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“A dry flame is the best and wisest soul.” 

—Fragment 46, Heraclitus        
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Abstract:  

This thesis investigates the influence of classical virtue on Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605 

Part I; 1615 Part II), its particular focus being two of the virtues, prudence and justice. The thesis 

suggests a new reading of Cervantes’s novel which takes into account the values of these essential 

intellectual approaches to moral behaviour in early modern Spain.  

 

Though enthralled to chivalry and its literature, Don Quixote’s thinking and acting are motivated by 

Aristotle’s concept of virtue, as relayed through the tradition of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Aquinas and 

finally Cervantes, in line with most of the humanists in the Renaissance period. Although Don 

Quixote strives for prudence and justice, he does so to develop his reason through his actions, his 

habits, his memory and his eloquent rhetorical speech. In spite of his effort, the virtuous circle of his 

prudential reasoning, and its impact on a hostile world, is many times upset by the mental disturbance 

he is suffering – his ‘illusions’ (engaños). Counterpart to Don Quixote’s uncommon state of being, 

this thesis argues the enactment of a steady reversal of the conviction in virtue as a telos circa 1600, 

right before the time when DQI was written.  
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Chapter One: Literature Review & General Introduction 

 
 

Literature Review Plan 

 

1. General literature review    Merging of philosophical schools Political models of Greco-

Roman antiquity   Classical political values become aristocratic values           Theme of 

‘appearance and reality’       Scepticism            Escape to the past           Recent interest in 

‘justice’ and contemporary law  

 

2. Thesis Statement and Summarised Main Body Chapter Subsections 

 

 

 “And that must be how my history is: a commentary will be necessary in order to understand it (478; 

DQII: III).” 

 

—Y así debe de ser de mi historia, que tendrá necesidad de comento para entenderla (566; DQII: III). 

—Don Quixote 

 

Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605/1615) has left a marvellous imprint in the 

collective psyche of Western literature and culture that is evidently felt in each new epoch. Every age 

seeks its image in the adventures of the hapless knight, Don Quixote, and his ‘common man’ squire, 

Sancho Panza. Written by Cervantes four centuries ago, the novel is divided into two parts. The 1615 

publication of the second part is the outcome of the tremendous popularity of the first, which came 

out itself in four sections, thus emulating the chivalric novel Amadís de Gaula. Regarding the 

unplanned nature of the two parts, Ian Watt wrote that 

The first part of Don Quixote was an instant and enormous success: there were four 

authorized and three pirated editions in its first year alone; further editions followed, 

including two in Brussels and one in Milan; very soon there were translations into French and 

English. In 1613 Cervantes announced that he was bringing out a sequel, a possibility which 

had been hinted at in the last chapter of Part I (67).1 

Don Quixote is a work that achieves simple and more complex aims—largely it encompasses a 

fulfilment as the first novel tout court, yet there is also its claim to anathematize books of chivalry, a 

hackneyed genre even in Cervantes’s day. With its high repute as a satire or criticism piece against 

various human follies, Don Quixote will not remain merely a satire against the idealizations of 

chivalric life and reactionaries the world over. It achieves so much more. Of Cervantes’s knowing 

                                                           
1 Ian Watt, Myths of Modern Individualism: Faust, Don Quixote, Don Juan, Robinson Crusoe (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1996). 
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irony Manuel Durán wrote, ‘the arrow that seemed to aim at the heavens turns around and comes 

down at our feet.’2 Part One commences with the knight’s reading of multiple chivalric works of 

literature. His obsession is so overwhelming that he considers he is a knight of justice and that he 

must pursue his cause in the world to prove his worth. The first part of the novel sees the knight leave 

home twice and return back again twice. In Part Two, he leaves home for the third and final time, 

returning only at the end of the novel for his death.  

 

As much committed to external activity as he is driven by his introspective regard, the unseasonal 

knight meets with challenges and obstructions from daily life. His crucible is his ideal carried against 

the hard fact of the dry Spanish tableland and life there circa 1600, where the inhabitants of Don 

Quixote’s inns, villages and landscapes are striving to lead quotidian lives. They neither break new 

ground nor agonize themselves out of any gain or favour that might fall their way. Occasionally, Don 

Quixote meets with a character as mad as he. However, E.C. Riley was accurate when he wrote that 

the message ‘of Don Quixote surely is what most readers have always taken it to be: that personal 

visions must be accommodated to the eternal facts of living.’3  

In Cervantes’s native tongue the vital work of Spanish criticism is ongoing, examining Don Quixote 

in the light of both events and political questions, and without dispute all studies of Don Quixote in 

English have benefited from this compendious body of work in those translations of the original 

classic texts in the field. Seminal is the early work done by Américo Castro. His El pensamiento de 

Cervantes (1972) and “An Introduction to the Quixote,” in An Idea of History (1977), have either 

been translated or arrived in chapter form in edited anthologies. The edited ‘companions’, collecting 

the best criticism of both the hispano- and anglo-spheres, include the early Lowry Nelson, Jr. edited 

book entitled Cervantes; a collection of critical essays in 1969. Other anthologies to Cervantes 

arrived in 1980, 1984, 1987, and 2005 respectively, with the editorship efforts of Michael D. McGaha, 

                                                           
2 ‘ [L]a flecha que parecía apuntar hacia el cielo da la vulta y cae a nuestros pies’. Manuel Durán, Cervantes (New York: 

Twayne, 1974), 59.   

3 E. C. Riley, Don Quixote (Boston: G. Allen & Unwin, 1986), 172. 
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Richard Bjornson, Harold Bloom and Roberto González Echevarría.4 These ‘companions’ collect 

important chapters by such authors as Frederick A. de Armas, B.W.Ife, Bruce W. Wardropper, 

Georgina Dopico Black, Roberto González Echevarría, Michael Armstrong-Roche and Barabara 

Fuchs, as well as Juan Bautista Avalle-Arce, Ian Watt, Manuel Durán, E. C. Riley and many well-

respected others.5 This list is not exhaustive by any stretch of the imagination.   

The state of decline shaping the historical and cultural backdrop 

 

When Don Quixote was published, the prevailing orthodoxy of Catholic Spain circa 1600 

encompassed a ‘religiosity’. Carroll B. Johnson’s introductory textbook on Don Quixote reveals the 

extent of this religiosity.6 Many have done prior what Johnson does in his study, which is to make of 

Don Quixote a work that depicts and ironizes its present time and place. Habsburg and Counter-

Reformation Spain, he suggests, is in a greatly significant state of affairs for its civilisation, in which 

stale lessons were dogmatically and ineffectually re-applied to the economy and the stifled public 

sphere.  A general state of decline in the economy and the public trust led to deplorable, reactive and 

even harmful returns to the past. For the general introduction author, and for scholars working in their 

specific fields, the question is which past is being turned to. Johnson has this to observe:  

The official rhetoric [of Spain’s influential political or church bodies] exalted values, such as 

the traditional feudal-agrarian economy or the authority of Aristotle, over any kind of nascent 

capitalism or empirical science (10). 

