation was clearly influenced by Senecaõs tragedies. The 
speech contains all four rhetorical forms that characterize Senecan 
self-exhortations. Self-apostrophe is freely used: in the opening line, 
Hieronimo addresses himself by name; and later he apostrophises 
himself several times. Hieronimo also uses epiplexis: he chides 
himself with the rhetorical question òThen shamõst thou not, 
Hieronimo, to neglect/ The sweet revenge of thy Horatio?ó The 
speech also includes self-commands: it opens with Hieronimo 
commanding himself to observe the grief of the other father. And 
finally, at the culmination of the self-exhortation, Hieronimo uses 
hyperbole: he issues hyperbolic threats, vowing to pursue his 
revenge even to hell. 
 There is also a parallel between the overall movement of 
Hieronimoõs speech and Atreusõs. As Hieronimoõs speech 
progresses, its intensity rises. It opens with Hieronimo castigating 
himself. The self-castigation goads Hieronimoõs anger; and his 
accumulating rage finds expression in hyperbolic threats. Atreusõs 
self-exhortation displays a similar movement: the intensity rises 
with the ascent from self-castigation to hyperbolic threats. 
 The Spanish Tragedy was probably written in the late 1580s, at 
about the same time as Christopher Marloweõs Tamburlaine and 
George Peeleõs The Battle of Alcazar.7 In all three plays, the copious 
rhetorical style is on display, characterized by a liberal use of 
rhetorical figures and tropesñespecially amplification and 
hyperbole. Hieronimoõs self-exhortation is a paradigm example of 
the hyperbolic, copious style. And a similar hyperbolic self-
exhortation appears in the The Battle of Alcazar.8  
 

    Mount me I will 

But may I never pass the river till I be 

Revenged upon thy soul accursed Abdelmelec, 

If not on earth, yet when we meet in hell, 
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Before grim Minos, Rodamant, and Eocus, 

The combat will I crave upon thy ghost, 
And drag thee through the loathsome pools 

Of Lethes, Styx, and fiery Phlegiton.  

     (5.1.1293ð1300) 

 
While this self-exhortation is shorter than Hieronimoõs, and does 
not deploy the full range of rhetorical forms, it uses a strikingly 
similar figure of hyperbole. Like Hieronimo, Peeleõs revenger vows 
to pursue his vengeance even to hell. 
 Such hyperbolic òbraggingó is characteristic of the copious 
rhetorical style. Thus in his well-known criticism of the copious 
style, Thomas Nashe reproaches those tragedians who òthink to 
out-brave better pens with the swelling bombast of bragging blank 
verse.ó9 Nasheõs criticism was written in 1589, which suggests that 
the reaction against the copious style began soon after the 
appearance of Tamburlaine, The Spanish Tragedy and The Battle of 
Alcazar. And a decade later, the reaction persisted: for example, the 
copious rhetoric of the three plays is parodied by John Marston in 
Antonio and Mellida and Ben Jonson in his Poetaster.10 
 After this reaction against the copious style, what became of 
Senecan self-exhortation? It survived intact in those plays that are 
patently imitative, such as Ben Jonsonõs Roman tragedies, and the 
Senecan closet dramas of Fulke Greville.11 But in other plays, such 
as Hamlet, the Senecan self-exhortation undergoes a transmutation. 
While Shakespeare draws on the rhetorical structures of earlier self-
exhortations, he also distances himself from them.   
 Like Atreus and Hieronimo, Hamlet exhorts himself to 
overcome irresolution. The irresolution of Hamlet should not be 
interpreted as an idiosyncratic character trait; rather, it draws on a 
motif of revenge tragedy. The irresolution of Hamlet refers back to 
Hieronimoõs irresolution, which, in turn, refers back to the 
irresolution of Senecaõs revengers. This connection between Hamlet 
and The Spanish Tragedy is particularly apparent in the structure of 
Hamletõs self-exhortations. 
 Hamlet exhorts himself in two lengthy soliloquies, the first of 
which is provoked by the playerõs speech on the death of Priam. 
This self-exhortation has a similar architecture to Hieronimoõs self-
exhortation; and I shall draw attention, in particular, to three points 
of similarity. First, Hieronimoõs speech is prompted by an 
encounter with a display of passion: he is driven to exhort himself 
when he meets another grieving father. Similarly, Hamletõs self-
exhortation is provoked by the spectacle of a passionate speech. 
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Second, Hieronimoõs speech is constructed around an antithesis: 
Hieronimo contrasts his own deficit of passion to the intense grief 
of the other father. Hamletõs soliloquy is structured around a similar 
antithesisñan antithesis between his own lack of passion and the 
display of passion by the player. Hamlet sees the playerõs òvisage 
wanned, / Tears in his eyes, distraction in õs aspect,/ A broken 
voiceõ, while he himself ôcan say nothing.ó12 And, third, Hieronimo 
chides himself for having even more reason than the other father to 
feel such passion.13 Like Hieronimo, Hamlet castigates himself for 
having far greater reason than the player to display such passion: 
òWhat would he do/ Had he the motive and the cue for passion /  
That I have?ó14  
 The same pattern re-emerges in Hamletõs second self-
exhortation. The prompt for this self-exhortation is, again, a display 
of passionñin this case, a display of martial courage and honour. 
The Norwegian army is marching off to fight for òa little patch of 
groundó in Poland, where it will face òall that fortune, death, and 
danger dare, /  Even for an eggshell.ó15 Hamletõs self-exhortation is 
structured around an antithesis similar to Hieronimoõs: Hamletõs 
lack of passion is contrasted to the honour and passion of the 
Norwegian soldiers; and he goes on to castigate himself for having 
far greater reason than the army to be moved by honour: 
 