Other dimensions—the ‘results of the peculiar organization of Cervantes’s society’— are presented 

by Johnson, and these include the spiritual and economic travails of the feudalist state, as too the 

mixture of trifling with profound concerns in the halls of the intellectual academies and the sites of 

Catholic theocratic power. Johnson writes 

                                                           
4 Richard Bjornson, Approaches to Teaching Cervantes’ “Don Quixote” (New York: The Modern Language Association of 

America, 1984); Michael D. McGaha, Cervantes and the Renaissance (Easton, PA.: Juan de la Cuesta, 1980); Lowry 

Nelson, Jr., Cervantes; a collection of critical essays (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1969); Harold Bloom, Miguel 

de Cervantes (Philadelphia: Chelsea House Publishers, 2005); Roberto González Echevarría, Cervantes’ Don Quixote: a 

casebook (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005).  
5 Juan Bautista Avalle-Arce, Don Quijote como forma de vida (Madrid: Fundación Juan March/Castalia, 1976). 
6 Carroll B. Johnson, Don Quixote: The Quest for Modern Fiction (Long Grove, Ill: Waveland Press, Inc., 2000), see in 

particular 1-18. 
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In the time of Erasmus and Valla [early 1500s], humanism offered a new way of 

understanding man and universe, and constituted an intellectual enterprise comparable to the 

discovery of the New World in physical terms…[However, by the time of Don Quixote, about 

a century later t]he new learning had become old. It had come under the deadening influence 

of the prevailing mentality, and nothing had really come along to replace it… The evolution 

of the Spanish economy followed the same path. The old feudal-aristocratic structures were 

still in place, but they had become rotted away from within (Johnson, 15-16). 

 

The work of Barbara Fuchs has also shown the reconstruction the Spanish state itself was undergoing, 

arguing that Spain chose to reaffirm empire as a reification of Spain’s Christian religious past and 

racially streamlined idea of its peoples’ ethnicity.7  In his Ideologies of History in the Spanish Golden 

Age (1998) Anthony J. Cascardi considers two ‘incommensurable’ modes of historicizing at work in 

the ‘El Siglo de Oro’. 8 The first of these is the traditional hierarchy of caste and how this was used to 

inform ideas around racial purity, personal honour, social conduct and public repute. The second was 

‘associated with the relatively more modern structure of social classes’, allowing for the rise in 

individualism that we see in the novel Don Quixote.9 Nonetheless, enough vital traces of the past 

remained, significantly amid which are the feudal usages attested by Don Quixote to be quite alive 

still and even thriving. Importantly, this included the consilium et auxilium privileges of knights. 

 

Feudalism, Consilium et Auxilium and Don Quixote 

 

The novel, a literature genre arguably established by Don Quixote, allowed Miguel de Cervantes the 

freedom to observe Don Quixote’s engagement with both squire neighbours and the social-

professional orders. Through his proficiency in speech and his garbled ‘code of arms’, Quixote 

conjures up both physically and ideologically a world that can never exist. He thinks he can restore a 

society of gentility through a display of ostentatious gentility, seen in his habitual bestowal of roles 

upon others, e.g., ‘lord’ and ‘vassal’, ‘gentlemen’ and ‘gentlewomen’. In his eloquent speech he 

                                                           
7 Barbara Fuchs, Passing for Spain: Cervantes and the Fictions of Identity (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003).  
8 The ‘Spanish Golden Age’ was known as the ‘El Siglo de Oro’, or ‘The Golden Century’, and it coincided with the 

Hapsburg dynasty during the peak of its reign. The period dates are imprecise, however it is considered to have been 

bookended by Columbus’s exploration to the new world in 1492 and the Treaty of the Pyrenees between France and Spain in 

1659. 
9 Anthony J. Cascardi, Ideologies of history in the Spanish Golden Age (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State 

University Press, 1998), see in particular 1-17. 
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returns the reader to the ‘age of the gentleman.’ In his ‘feat of arms’ he returns the reader to feudalism 

in its former glory, and thus to chivalry.  

 

Michael Mitterauer, in his comparative history Why Europe? The Medieval Origins of Its Special 

Path, writes a chapter entitled ‘The Feudal System and the Estates: A Special Path of Feudalism’ 

where he outlines several ‘special’ factors that the ‘estates’ had drawn on from their inception in the 

Feudal System.10 He considers to be vastly important among these factors the basis in a ‘household 

system’ of lordship or vassalage, and stemming from this the role of the knight in the military (the 

role of chivalry). The household system lent to the estates assemblies the custom that servants of a 

lord—often meaning the lower ranked nobility—would advise as well as aid their prince, just as they 

would do in the lord’s house. In response, this prince or lord pledged his provision and protection to 

them. Linked to such recurrent forms of councils or assemblies that gave advice to the prince was the 

reality that the nobility would attain both civil and military functions in their guise as knights. 

Gradually, the nobility’s role became more advice (consilium) and less aid (auxilium); though, early 

enough, the ‘twinned concept consilium et auxilium took hold in the feudalized parts of Europe as the 

fundamental principle of a vassal’s obligations to his liege’ (129).  This privilege and duty to advise 

the prince, alongside the prince’s reciprocal duty to provide and protect, was made an institution in 

the form of estates assemblies. Here, men of the nobility as well as the clergy would assemble to 

discuss public matters with the prince or his viceroy. In some cases townsmen or even peasants (i.e. 

commoners) graduated to a position of such relative importance that saw them take part as well. Yet, 

what most needs to be kept in mind is that the relationship between the prince and his subjects was a 

‘bond,’ ‘an obligation built on reciprocity’ (128), and all the nobles, the clergy and the commoners 

had a role to perform in the society. The chivalric codal paradigm of auxilium et consilium 

disappeared from European society in its purely feudal form, but was sustained in a customary role 

(lords to the prince, servants to the lord) which is still recognizable throughout Cervantes’s novel.  

 

                                                           
10 Michael Mitterauer, Why Europe? The Medieval Origins of Its Special Path, trans. Gerald Chapple (Chicago: The 

University of Chicago Press, 2010). 
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As we follow Don Quixote through his adventure we realise just how retrograde and past is the 

decision he seizes to act (auxilium) as unassailable proof of ‘real’ knighthood. While his advice-

giving very much suits the times, and clothes itself after the manners of his day and age, he 

diminishes this interest as less worthy than the knight’s ‘feat of arms’. In fact, the most ostentatious 

display of his advice-giving (that which occurs in Part Two’s chapter I, 459-60) merges the two 

actions consilium et auxilium once more and certifies that the only advice to give the king is a course 

of action: namely, to re-establish an order of knights in Spain to fight the Turks. In contrast, 

Mitterauer drives the point that with the historical disappearance of knights there emerged the 

importance of newer military forms, including fleets, for expansionist purposes; and, so, he states, 

‘not to put too fine a point on it, chivalry amounted to a military dead end (140).’ Christian Meir, 

writing about the incremental but irrevocable changes in this period, understands the individual’s 

place according to the Marxist viewpoint of ‘history [being] perceived and understood as the 

comprehensive transformation of all conditions.11 According to this approach, the existence of any 

individual does not allow that individual to perceive the changes that will be wrought, to perceive 

what will last and what will change. Don Quixote, therefore, cannot see the importance or non-

importance of being a knight to his historical period. 

 

In his essay, Historical Ideals of Life, Johan Huizinga states ‘undoubtedly it is always the direction of 

contemporary endeavours that determines which recollections of the past will acquire value as life-

ideals’ (Huizinga, 78).12 For Huizinga, it is interesting what a period will decide to choose as an 

historical ideal. In these historical images a period can see its political or sovereign realities or 

ambitions reflected, and in turn they independently continue to exert their influence on the state or 

time.  Likewise, José Antonio Maravall argues that this is the case for Europe, but particularly Spain, 

with regard to the Golden Age, chivalry and Arcadian life. 13 For Huizinga, both of the two latter 

                                                           
11 Christian Meier. A Culture of Freedom: Ancient Greece and the origins of Europe, trans. Jefferson Chase (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2011). 
12 Johan Huizinga, “Historical Ideals of Life,” in Men and Ideas: History, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, trans. James S. 

Holmes & Hans Van Marle (Princeton, NJ.: Princeton University Press, 1984), 77-96. 
13 Among Spanish critics who have made unparalleled contributions to this utopian-emergent modernity approach to “the 

Quijote” José Antonio Maravall is prominent (his examination upon utopia and Don Quixote: José Antonio Maravall, Utopia 
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‘historical ideals’ were renascences, borrowings from an earlier century which in turn had borrowed 

from a still earlier time. For, ‘the bucolic was never really naive and natural’ and the chivalric ‘form’ 

would ‘constantly run empty’ (Huizinga 1984, 84; 89). Huizinga states that, at first, the historical 

accuracy of such an ideal is not important. Rather, it merely appeared to its advocates to be ‘the true 

picture of a past reality’ (Huizinga, 80). For Maravall, whose influence from Huizinga can be shown, 

the recuperation of a Golden Age is simply a paradigm used, consciously or not, by many of 

Cervantes’s contemporaries in their argument for Spain to enlist a politics of restoration. ‘Spain’s 

utopian error,’ states Maravall, ‘was contemplating a return to traditional society [albeit by 

contemplating its image] in the face of the irrefutable fact of “the modern world” (26)’. 

Ringing the changes through the European centuries, the post-Renaissance leaders and the society 

with them, took up the human figure embodied by Cervantes in his knight-protagonist, and cast aside 

the feudal landscape which was now fading in use value, yet had formerly thrived through age-

honoured usage and custom. In Cervantes’s novel the feudal, or chivalry in its primitive outlines, with 

the virtues it embodies, is not unconditionally praised, but is rather a stylistic device, the invention of 

a constructive detachment from reality by the author. Instead, contemporary readers as great as kings 

or as insignificant as goatherds, considered Don Quixote ‘mad’ for following his asserted vocation. 

The humanist period was ‘sceptical’ of a historical ideal that was not recovered from ancient Greece, 

Rome or Jerusalem. 

 

The Academic Mind  

 

In this dissertation one of my aims is to show a constancy of attitude to classical virtue, which 

persisted until wearied under the strain of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century scepticism. This attitude 

was steady from the early writings of Greco-Roman antiquity until the the sixteenth century and its 

varying ‘syncretisations’ of the past in humanist letters. With Scepticism in Cervantes, Maureen Ihrie 

                                                           
and Counterutopia in the “Quixote,” trans. Robert W. Felkel (Michigan: Wayne State University Press, 1991) is another 

seminal work in this dissertation), however mentions should also go to Nicholas Spadaccini and Luis Martin-Estudillo. 
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wrote a valuable early contribution regarding the place of this intellectual ethos of doubt.14 She posits 

‘scepticism as an important trend in the thought and letters of Renaissance and post-Tridentine Spain’ 

(see 19-30), and it is undeniably a factor in the treatment of other ‘classical’ ideas.15 It has been of 

considerable interest to this thesis how Cervantes’s style draws from and ponders many of the ‘great 

conversations’ started in classical texts, and its own contributing conversation about ideas, both 

ancient and contemporary, is seen throughout the thesis to ascribe different meanings to the ancient 

models, or ethois, and to create from these ancient models new ascriptions reflecting new meanings 

and new, ‘early modern’ ethois in kind. The humanist ethos of the Renaissance, so dependent, as it 

was, on the classical authors for its erudition, is the ‘site’ of the novel. Thus, Don Quixote is often 

narrated in a telling-by-conversation way, which passes in the grand, and well-informed, continual 

dialogue held by Don Quixote and Sancho Panza. Don Quixote’s particular quality, therefore, is the 

share it has in the thought of many that came before.  

 

And, yet, if the hero Don Quixote is so wound up in virtue and the acts of virtue, and treated by others 

as eccentric or weird because of the ‘alloy’ of his virtuous ‘knight errantry’, why is it that he is 

remembered solely for the social abnegation or aberrance of his chivalric style of life? Why is he not 

remembered, or only fleetingly, for the virtues? It is conceivable that, although Cervantes points to his 

protagonist’s flight from society and suggests its decline, this state of decline is lost on his audience 

whose spectatorship is to be regarded as innured to all intellectual benefit aside from reading for 

amusement? What is the low relief, therefore, the intellectual backdrop, of Don Quixote? In a word, 

what did the academic mind look like, and in what tangible ways can the longlasting effects of 

classical antiquity be perceived in the Spanish Golden Age? In this undertaking several broad guides 

are followed: 1) an incorporation of philosophical schools, 2) the political models of Greco-Roman 

antiquity, 3) a gradual abstraction of classical political values into mainly aristocratic values, 4) an 

upsurge of the theme of ‘appearance and reality’, the increase in scepticism and the escape into 

                                                           
14 Maureen Ihrie, Scepticism in Cervantes (London: Tamesis Books Ltd., 1982). 
15 Here, and throughout my dissertation, I use ‘classical’ as a synonym for works and ideas from Greco-Roman antiquity. 

Hereafter I will use the term without single apostrophes. 
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various periods of a prized past, and, finally, 5) a recent interest in ‘justice’, from classical antiquity, 

and reflected in contemporary law in early modern Spain. After this last section (section 5), I will 

establish the point of difference of my thesis (‘the gap in the field’), and then proceed to my thesis 

statement and the description of subsections in the main body. 