    Rightly to be great 

Is not to stir without great argument, 
But greatly to find quarrel in a straw 

When honourõs at the stake. How stand I, then, 

That have a father killed, a mother stained, 

Excitements of my reason and my blood, 

And let all sleep while, to my shame, I see 

The imminent death of twenty thousand men 
That, for a fantasy and trick of fame, 

Go to their graves like beds, fight for a plot 

Whereon the numbers cannot try the cause, 

Which is not tomb enough and continent 

To hide the slain. O, from this time forth 

My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth!  

     (Q2: 4.4.44ð57) 

 
Commentators have noted a close connection between Hamlet and 
The Spanish Tragedy, leading some to speculate on an Ur-Hamlet 
written by Kyd.16 The correspondence between the self-
exhortations is further confirmation of the connection between 
these two plays. 
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 In Hamlet, the self-exhortations display rhetorical forms that are 
characteristic of Senecan self-exhortation. Like Hieronimo and 
Atreus, Hamlet begins his self-exhortations on a note of self-
castigation. Thus, having encountered the Norwegian army, Hamlet 
chides himself using the rhetorical form of epiplexis: òHow stand I, 
then, / That have a father killed, a mother stained, / Excitements 
of my reason and my blood,/ And let all sleep.ó And again, like the 
speeches of Atreus and Hieronimo, this self-exhortation of Hamlet 
displays not only epiplexis but also self-command. Hamlet ends the 
speech with a command to himself: òfrom this time forth / my 
thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth.ó If we compare Hamletõs 
speech to those of Hieronimo and Atreus, the most striking 
absence is the figure of hyperbole. As noted above, the self-
exhortations of Hieronimo and Atreus rise in intensity as they 
modulate from self-castigation to hyperbolic threats. But Hamletõs 
self-exhortation fails to make that ascent; it remains at the level of 
self-castigation throughout. The absence of hyperbole is indicative 
of a movement away from the copious rhetorical style. 
 This reaction against rhetoric is even more striking in the self-
exhortation provoked by the playerõs speech. 
 

     Yet I, 

A dull and muddy-mettled rascal, peak 

Like John-a-dreams, unpregnant of my cause, 

And can say nothingñno, not for a king 

Upon whose property and most dear life 

A damned defeat was made. Am I a coward? 
Who calls me villain, breaks my pate across, 

Plucks off my beard and blows it in my face, 

Tweaks me by thõ nose, gives me the lie iõthõ throat 

As deep as to the lungs? Who does me this? 

Ha? Swounds, I should take it; for it cannot be 

But I am pigeon-livered and lack gall 
To make oppression bitter, or ere this 

I should õaõ fatted all the region kites 

With this slaveõs offal. Bloody, bawdy villain! 

Remorseless, treacherous, lecherous, kindless villain! 

O, vengeance!ñ 

Why, what an ass am I? Ay, sure, this is most brave, 
That I, the son of the dear murderèd 