 

1) An incorporation of philosophical schools 

What was the intellectual scene in Spain, circa 1600, like? Jeremy Robbins writes 

Due to its more militant orthodoxy, Spain is often depicted as being entirely backward as 

regards the development of modern science and philosophy which gradually emerged in the 

seventeenth century. Such a view is a travesty of the truth, since of all European countries in 

early modern Europe, it was Spain that confronted most insistently the issues regarding 

knowledge and perception which lay at the heart of intellectual developments elsewhere in the 

continent. The difference lies in the fact that Spain confronted these issues primarily via 

works of fiction (Robbins, 41).16 

 

Leaving to one side this richly suggestive statement on the fictional works of Golden Age Spain, the 

key reason for intellectual advancement and syncretism in European society at this important juncture 

is the incorporation of various philosophical schools into the pattern and style of epistemology —

whether Aristotelian, Platonist, Stoic, Tacitaen, Epicurean, Ciceronean, Scholastic, or other 

contending traditions.17 Writers, scholars in the academy or counter-Reformation spokesmen, the 

‘greybeards’ of the time, contended against the scepticism then at the zenith of its popularity, and 

their eclecticism affirmed God’s revelation by unifying the multiple voices of antiquity.18 Alongside 

systems that ordered the world, either through theoretical ideals or meagre syllogism, the Christian 

humanists collated the knowledge of antiquity into a ‘syncretism’. With a complex legacy of 

epistemological evolution behind it, a normatizing, everyday lexicon shifted terminologically the set 

of expectations of individuals and groups and benefited the diverse camps inherited through the 

Scholastics and the recovery of knowledge in the time. In discussing this, Alban K. Forcione, 

                                                           
16 Jeremy Robbins, The Challenges of Uncertainty: An introduction to Seventeenth-century Spanish literature (London: 

Duckworth & Co. Ltd., 1998). 
17 The three most prominent schools are: Plato (c.429-347 B.C.) and Plato’s heritage of immanent access to pure ideas which 

meant a preference for the contemplative, 2) Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) and Aristotle’s heritage of prudence based in either 

knowledge or experience supporting and culminating in the activity of virtue, and 3) Cicero (106-43 B.C.) and the post-

Cicero rhetorical heritage expanding upon and exploring Aristotle’s thought on virtue. 
18 See Paul Oskar Kristeller, “The Unity of Truth,” in Renaissance Thought and Its Sources, ed. Michael Mooney, (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1979), 196-210.  
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Cervantes and the Humanist Vision, focuses on what he terms ‘the problem of knowledge’: ‘[it is one 

of] the central themes of Western thought—the nature of wisdom and the proper uses of knowledge 

(Forcione, 297).’ 19 In his studies of Cervantes, therefore, Forcione first establishes intellectual, 

practical and social backgrounds, and seeks to provide the engagement given to each by Cervantes in 

the texts. Forcione regards Cervantes’s work as being embedded in prominent intellectual traditions— 

what he deems the Renaissance backgrounds of ‘fideism’ and scepticism, both of religion, but more 

appositely, epistemology.  

 

In a similar vein, Victoria Kahn’s work on rhetoric, scepticism and prudence in the sixteenth century 

shows the rising popularity of scepticism initially through the rediscovery and publication of classical 

writings and the later humanist attempts to emulate. There she enlarges upon rewarding breaches in 

the very brilliance of rhetorical gambits, which in their audacity and brilliance to win arguments 

promulgate scepticism and prudence together.20 Additionally, Jeremy Robbins’s work on the Spanish 

period 1580-1650 shows irrefragable epistemic change.21 The emphasis of Christian humanism on 

sapience (wisdom), associated with the God of Christian doctrine, indicates how humanism furthered 

the intellectual ethos of the Scholastic Middle Ages epitomised in the works of Aquinas promoting ‘a 

rational foundation to ethics’ that considered the effective discovery of God’s natural laws established 

in the world through a person’s recta ratio (‘right reason’).22 Forcione, who elaborates Desiderius 

Erasmus’s influence on Cervantes, shows Cervantes in proximity to humanist tradition as powerfully 

as Robbins. The thesis that Cervantes drew influence from Erasmus had its first full survey in the 

                                                           
19 Alban K. Forcione, Cervantes and the Humanist Vision: A Study of Four Exemplary Novels (New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1982). 

See also his statement, that: 

In the backgrounds of various contexts dealing with knowledge we glimpse Cervantes’s conciliatory stance toward 

the traditionally conflicting claims of contemplation and action, the respective value of divine grace and human 

knowledge, and the relative importance of transcendental sapience and worldly knowledge, whether practical or 

ethical, in man’s proper fulfillment of himself as a human being. In his refusal to envision the members of these 

various antitheses as radically opposed, in his unsparing criticism of the egotism and inhumanity of the isolated 

intellectual, and in his emphasis on the civic responsibilities of the man of learning, Cervantes’s treatment of the 

problem of knowledge places him in the central stream of humanist thought, originating in the writings of certain 

fifteenth-century Florentine thinkers and statesmen for whom the only true wisdom is that which manifests itself in 

beneficial civic action, and reaching its most influential expression in the sixteenth-century humanist reform 

movement led by such men as Erasmus and Bude (Forcione, 315). 
20 Victoria Kahn, Rhetoric, Prudence and Scepticism in the Renaissance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1985). 
21 Jeremy Robbins, The Epistemological Mentality of the Spanish Baroque, 1580-1720 (New York: Routledge, 2007). 
22 See John Haldane, “Medieval and Renaissance Ethics,” in A Companion to Ethics, ed. Peter Singer, (Oxford: Blackwell, 

1991), 134 & 141. 
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important book by Marcel Bataillon, Érasme et L’Espagne, published in 1936.23 Bataillon argued that 

Cervantes’s humanism was impressed with the Pauline doctrine found in Erasmus and could only be 

understood as humanism in that regard (see especially page 837). Perhaps the greatest influence which 

Erasmus could ever have had on Cervantes, however, was possibly in that of prose style. He followed 

the dictum ‘écrire comme on parle…(824)’ wrote Bataillon, that one should ‘write as one speaks.’  

 

Since the changes to intellectual epistemes properly consist in the terrain of the following two 

chapters (Chapter Two and Chapter Three), I will limit the discussion here to these few paragraphs 

above. 

 

 

2) The political models of Greco-Roman antiquity  

 

All ideas about political systems, whatever period of statehood whether early or late, were discussed 

in the ancient Greek polis, where democracy was given its classical sense: the empire or republic of 

Rome, the theocracy and empire of the Holy Roman church during the dark ages, and the city states of 

the Middle Ages and the Renaissance age, had been predicted in theory. Both Aristotle and Plato 

dwelt on  statehood types as being finite in number, and usually counted them as numbering six: the 

right constitutions being kingship, aristocracy and polity, and the deviations from these being tyranny, 

oligarchy and democracy (see, for example, Aristotle, The Politics, book IV).  