Prompted to my revenge by heaven and hell,  

Must, like a whore, unpack my heart with words 

And fall a-cursing like a very drab, 

A scullion!   (2.2.568ð90) 
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 As in the speeches of Hieronimo and Atreus, the self-exhortation 
opens with self-castigation for inaction. There is a rise in intensity, a 
build-up of anger, as Hamlet begins his string of copious insults: 
òBloody, bawdy villain! Remorseless, treacherous, lecherous, 
kindless villain!ó When Hamlet then exclaims òO, vengeance!ó the 
audience is invited to expect a further ascent to hyperbolic 
threatsñthreats such as those issued in The Spanish Tragedy and The 
Battle of Alcazar. 
 Shakespeare defeats the audienceõs expectations. Rather than 
ascending to hyperbolic rhetoric, Hamlet suddenly deflates the 
rhetoric. òWhat an ass am I?ó he asks. Instead of bombastic threats, 
Hamlet offers an explicit criticism of such rhetoric. He reproaches 
his self-exhortation as mere òwords.ó Here Hamlet alludes to 
contemporary Elizabethan criticisms of rhetoricñcriticisms which 
inveigh against the use of superfluous words.17 Hamlet then 
deprecates the use of rhetoric as effeminate, as the ranting of a 
òwhore,ó a òdrab.ó Again, he is referring to Elizabethan criticisms 
of the copious style of rhetoric. As Patricia Parker has shown, in 
the late-sixteenth century, critics of rhetoric associated the copious 
style with effeminacy.18 Hamletõs self-exhortation is responding to 
this reaction against the copious rhetorical style.  
 Self-exhortations, I have argued, provide playwrights with an 
opportunity to deploy rhetorical devices. The techniques of 
rhetoric, typically used to persuade others, can also be used to 
exhort oneself. The self-exhortations of Atreus and Hieronimo are 
rich in rhetorical forms; and the correspondence between the two is 
a consequence, in part, of the similarity between the copious styles 
of rhetoric that were in vogue in Senecaõs Rome and in 1580s 
England. While Hamletõs self-exhortations can clearly be located 
within this tradition, they also undercut the tradition, reflecting a 
movement away from the copious style of rhetoric. 
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We humans often speak to things we do not expect to speak back. 
We swear at our tools and at obstructions in our way. We talk to 
animals and infants, who may be able to express themselves, but 
who cannot answer. Commands are a particular instance of this 
type of speech. When I tell my dog òfetch!ó for example, I expect 
him to obey, but not to reply. Similarly, when a firing squad is given 
the command to fire, there is a retort, but no rejoinder. Commands 
are a one-way use of language; they have a directionñan 
addresseeñbut they do not allow for response, for conversation. 
Philosophy, both ancient and modern, has often defined humans as 
linguistic animals. The linguistic capacity for dialogue is used to 
demarcate human existence from animal life by both Adam Smith 
and Aristotle, for example.1 On this basis, the language of 
command appears to be a type of inhuman language. Commands 
do not allow for that reciprocal nature of speech still often 
understood to be a defining human characteristic. In these terms, to 
address a command to a human is to instrumentalise and 
dehumanise that person. To express this same point in another 
critical vocabulary, commands reify. 
 What is involved when a command is issued and obeyed? To 
examine this question, I will focus on two texts that address the 
relationship between language and slavery: Platoõs The Laws and 
Jonathan Swiftõs Gulliverõs Travels. In The Laws, the Athenian 
stranger, Platoõs mouthpiece, investigates the ideal constitution for 
a state, the colony of Magnesia. In doing this, he draws a distinction 
in the text of the law between commands and persuasive rational 
discourse. Commands are unblended law, but in the utopian laws of 
Magnesia, the command is preceded by a persuasive exhortation. 
The Athenian marks the social antagonism between slaves and 
masters with this distinction between two ways of using language, 
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command and reasoned dialogue. Gulliverõs Travels describes the 
experience of the other party in a command, the one who obeys. In 
Platoõs terms, Gulliver receives the full shock of the unblended law, 
for he obeys a command without understanding it. In consequence, 
Gulliver enters something like a psychotic state, endeavouring to 
abandon his human condition, which he views as inescapably 
slavish. This is motivated by his desire to escape the realm of 
commands and enter a language of purely rational conversation. No 
doubt, Gulliver is mad, but an ethical principle may be located 
nonetheless in this commitment to a life in which the word of the 
command is literally unspeakable.  
 
I  
Slavery is the subject of discussion in The Laws in three key 
passages, all of which hinge on the nature of commands. In the 
first, the Athenian draws a distinction between the medicine 
practiced by the doctor, a free physician who attends citizens, and 
the slave-healer who treats sick slaves. The freeborn doctor òcarries 
his inquiries far back, and goes into the nature of the disorder; he 
enters into discourse with the patient and with his friends, both 
learning from the sick man, and instructing him as far as possible, 
and he will not prescribe for him until he has first convinced him.ó2 
The method of treatment here is essentially dialogic: this is a talking 
cure. The slave-doctor, by contrast, has learnt medicine by rote, by 
obeying and observing his master. And the slave-doctor also relates 
differently to patients: òhe neither gives a servant any rational 
account (logos) of his complaint, nor asks him for any, but instead 
prescribes what mere experience suggests, as if he had exact 
knowledge, and when he has given his orders, like a tyrant, he 
rushes offó (Plato 720c). Plato here as elsewhere understands slaves 
to suffer from a deficiency of reason. While a slave is capable of 
obeying commands, and even of passing on commands he or she 
may have previously received, the slave cannot participate in the 
dialectic that leads to true knowledge.  
 In The Laws, the Athenian employs this distinction between the 
slave-doctor and the free doctor to introduce the double nature of 
the laws he is expounding. The ideal legislator, he argues, includes a 
preface to the laws, and does not simply command òdo this, avoid 
that.ó In this way, the legislator is like the free doctor: the 
commands of the unblended law are surrounded and explained by a 
conversational discourse that investigates the nature of each law in 
a search for truth. But the lawõs naked directives are like the 
prescriptions of the slave-doctor. They are pure commands, which 
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do not recognise their addressee as capable of reply. The ideal 
legislator combines both these aspects in his ideal laws. When the 
Athenian next returns to the subject of the doubleness of the law, 
he states: 
 

The arbitrary command, which was compared to the 

commands of slave-doctors, is unblended law, and that which 

preceded it ... was likewise analogous to the preamble of a 

discourse. For I imagine that all this language of conciliation, 

which the legislator has been uttering in the preface of the law, 

was intended to create good-will in the person whom he 
addressed, in order that, by reason of this good-will, he might 

more intelligently receive his command, that is to say, the law 

... To all his laws, and to each separately, the legislator should 

prefix a preamble. (Plato 723aðb) 

 
In the ideal balance of The Laws, neither pure reason nor 
intransigent command can dispense with its opposing counterpart. 
Without the preamble, the law would treat citizens as slaves, 
incapable of serving as interlocutors in a common pursuit of truth. 
Equally, without the naked force of command, the potential 
ascendancy of slavish personalities will always place good social 
order at risk. This irresolvable tension can be registered in the 
formal strain of the text. Platoõs characteristic dialogic framework is 
retained, modelling for the reader the forceless force of 
communicative reason. Nonetheless, this dialogue verges on the 
monologic, being dominated by a single voice to a far greater extent 
than is The Republic, for example.  
 There are two points to note here. Firstly, this double law clearly 
invokes a logic of the supplement. As deconstruction might 
suggest, the authority of the law draws strength from the 
explanatory discourse that precedes it. The ideal society cannot be 
regulated solely by unblended laws, for if the highest magistrate is 
unable to ògive a rational account [logos] of all that admits of a 
rational account,ó then he is unfit to rule, leaving the state 
leaderless (Plato 968a). So the ideal state must be capable of 
producing the same type of rational account of itself as that 
provided by the Athenian. The philosophical investigation that 
articulates the constitution of the utopian state remains integral to 
the functioning of the state, just as, for Plato, it is the possession of 
true discursive knowledge that forms the basis for issuing legitimate 
commands, for uttering commands as such. 
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 But, secondly, this deconstructive gesture needs to be repeated, 
for the explanatory, prefatory discourse, the logos with which the 
law is blended, itself depends on the law. The utopian legislation set 
forward here by the Athenian is for a slave society. And the 
investigation into truth that underwrites this law is made possible 
by a slave economy. It is the actions of slaves that give the 
Athenian, the Spartan and the Cretan their positive freedom for 
philosophical dialogue. The prefatory rational discourse remains in 
the service of a logic of command, just as this exercise into true 
conversation has, as its material basis, slavery.  
 
II  
This social antagonism between dialogue and the command is again 
brought into focus when the Athenian next discusses slaves. The 
unstable linguistic nature of the law is reflected in contradictory 
uses of the term òslave.ó The Athenian remarks that òwe speak 
about slaves in a way which is right, and which is not right, for our 
language both contradicts and agrees with our practical experience 
of themó (Plato 776bðc). On the one hand, slaves have often 
proved more loyal than family members. But on the other hand, we 
also say that the soul of a slave is utterly corrupt, and that no man 
of sense ever trusts a slave. This contradictory language about 
slaves is matched by contradictory treatment. Some masters treat 
their slaves as animals, òchastising them with goads and whips.ó 
But this only makes slaves òmany times more slavish than they 
were beforeó (Plato 777a). Others go to the opposite extreme, 
speaking to slaves familiarly. But this only makes òthe life of 
servitude more disagreeable both for them and for their mastersó 
(Plato 778a). Whether slaves are treated as animals, or as human 
equals, such treatment is detrimental to social order.  
 The problem is ultimately linguistic. Treating slaves as animals 
denies their capacity for language. Yet masters must communicate 
with slaves if they are to direct their actions. Conversely, slaves 
cannot be admitted to the potential condition of full 
communicative rationality, for if the world of the master were open 
to the communicative experience of the slave, then the masterõs 
authority would be dialogically open to question. By entering into 
conversation with a slave, a master undermines the essential socio-
linguistic distinction between master and slave. So slavery requires 
something like a one-way language, a paradoxical form of 
communication that refuses to acknowledge the community of 
speaker and hearer. Such a language exists, of course: it is the 
language of command. Commands address the social class of those 
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who are not quite human: human enough to obey, but not so 
human as to answer back. Thus the Athenian concludes that, in 
utopia, òthe language used to a slave should always be that of a 
commandó (Plato 777e).  
 