 

Polity and democracy, with their ‘democratic’ systems of election for important positions, never 

replicated themselves in the medieval and Renaissance world save perhaps in the guilds of the city 

states. Whenever the old world’s concept of virtue in the ‘psyche writ large’ vision was reticulated on 

to the contemporary polis, the relation of self to city as a matter of reason and excellence faced 

challenges outside its proper historical emplacement.  Egalitarian and meritocratic ideals were 

                                                           
23 Marcel Bataillon, Érasme et L’Espagne (Geneva: E. Droz, 1936). 
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sidelined for notions of man’s excellence as s a matter of class. Classicism, as an aside, drew from its 

etymology in the term ‘classes’. Rule was understood only in Aristotle’s understanding of an 

(interactive) ‘ideal polity,’ where ‘those who were equal to one another should exercise their 

capacities for virtue and practical wisdom in determining political affairs together’. And, rule was 

exclusivist: ‘[i]f some or most people were unable—whether for innate or circumstantial reasons—to 

achieve it, they were not fit participants in politics’ (Lane, 186).24 The state of daily, even hourly, 

pressures, or the opposite state of otium, where all quotidian pressures were met leaving one with the 

liberty to go to the forum, decided whether a man had the right to enter the public sphere.  

 

3) A gradual abstraction of classical political values into mainly aristocratic values 

 

Yet, ‘virtue’, as synonym for good civic behaviour, is very nigh the purview of pressures alone, albeit 

these pressures are the social kind. (The brothers Glaucon and Adeimantus lay out the argument in 

Plato’s Republic, 357a-367e, 40-52).25 Among these social contexts pressuring the individual I 

include the family, the church and village or communal life. Education, or rather self-education, was 

demonstrably of very limited influence in Don Quixote. Over and over Cervantes demonstrates that 

self-education means leading oneself into the danger of errors of judgement. Apart from those errors 

of judgement, to which a gorged imagination might lead, sixteenth-century Europe reckoned with a 

burgeoning scepticism taking several forms. A Spanish variation of scepticism gaining popularity in 

the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, held that only through disillusionment, to disband 

oneself of all the factors (the illusions) pointing to humankind’s greatness in the face of original sin, 

could the individual perceive the real truths of the world. 

 

Such programs for existence led eventually to contradictions in the inherited intellectual values of 

philosophy. Not to state that individuals have no part to play in the matter. (Monks, ‘schoolmen’, the 

                                                           
24 Melissa Lane. Greek and Roman Political Ideas (London: Penguin, 2014).  
25 Plato The Republic,trans. Desmond Lee (London: Penguin, 2007, 2nd edn.). 
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literate, avowed and practised self-renewal through esteem for the exemplary models shown to them 

in books.) Merely, those exterior contexts of community, family, creed, race or other allegiance, were 

more effective to develop the virtue and individual excellence than was the otherwise, theoretical 

influence of philosophy in Renaissance Europe’s manifold literatures. To the query, how did the 

virtues become aristocratic values?, one may respond that this is the way they began though they were 

better served by the attempts widen the circle of partisanship. This is because a courtly nobility which 

denies the real political advancements of the broader classes, is too self-serving, and so the dilemma 

of aristocratic political failure—the failure to expand the base of inclusion, thus forming a healthy and 

strong society—is prone to repeated facsimiles.  

 

Blind to the desultory story of the aristocratic virtues over time, the uncommon quest of the knight 

Don Quixote is to establish incontrovertibly within himself those virtues of the knight and those of the 

classical age. The cruelty of the buffetings he suffers is painful to the reader’s sensibilities, more in 

knowing him to be a good man than for the acts of cruelty themselves. Why did Cervantes, himself a 

man of sensibility and delicacy, allow this? If we reflect that Don Quixote has set out the script 

directing him according to the simplest logic—that in this wretched age if he were to exemplify his 

courage and civility to the world he would inspire others to join him and forge a renaissance not only 

in chivalric warfare, but also in those social virtues that make up the good of society—then we might 

trust Cervantes’s distance as having something of a point. If Don Quixote’s stature forms the ‘model 

of an ideal ruler, an exemplary teacher, a perfect captain’ (Maravall, 186), the base of nobles in 

society will be challenged to reprove themselves of vices and live honestly and justly. Is Cervantes 

‘having a bob each way’? Assuring his readership that this ideal will never take place while keeping 

his eye on the slim chance it might?  

 

The early twentieth-century French essayist Henry de Montherlant found this cruel element of the 

novel unaccountable: 

However, it so happens, that Cervantes in ridiculing courtly chivalry at the same time 

ridicules a primitive chivalry ; and, others before me have made this point, although deploring 
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it… The actions of Don Quixote, even when he misleads himself and is agitated by the demon 

of the good, are generous. Yet his author wanted to ridicule him, never extending one word of 

blame for those who scorn him, and it’s still under the sign of being ridiculous that this 

generous man survives. What ! In 1,079 pages comically packed together (for such is the 

extent of my edition), there is not even a simple phrase of two lines to say that, no matter 

what he does, it’s Don Quixote who is right, and that these exasparatingly cheerful people 

with big heads who fool him are to be taken as the vulgar and mediocre ones ! How can it be 

this soldier wounded at Lepanto, who was, one can only suppose, a decent and courageous 

man, didn’t sense this, and couldn’t sense it, for if he did feel it he would have said it once, 

even if just in two lines. It remains a stain on the book which cannot be effaced (de 

Montherlant, 85-86, author’s translation). 26 

 

Contrary to Montherlant’s astute observation, it is indeed utterly impressive how Don Quixote, in 

maintaining the optimism that all manner of second-rate literature be truthful, mistakes what is 

fictional as the truth and as history, and thus disregards the public world in which he lived and instead 

takes his interior and exterior world, its seasons and landscapes, from the private world of books. It is 

Cervantes’s representation of this world, the real world, from which he drew descriptions and 

characters, scenery and realistic detail, which forms the social background of the novel. Cervantes, 

like Machiavelli, like Montaigne to a degree, is sceptical about the worth of the ancient accounts of 

how to act. He remains sceptical of the imitation of models, even as he inserts them into the book-

world of his hero: ‘Cervantes depicts a world in which the imitation of models has run amok, but 

where the concern for virtue so central to humanist ideology has virtually vanished (Hampton, 238).’27 

In this evocative statement Timothy Hampton writes concerning an absence of virtue in the social 

world of Don Quixote, from the experimenting and success of which exemplary literature will never 

remain the same but will undergo change: 

Cervantes contraposes the implications of reading as a private activity against the violence of 

a world marked by social upheaval. In the process he returns to the aristocratic values 

                                                           
26 Mais il arrive, et d’autres l’ont déploré avant moi, que Cervantès, ridiculisant la chevalerie courtoise, ridiculise aussi la 

chevalerie primitive… Les mouvements de don Quichotte, même lorsqu’il se trompe, et agit mené par le démon du bien, 

sont généreux. Pourtant son auteur l’a voulu ridicule, n’a jamais un mot de blâme pour ceux qui le bafouent, et c’est bien 

sous un aspect ridicule qu’a survécu ce grand généreux. Quoi! en mille soixante-dix-neuf pages drôlement tassées (c’est la 

contenance de mon édition), pas une simple phrase de deux lignes pour dire que, quoi qu’il fût, c’est don Quichotte qui avait 

raison, et que ce sont les drilles triomphants qui le bernent qui sont les tenants certains de la vulgarité et de la médiocrité! 