III  
Commands inflict the word directly upon the body of their 
receiver. Behind every command, Elias Canetti argues in Crowds and 
Power, lies the threat of death, the total extinction of human 
communicative possibility.3 For Canetti, to receive a command is 
always to receive a potential death sentence. No matter the extent 
to which this death has been sublimated and domesticated in 
modern civilisation, it still forms the horizon of each order, 
initiating action in the one who receives it. Through commands, 
death weaves the symbolic membrane of power that regulates social 
life. And through that power, our possibilities of meaning are 
stripped from us, for in commands the normative reciprocity of 
human communication no longer applies. 
 David Hume explores this experience of communicative 
impossibility in his critique of the traditional distinction between 
nomos and physis, between the norms of free human behaviour and 
the laws of nature. Hume states that natural events are entirely 
òdeterminõd by an absolute fate.ó4  But Hume also famously argues 
that our sense of natural causality is strictly speaking imaginary, 
nothing more than the òcustomary transition of the imagination.ó5 
This is no contradiction for Hume, however, because for him 
nothing is more absolutely determined than the determinations of 
the imagination: 

 
A prisoner é discovers the impossibility of his escape, as well 

from the obstinacy of his gaoler, as from the walls and bars 
with which he is surrounded ... The same prisoner, when 

conducted to the scaffold, foresees his death as certainly from 

the constancy and fidelity of his guards as from the operation 

of the ax or wheel. His mind runs along a certain train of 

ideas: The refusal of the soldiers to consent to his escape; the 

action of the executioner; the separation of the head and body; 

bleeding, convulsive motions, and death. Here is a connected 

chain of natural causes and voluntary actions; but the mind 

feels no difference betwixt them in passing from one link to 

another; nor is less certain of the future event than if it were 

connected with the present impressions of the memory and 

senses by a train of causes cemented together by what we are 
pleased to call a physical necessity. (Hume, Treatise 2.3.1.17) 
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Here Hume literalises the metaphor of the chain of ideas: this 
prisoner is indeed bound by a semiotic chain, the chain of 
command. Here, too, Canettiõs suggestion that executing a 
command always involves a symbolic execution is also literalised. In 
Hume, the imagination is always a social imagination: the 
consequences we draw from one event always following another 
are, in his words, not just habitual, but customary. So, for Hume, to 
be subject to command is to be subject to a force that is at once 
social and imaginary. And yet, that force is in fact more concrete 
than matter itself. The linguistic substance of the command is less 
malleable than iron, more unyielding than stone. 
 This account of commands stands in opposition to the way 
commands are generally understood within modern philosophy of 
language. For Jürgen Habermas, for example, the intersubjective 
matrix of language is invoked by all communicative action, no 
matter how apparently deficient, and every speech-act implies a 
speaker addressing him or herself to a listener who, inherent in his 
or her position as addressee, possesses an implied capacity to reply, 
to demand a further explanation. Hans-Georg Gadamer articulates 
a similar position when he takes the situation of receiving a 
command as a model for hermeneutic understanding more 
generally: 

 
Here, understanding belongs to a relationship between 
persons é A person who refuses to obey an order has 

understood it, and because he applies it to the situation and 

knows what obedience would mean in that situation, he 

refuses é He is well able to distinguish between 

understanding and obeying an order. It is possible for him not 

to obey even whenñindeed, precisely whenñhe has 
understood it.6  

 
By identifying the framework of dialogue even within the situation 
of command, Gadamer asserts the hermeneutic priority of 
understanding over obedience. But if we accept Canettiõs 
suggestion that every command bears with it a murderous denial of 
communicative reciprocityñor if we accept Humeõs scene of the 
command, in which its symbolic force extinguishes imaginative 
possibility totallyñor if we follow Platoõs use of the command to 
demarcate within language the irreparable social antagonism 
between slave and masterñthen we need to reverse this account of 
the nature of the command. To receive a command does not mean 
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first to understand and then to obey, and for understanding to 
bring with it the possibility of not obeying. To the contrary: to 
receive a command is to obey without understanding.  
 
IV  
What is involved in obeying a command one doesnõt understand? 
This is a question explored in the fourth book of Gulliverõs Travels, 
in which Gulliver encounters the utopian society of the virtuous 
Houyhnhnm, rational horses who rule over the degraded humanoid 
Yahoos. All aspects of Houyhnhnm social orderñmarriage, 
administration, demography, land distribution, the classes of the 
inhabitants, sport and military exercises, education, and so onñall 
embody the Houyhnhnmsõ commitment to rationality, for they live, 
Gulliver states, òunder the Government of Reason.ó7 Houyhnhnm 
language also reflects this pre-eminence of rationality. It differs 
considerably from standard human language because it conforms to 
the principle set out by Gulliverõs Houyhnhnm master: òthe Use of 
Speech [is] to make us understand one another, and to receive 
Information of Factsó (Swift 223).  
 For the Houyhnhnm, then, as for Habermas, communication is 
concerned with arriving at understanding through the purely 
linguistic force of the better argument. Other uses of language, 
Habermas argues, which do not appear to accord with this aim, are 
in fact only possible on the basis of this ideal horizon. We can gain 
some sense of what would be excluded from language were this 
communicative reciprocity to shape all speech by noting some of 
the words that the Houyhnhnm lack: òPower, Government, War, 
Law, Punishment, and a Thousand other Things had no Terms, 
wherein that Language could express them; which made the 
Difficulty almost insuperable to give my Master any Conception of 
what I meantó (Swift 227). Most significantly, as a result of this 
restriction to pure communicative understanding, Houyhnhnm 
language has no imperative mood. It cannot phrase commands. As 
Gulliver notes: 

 
I should observe to the Reader, that a Decree of the general 

Assembly in this Country, is expressed by the Word Hnhloayn, 

which signifies an Exhortation, as near as I can render it: For 

they have no Conception how a rational Creature can be 

compelled, but only advised, or exhorted; because no Person can 

disobey Reason, without giving up his Claim to be a rational 

Creature (Swift 227). 
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Houyhnhnm language, that is, is like one part of the double law 
articulated by Platoõs Athenian stranger. It is pure exhortation; 
persuasive discourse, rationally articulated. It entirely excludes the 
unblended law, the arbitrary command. Only speak to slaves using 
commands, the Athenian argues. Houyhnhnm language represents 
the opposite extreme: a language without commands, of pure 
communicative rationality.  
 Plato has long been recognised as a key reference-point for Book 
Four of Gulliverõs Travels. But while scholarly attention has usually 
focused on The Republic, there are good philological grounds for 
advancing The Laws as a more important source for Swift. In terms 
of the social organisation of sexual reproduction, for example, 
Houyhnhmland is much closer to Magnesia than it is to The 
Republic. Similarly, while the presence of slaves in the state 
described in The Republic remains a topic of scholarly dispute, there 
can be no doubt that slavery is central to Magnesia. And 
Houyhnhnm society likewise has slaves: the degraded Yahoos, 
whom the Houyhnhnm choose not to exterminate only because 
they can use them òfor Draught and Carriageó (Swift 253). In these 
ways, Magnesia and Houyhnhnmland share a single biopolitical 
regime quite different to that of The Republic. 
 But Gulliver is neither a genuine citizen of Houyhnhnm utopia 
nor a Yahoo, neither fully master nor wholly slave. He is only 
visiting Houyhnhnmland, uneasily suspended between supra-
human Houyhnhnm rationality and the sub-human bestiality of the 
Yahoos. As an outsider, Gulliver must learn Houyhnhnm language 
from scratch. The first three words he learns are yahoo, houyhnhnm 
and hhuun. The word houyhnhnm, Gulliver later discovers, signifies òa 
Horse; and in its Etymology, the Perfection of Natureó (Swift 219). 
Yahoo, he also learns, means the brute, unaccommodated human 
animal, human life at its most bare. To understood these words 
involves a holistic understanding of the language of which they 
make up a part, and of the society constituted by that languageña 
properly hermeneutic undertaking. Gulliver first learns these two 
words as mere meaningless sounds, without them having any effect 
on him. But once their meaning is laid open for him, they name the 
social antagonism that organises his life in utopia. By contrast, the 
third word, hhuun, is only transliterated, never translated. We never 
learn what it means. And yet, unlike the other two early words, its 
practical effect on Gulliver is immediate: 

 
The first [horse], who was a Dapple-Grey, observing me to 

steal off, neighed after me in so expressive a Tone, that I 
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fancied myself to understand what he meant; whereupon I 

turned back, and came near him, to expect his further 
CommandséThe Grey made me Signs that I should walk 

before him; wherein I thought it prudent to comply, till I 

could find a better Director. When I offered to slacken my 

Pace, he would cry Hhuun, Hhuun; I guessed his Meaning é 

the Horse beckoning to me with his Head, and repeating the 

Word Hhuun, Hhuun, as he did upon the Road, which I 
understood was to attend him. (Swift 211ð12, 214) 