Est-ce que le blessé de Lépante, qui fut, on le suppose, un homme courageux et propre, n’a pas senti cela, et n’a pas senti que 

s’il le sentait, il fallait le dire une fois, fût-ce en deux lignes? Il reste une tache sur le livre, qui ne peut pas être effacée. 

Henry de Montherlant, Essais critiques (France: Éditions Gallimard, 1995). 
27 Timothy Hampton, Writing from History: the rhetoric of exemplarity in renaissance literature (Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell 

University Press, 1990).  
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espoused by Montaigne, but only to reflect with melancholy on their vanity and their eclipse 

(Hampton, 237). 

For Hampton to speak of the ‘vanity and eclipse’ of the ‘aristocratic values’ at this great cultural 

juncture, the Renaissance and Counter-Reformation European world, what mattered was the concern 

for virtue in the writings of ethically-minded thinkers; likewise the aristocratic values had their part to 

play in re-conceptualising virtue, if that is the striking lack of presence on the part of nobles in this 

new conceptualisation. In the novel it is not the aristocrats encountered in society, but the hero of the 

novel instead who strives to exemplify virtue. Indeed, in Cervantes, literature, and the discourse of 

politics (2012), Anthony J. Cascardi states 

But Don Quixote is himself already a version of the hombre nuevo—albeit shaped according 

to models from the past—who has completely refashioned himself according to noble ideals. 

The real trouble is that he has no new world to accompany him. On the contrary, the 

contemporary world seems to be in a state of decline (Cascardi, 51).28 

 

Many cultural critics and historians have spoken about this decline.29 Social decline is evidently 

present in the history of the period. (For Spain, see writers E.C. Graf and Diana de Armas Wilson.)30 

A well-known essay by Pierre Vilar examines the social decline at the time of the publishing of the 

separate parts of Don Quixote.31 This social world, therefore, is more than sensitive to the knight who 

is mad, whom Vilar called ‘a comforting sign for the future (110)’. Mark Van Doren’s suggestion, 

that Don Quixote, prompts us to ask ‘What is success?’ is a foil for this disjuncture between a social 

world where standards have declined, particularly standards of civic virtue, and the hero whose 

virtues (courage, fortitude, wisdom and temperance) set him apart.32 Whenever Quixote is seemingly 

                                                           
28 More recent examples of authors who consider Cervantes’s in this light are: Anthony J. Cascardi, in particular Anthony J. 

Cascardi, Cervantes, Literature, and the Discourse of Politics (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012). As well as 

Ideologies of history in the Spanish Golden Age (1998) cited already above, see his The subject of modernity (1992), and his 

work as editor on The Cambridge Companion to Cervantes (2002). (His important most recent work, Cervantes, literature, 

and the discourse of politics (2012) is used in this thesis as a touchstone book); see also Henry Higuera, Eros and Empire: 

Politics and Christianity in Don Quixote (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 1995). 
29 See, for example, John R. Hale, The civilization of Europe in the Renaissance (New York: Maxwell Macmillan 

International, 1994). 
30 In Diana de Armas Wilson’s case, regard the relation of Cervantes writing and ‘the New World,’ and in E.C. Graf’s case 

the political contestation of the cortes and figures of power in the times. Diana de Armas Wilson, Cervantes, the novel, and 

the new world (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000). E.C. Graf, Cervantes and modernity: four essays on Don Quijote 

(Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 2007). 
31 ‘Because of its peculiar position and circumstances’, Pierre Vilar argued, ‘(and not because of religion or temperament) 

Spanish society in 1600, the antithesis of puritan society, turned its back on savings and investment’, page 102: Pierre Vilar, 

“The Age of Don Quijote,” in Essays in European Economic History, 1500-1800, ed. Peter Earle, (Oxford: Clarendon, 

1974), 100-112. 
32 The English Professor, Mark Van Doren, who taught Don Quixote at Columbia University in a course entitled ‘The 

Narrative Art,’ wrote in his book Don Quixote’s Profession that the novel asks of its readers three questions: What is 

Madness? What is Reality? and What is Success? (These ‘series’, as Van Doren puts it, are roughly asked and discussed in 
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“mad” to the social world watching on, no account of his conduct is needed. When the presence he 

radiates is one of sanity, even intelligence, the same society appraises him an exemplary man. This 

dichotomous state of being in the world has provided much material for critics of Don Quixote. In 

fact, Cervantes returned many times to his exploration of the social spectatorship, searching over 

again for irrational consistencies and proofs provided by his lunatics.  

 

While the ethois of antiquity—its fabled stories, images and myths; its philosophies— were 

disseminated throughout reading cultures in the Renaissance, the common people (what one writer 

titled the ‘broader classes’), from their own personal experience of life or from the forces oppressing 

them, cultivated natural dichotomies of good/bad, virtue/vice and pleasure/pain, with which to explain 

their experience of the world. Class analysis has for an example Don Quixote’s achievement of moral 

values based in basic human virtues. Such virtues could not possibly be class-based by nature; not the 

least of reasons being that if some courtiers are inferior to hidalgos, the proof of this lowest rung of 

nobility attaining such moral values upends class by transcending it. 

 

4) Upsurge in the theme of ‘appearance and reality’, the increase in scepticism and the escape 

into various periods of the past 

 

Nevertheless, arguing that social contexts develop (or inform) the virtue and individual excellence 

understood in literature across Renaissance Europe33 also licences the belief that in reading and 

reflection the educated subject utilises, even practices, virtue in a subtler, more flexible perhaps, 

manner. Even the quality of having learned where the ‘origin’ of virtue lies, its place alongside trades 

and mercantile practices, or its bonds to monarchy and the king, permitted the educated noble a 

grammar of virtuous action, not simply virtuous action itself, which no low-born person could access 

without being already of more than usual intelligence, unlike those natural dichotomous values 

                                                           
Chapter Two, consecutively in three sections from page thirty four, page forty one, and page fifty two).This last question has 

a particular relevance here, for it’s Van Doren’s thesis that upon encountering Quixote the novel’s cast of characters 

encourage his illusion that he was a knight by delighting in carrying on the hoax. See Mark Van Doren, Don Quixote’s 

Profession (New York: Columbia University Press, 1958), 33-65. 
33 A modern philosophical school, the school of virtue ethics whose most celebrated exponent is Alasdair MacIntyre, delves 

deeper into the debate surrounding the origin/s in any given epoch of this branch of inquiry. See Alasdair C. Macintyre, After 

Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory, (Notre Dame, Ind: University of Notre Dame Press, 1984).  
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mentioned above. The culture of reading permitted greater range (even modality) of action to its 

practitioners, and this in great part was the cause of reactionary Inquisition in Spain. Finally, the 

decline of society from standards of virtuous behaviour, found in pertinent textual example from the 

ancient Greek and Roman periods to the Renaissance, meant that certain ‘age-old’ considerations 

would linger as aristocratic values solely. One prime example was the ‘great theme’ of appearance 

and reality taken from the rediscovered writings of Plato where, according to the humanists, serious 

doubt was to be cast on the question whether public opinion could be trusted. In certain traditions of 

writing the result on literature was esotericism and estrangement, which united then behave with a 

manner that, as Carlo Ginzburg argues, is like ‘an instrument to overcome appearances in order to 

achieve a deeper understanding of reality.’34 

 