 
 This command to follow, to attend, is immediately òunderstoodó 
by Gulliver. Unlike the names yahoo and houyhnhnm, the order-word 
hhuun has direct effect. But it does not signify. Gulliver does not 
need to know what it actually means in order to obey it. He 
hearkens; he attends; he awaits further commands; he complies. 
There is no possibility here of distinguishing between 
understanding and obedience, of understanding and not obeying. 
And precisely because there is no possibility of understanding and 
not obeying, there is in fact no understanding at all in the 
hermeneutic sense of Gadamer or Habermas. This is a case, rather, 
of obeying without understanding. 
 Even once Gulliver has learnt the language of the Houyhnhnm, 
they continue to speak to him almost entirely in commands. His 
conversations with his master never conform to the dialogic give-
and-take one might expect in communicative utopia. Language is 
not used here to arrive at mutual understanding in an 
intersubjective exercise of truth. Gulliver claims the Houyhnhnm 
language has no commands, but his claim is directly contradicted by 
his entire linguistic experience in Houyhnhnmland. Indeed, he only 
learns the language because he is commanded to, and having learnt 
it, he is generally commanded to be silent. His speech is tightly 
circumscribed by the commands he must follow. 
 Thus the Houyhnhnm follow the advice given by the Athenian 
stranger in The Laws. Their society is organised by the division 
within the law: on one side, the discourse of communicative 
rationality; on the other, the arbitrary command. As in The Laws, 
this linguistic distinction sets rationalityñthe capacity to 
converseñapart from the world of the slave. But Gulliver 
recognises that our human world falls between these two realms, 
overlapping with the not-quite-human world of the slavish Yahoos, 
and that in consequence heñand weñremain enmeshed in the 
rhetoric of command. Indeed, the accumulated commands he 
receives in Houyhnhnmland lead him ultimately into a state of total 
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social dysfunction. On returning to England, he sets out, as far as 
possible, to become a horse. 
 
V 
These are, of course, texts from times very different from ours. The 
societies in which Swift, Hume and Plato wrote were ones in which 
slavery played a central role in the generation of wealth and the 
corresponding political order. Whatever pockets of slavery persist, 
this is no longer true of the global order today. During the Cold 
War, an ideological distinction was often drawn between command 
economies and market economies, but command economies are 
now similarly irrelevant in our world system. We still issue 
commands, of courseñto our animals, to our childrenñbut it 
would be a category error to set these on a level with the 
commands received by slaves. It may seem, then, as if the rhetoric 
of command is now solely of antiquarian or at most of marginal 
critical interest. 
 I have suggested that commands regulate the social order 
without engaging the intersubjective world of public speech. They 
require obedience and shape human lives even in the absence of 
rational understanding or agreement. In these terms, commands 
indeed remain central to our social order, however distant we may 
be from the master-slave relations explored by Swift and Plato. 
Today, our lives are predominantly shaped by the market, through 
the aggregation of countless acts of apparently free exchange. This 
moulding of our ends by an invisible hand is anonymous and 
publicly unanswerable in the sense I have outlined above: the 
demands of the market economy address us in a one-way language 
that impels our compliance in the absence of our understanding, 
and renders our own communicative capacities alien and barbarous 
to us even as we obey its dictates. As Boris Groys has recently 
argued in The Communist Postscript, 

 
Economic processes are anonymous, and not expressed in 

words. For this reason one cannot enter into discussion with 

economic processes; one cannot change their mind, convince 

them, persuade them, use words to win them over to oneõs 

side. All that can be done is to adapt oneõs own behaviour to 
what is occurring. Economic failure brooks no argument, just 

as economic success requires no additional discursive 

justification.8  
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One of the critical tasks confronting the humanities today is that of 
understanding how our individual material actions generate 
collective general laws that strike us with iron force precisely 
because they are laws that are articulated by no-one in particular. 
For the market makes real what was still utopian and imaginary in 
the old slave model of command. The possibility that a slave might 
answer the master, might speak back in some symbolic fashion, 
might initiate dialectic, could never be wholly extinguished, 
however much it was minimised. But the commands of the market, 
by contrast, are in truth unimpeachable, irreproachable: they 
constitute an impersonal, inhuman force that admits no challenge 
and no answer. In this context, we may only now be beginning to 
register the true significance of the utopian desire resonant in 
Gulliverõs commitment to escaping the realm of command, even at 
the cost of psychosis. 
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The malapropism is a composite phrase made up of two or more 
cliché or platitude elements that do not belong together. It has 
much in common with catachresis, the combining of metaphorical 
elements that are at odds with one anotherñso much so that 
catachresis often manifests as malapropism. The distinction is that 
malapropism is a splicing-together of phrase formulas. And because 
it is recognisably constructed out of formulaic elements that do not 
belong togetherñor not analytically speaking, at leastña close 
observation of malapropism can give us a powerful insight into the 
language practices and grammatical pathologies of public figures. 
 This paper builds on several published since 2006,1 in which I 
have argued that the òformulaicó methods of analysis Milman 
Parry2 and his successors3 have applied to oral traditions of poetry 
are particularly well-suited to explaining key aspects of the 
performance and the reception of public language. Parry was struck 
by the extent of apparent arbitrariness between Homerõs most 
commonly used heroic epithets and their immediate narrative 
contextsña relationship often verging on oxymoron. Thus a 
fleeing hero might be called òbrave,ó a grounded ship òfast.ó 
Parryõs solution to that analytic problem in Greek epic poetics was 
to posit a system of compositional formulas: phrases and themes that 
are more or less prefabricated, frequently reiterated, and 
constituting a genre-specific set of clichés and platitudes. These 
may be inserted into a poem whenever the storyline will 
accommodate themñthat is a requirement with relatively elastic 
parameters or criteria in its applicationñand whenever they are 
metrically appositeñthat is a strict requirement. 
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 Numerous scholars have gone on to extend and adapt this 
approach in a wide range of the òverbal arts,ó the universalising 
term preferred by Ruth Finnegan.4 In applying this poetics to 
contemporary public languageñan approach I call public poeticsñ
my papers have sought to explain: (i) how speakers and writers use 
poetic formulas as composition-aids, again often drawing attention 
to their clichés and platitudes; (ii) how listeners and readers respond 
to and make use of the same poetic formulas in their reactions to 
rhetoric; and (iii) how journalists also use those formulas to 
identify, prioritise, and embody key themes in the opinions they 
report. 
 When we use the poetic formula as a principal unit of analysis in 
rhetoric, it reveals the importance of the malapropism, because it 
draws attention to an almost grammatical preference for 
aesthetically recognisable forms ahead of analytically sensible ones. 
Sheridanõs character, Mrs Malaprop, gives some form to that idea 
of willingly observingñeven enjoyingñthe tortured clichéñ
indeed, she shares her name with the phenomenon.5 Shakespeare 
uses characters such as Mistress Quickly in the Henries and 
Constable Dogberry in Much Ado about Nothing to similar effect:6 