As surprising to the contemporary reader as it is to us, we can see a similar result in the negative 

example of Don Quixote’s lecture to the goat-herds where he modifies Ovid and Hesiod’s ‘four ages’ 

of humankind into ‘two ages, the golden, and this bronze age.’ Totally refusing to acknowledge a 

progression of history, Quixote’s ‘discourse’ unerringly depicts a ‘confessional society’ and its 

justified continuance, as though the Middle Ages had begun and never ended. At this stage of history, 

the past began to be divided into ‘periods’ with different natures. Spain, itself, was seen 

contemporaneously through the lens of a Golden Age. Don Quixote’s escape into various forms of the 

past instruct the reader about just what offends him: the casted, long shadow of the Middle Ages upon 

enlightened humanism.  

 

 

Escape into various forms of the past 

 

                                                           
34 See Carlo Ginzburg, “Making Things Strange: The Prehistory of a Literary Device,” Representations 56, Special Issue: 

The New Erudition (Autumn, 1996), 20, University of California Press, http://www.jstor.org/stable/2928705. Also see Leo 

Strauss on ‘esoteric writings’. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/2928705
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It has long been a shibboleth of criticism that Cervantes was of the party of one age or another 

(whether medieval or Baroque or, more bizarrely, Romantic German modernity). For Maravall, it can 

be viewed in another light. It was ‘Cervantes’s proximity to…[a] conception of reality’ that 

convinces, so it was the medieval mindset to which he attributes Cervantes’s worldview, having a 

persistence in Spain perhaps less prominent in other regions of Europe at this time. Maravall stated, 

‘[His general viewpoint] based on transcendence and final causality [is] a conception therefore less 

Renaissance than… scholastic-medieval, especially in those who write about human affairs (181).’  

The historian Johan Huizinga, in The Autumn of the Middle Ages, stated that there existed three ways 

to achieve the ideal in life for medieval man.35 Here is Huizinga’s text: 

Those yearning for a better life, at all times, have seen three paths to the distant goal before 

them. The first of these ordinarily leads away from the world: the path of denial… The second 

path was that leading to the improvement and perfection of the world itself… The third path to 

a better world leads through a land of dreams. It is the most comfortable, but one in which the 

goal remains at an unchanging distance… But is this third path to a better life, this fleeing from 

harsh reality into a beautiful illusion, only a concern of literary culture? Surely it is more than 

that. Just as the other two paths, it affects the form and content of communal life; and it affects 

that life the more strongly the more primitive the culture is (Huizinga, 36-38). 

 

Certainly, Quixote’s insistence that he contained the virtues of knight errantry, along with what must 

be regarded as the cardinal virtues—fortitude, temperance, prudence and justice—carried the feeling 

of anachronism. However, the lingering question in Don Quixote of whether the hero is a visionary or 

reactionary persists. Its author must continue to be an idealist, or a realist, its target must continue to 

be the age of chivalry, or contemporary Europe as represented by Spain. The lingering question will 

persist because it lies in the curious fact that the eponymous hero when he finds ‘progress’ finds it by 

stumbling over it with his eyes firmly on the idealistic vision of the past. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
35 Johan Huizinga, The Autumn of the Middle Ages, trans. Rodney J. Payton and Ulrich Mammitzsch (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1996). 
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5) Recent interest in ‘justice’, from classical antiquity, as reflected in contemporary law in early 

modern Spain 

 

Roberto González Echevarría and Susan Byrne have written the recent landmark texts on the 

consideration of ‘law’and its impact on Cervantes’s fiction, and Don Quixote in particular.36  

González Echevarría has innovatively read Don Quixote as intertextually situating in the Golden Age 

discourse of the law, as weightily as its part taken in the discourse of literature in that epoch. ‘The 

laws of the new state,’ writes González Echevarría,  

[E]roded the personal, arbitrary power of noblemen, who are themselves now not only 

subjects of the crown but must answer to its judiciary... The written record of the law 

becomes increasingly important to literature because it is the most extensive account of 

human interaction available—it is a primary form of recording life’s variety, an inscription of 

behaviour prior to generalizations and formulas. It represents the raw contingency of the real. 

Because of this it is an invaluable repository for the emerging novel, a treasure trove of the 

vagaries of human conduct and misconduct. Deviants—the sinner, the criminal, the 

madman—will be the novel’s most coveted figures, as they are for the law. Literature 

becomes an archive of the forbidden, counterbalancing the copious repository of the pious, 

generally the context that has been used to read community within which one lives. 

Cervantes’ works are the first sustained record of this process in literature (González 

Echevarría, ‘Introduction’, page xv). 

 

In the remaining paragraphs of this section I intend to show that, though the valuable works of 

González Echevarría and Byrne are beyond the scope of this present study, their sustained critical 

applications of discourses of the law to Cervantes’s Don Quixote are lacking (in the case of González 

Echevarría) or partially lacking (in Byrne’s case) an ever vital conception of the law in Cervantes’s 

day and age, namely it’s theorisation of justice in classical terms. To do so, I will make the case as 

follows.37 

 

The law still maintained its relevance, as from antiquity, as a species of justice in the erecting of a 

good society. In the Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle stated that justice ‘is complete virtue in the fullest 

sense, because it is the active exercise of complete virtue’ (NE 1129b30). From which standpoint, 

                                                           
36 See: Roberto González Echevarría, Love and the law in Cervantes (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005); and, Susan 

Byrne, Law and History in Cervantes’ Don Quixote (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2012).  
37 The case will be made at length throughout, and particularly in Chapter Six (see below). 
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Aristotle elaborated and made it clear that justice was what virtue held commonly between the 

citizens of the polity: 

It is clear, from what we have said, what the difference is between virtue and justice in this 

sense: they are the same, except that their essence is not the same; that which, considered in 

relation to somebody else, is justice, when considered simply as a certain kind of moral state 

is virtue (NE, 1129b30-1130a15).       

After his own way of seeing and holding the same value, Plato in essence differed only by finding 

justice to be as much a distinction of individual as it was of society: 

‘[J]ustice’s real concern is with man’s inward self, not with external actions (Republic, 

443d).’  And: 

‘Justice is the quality that keeps and preserves the other three [cardinal virtues: wisdom, 

courage and self-discipline] (R, 433c).’ 

González Echevarría’s work of critical investigation is not less worthy for lacking these stipulations. 

As a result, however, a difference is caused in his emphasis. A Baroque understanding of human 

perfection was that it could be achieved only through pain and failure (as Maravall informs us, c.f. 