 

DOGBERRY: Go, good partner, go, get you to Francis 

Seacoal, bid him bring his pen and inkhorn to the gaol: we are 

now to examination these men. 

 
VERGES: And we must do it wisely. 

 

DOGBERRY: We shall spare no wit, I warrant you; hereõs 

that shall drive some of them to a non-come. Only get the 

learned writer to set down our excommunication, and meet 

me at the gaol. 
 

Such is the delight of the playwright, of course, who entertains 
Dogberryõs audience by putting such creatively déclassé rubbish into 
his mouth. But we can trace a grammatically congruent preference 
in the words of public figures themselves, through examples from 
contemporary public language. 
 This paper looks at malapropism in contemporary public 
language specifically. It reviews a certain received wisdom, roundly 
condemned by those writing within what we might call the 
Orwellian tradition of language criticism,7 that it is politically 
acceptable for public language to settle on inelegant forms of 
expression, especially when the inelegances sound well-
precedentedñthat is, formulaic. The next stage of this argument is 
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to explore a related, if less cogently expressed, fear: that such well-
precedented inelegances are often the desired mode of expressionñ
desired, that is, by listeners and by speakers alike. 
 I want to start with this example broadcast in May 2008. It is 
from an Australian Broadcasting Commission television current 
affairs report on the political fortunes of Australiaõs Prime Minister, 
Kevin Rudd:8 

 

KIRRIN MCKECHNIE, REPORTER: Itõs been his toughest 
week in power, yet Kevin Rudd today shrugged off the leak 

controversy. 

 

KEVIN RUDD, PRIME MINISTER: Always a challenging 

day in politics. You sort of rock õnõ roll with the punches. 

 

I have previously published a short analysis of this excerpt,9 but I 
want to extend that commentary here and relate it to comparable 
examples of malapropism. 
 To begin with: where does that extraordinary phrase, òrock õnõ 
roll with the punches,ó come from? A hint lies in an article the Age 
journalist, Michael Gawenda, published a week before Ruddõs 
election victory.10 Gawenda noted that Rudd consistently begins his 
press conferences by exhorting, òLetõs rock õnõ roll!ó In other 
words, concepts of rocking and rolling are apparently a patterned 
ideation for this public figure, Australiaõs Prime Minister, whenever 
he fronts a press conference. Thus, on a day when conventional 
wisdom suggests his stock/formulaic expression should be to òroll 
with the punches,ó those well-rehearsed poetics of conceding lost 
ground are easily melded with an also-rehearsed rock õnõ roll poetics 
of energy. 
 Of course, the product of this melding is an innovationñitself a 
well-rehearsed topic in contemporary Australian political discourse. 
When the ostensible purport of such phrasing is to cleave to the 
familiar, that might rate as something of a failure. And yet it does 
not often play out that way in practice. In cases such as this, when 
the anchoring in formula is strong enoughñwhich we measure by 
asking whether the relationship to formulaic precedent is obvious 
enoughñthe speakerõs neologism may produce some knowing 
snickers (as Ruddõs malapropism assuredly did), but rarely any 
heavier censure. That is because, at the level of fundamental 
ideology, speakers, listeners, and reporters alike accept that such a 
manifest relation to formulaic precedent confers a certain 