182).  By investigating the pain and failure recorded by the law, González Echevarría, then, is surely 

following Cervantes himself, who considered that there were two ways to sum up life’s human drama, 

that of the poet and that of the historian (viz. DQII:III and DQII:XVI), albeit he has absented the 

interests of the poet. Indeed by his seminal work of laying side by side the episodes of law and 

criminality in Don Quixote with the legal codes of Spain in the Golden Age González Echevarría is 

doing only as much as he claims above: establishing that ‘[t]he written record of the law becomes 

increasingly important to literature because it is the most extensive account of human interaction 

available—it is a primary form of recording life’s variety, an inscription of behaviour prior to 

generalizations and formulas.’ Moreover, Roberto González Echevarría’s and Susan Byrne’s two 

investigations of the very dynamic conceptualisation of law in the Spanish Baroque, and specifically 

its relation in the work of Cervantes, hold a valuable new direction for studies of Cervantes. Both 

going to the same lengths of archival work as González Echevarría, as well as further into the pre-

history of Spanish Baroque law practice, namely the history of ‘jurisprudence’ from its earliest age 
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unto that time, Byrne greatly satisfies the aims of this present study by intersecting with prudence and 

virtue theory. Yet, as with González Echevarría, there is difference caused in the emphasis.  

 

It is not beholden to Byrne to solely pursue a classical philosophical tradition critique of Don Quixote, 

however there are certain parts of the literature presented by Byrne and González Echevarría which I 

am dissatisfied with in terms of the outcomes produced. Byrne begins her work with a comment 

comparative to the one of González Echevarría, above: 

History as perceptive commentary and justice as thematic content are two key elements of 

Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote, as evidenced in the author’s multiple references to the 

contentious literary debates of his day, his use of formal and thematic aspects of 

contemporary historiographical questions, and his protagonist’s exploration of the meaning of 

justice. Cervantes’ masterpiece created a new paradigm and, from his synthesis of empirical 

and fictional impulses, ‘the novel emerges as a literary form’ (Scholes 2006, 15). To a large 

extent, the literal basis of that empirical impulse was the fruit of a convergence of juridical 

and historical thought in the sixteenth century. Cervantes incorporated materials that have 

since been forgotten, in an era when intellectual synthesis was the model, and the specialized 

parameters of law, history, and literature were fluid and flexible (Byrne, 6). 

 

Taking these few representative examples of Byrne and González Echevarría, my interest is to flag in 

general terms the parts of their analysis of Don Quixote, which I feel do not go far enough. Byrne is 

indeed correct when she contends that in the ‘era... intellectual synthesis was the model, and the 

specialized parameters of law, history, and literature were fluid and flexible.’ The legal and 

historiographical patterning of intersecting legal notions dotted throughout the entirety of the novel, as 

noticed by Byrne, is admirable. It is not this that my own thesis seeks to rectify. Rather, I find it 

necessary to disagree with a statement as the asseverant declaration that: ‘Cervantes’ history of Don 

Quixote, as the knight’s author himself calls it, can be directly linked to those polemical histories of 

his time (107).’38 I object on the grounds that the prestige of classical virtue has not been 

acknowledged as the keystone for Cervantes’s characterisation of his protagonist I believe it to be. 

Don Quixote’s claim of vocation: ‘to put into practice my profession: to right wrongs and come to the 

aid and assistance of the wretched (163),’39 just one instance of such assertions in the novel, is a claim 

                                                           
38 Although, it must be stated that I find Byrne’s structuring of legal case histories and juridical-historical debates, alongside 

the text, admirable, and that Byrne has been of great use to this thesis in her reading of the juris prudens figure, as will be 

discovered in my Chapter Six. 
39 —encaja la ejecución de mi oficio: desfacer fuerzas y socorrer y acudir a los miserable (224). 
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of vocation in constant dialogue with the texts of the virtue tradition as I outlay them in my Chapters 

Two and Three. The four cardinal virtues, justice, prudence, self-discipline and courage, are 

representative throughout the work, and it is not untrue to state that in Cervantes’s understanding of 

things there was no basis for the accommodation of civilization without prudence and justice. I agree 

with those critics, such as Hampton, Maravall, Cascardi or Forcione, who find that prudence is a 

central consideration in the novel, and I argue further that there can be no practical accomplishing of 

justice without it. Yes, I agree with González Echevarría and Byrne, that Cervantes made great use of 

an ‘invaluable repository,’ being the law’s ‘treasure trove of the vagaries of human conduct and 

misconduct.’ However, a representation of Cervantes as historian of the vagaries of human 

vicissitudes and indiscretions without crediting his focus on the triumphs of human ideals, or the 

glories of the age, is a somewhat off-kilter depiction. Being Cervantes, it goes without saying that 

events will always arise to thwart grand accomplishments, although he has enough kindness of heart 

to permit one or two successes here and there. Thus, he poeticizes and historicizes humanity.   

 

2. Thesis Statement: 

This thesis investigates the influence of classical virtue on Miguel de Cervantes’s Don Quixote (1605 

Part I; 1615 Part II), in particular prudence, or prudential reason, and justice. The thesis suggests a 

new reading of Cervantes’s novel which takes into account the intellectual values of these essential 

intellectual approaches to moral behaviour in early modern Spain.  

 

Though enthralled to chivalry and its literature, Don Quixote’s thinking and acting are motivated by 

Aristotle’s concept of virtue, as relayed through the tradition of Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Aquinas and 

finally Cervantes, in line with most of the humanists in the Renaissance period. Although Don 

Quixote strives for prudence and justice, he does so to develop his reason through his actions, his 

habits, his memory and his eloquent rhetorical speech. In spite of his effort, the virtuous circle of his 

prudential reasoning, and its impact on a hostile world, is many times upset by the mental disturbance 

he is suffering – his ‘illusions’ (engaños). Counterpart to Don Quixote’s uncommon state of being, 
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this thesis argues the enactment of a steady reversal of the conviction in virtue as a telos circa 1600, 

right before the time when DQI was written.  

 

In Chapters Two and Three I argue that in its characterisation of the protagonist Don Quixote, there is 

a didactic intent to satirise certain intellectual values. Principally, this is a civilizational value that 

factored from ancient times to the sixteenth century: the classical tradition of virtue and its structure 

of reason, prominent in noble society (the leading classes, humanists, authors, intellectuals, and so 

forth) throughout sixteenth century Europe.  In Chapter Two, I argue that virtue is attained and 

supported by the reason. The reason is not the sole property in building up virtue; however, there can 

be no virtue without reason according to classical philosophy. With scenes and statements drawn from 

the novel, I construct an argument on virtue grounded in reason, also that the standard of good 

character results as being a ‘unity of the virtues’, that there is an admission by Aristotle that “non-

knowers” sometimes behave virtuously, that the proper environment for the virtuous individual is a 

society which recognises the good and the laws at the same time, and, finally, that the place of the 

imagination must be as a help, and not a hindrance, to reason.  In Chapter Three, also using scenes 

and statements from the novel, I consider the conundrum that where Don Quixote is adduced as being 

virtuous and reasonable, in the context of his well-established reason and virtue there are instances of 

his suffering from ‘madness’ for the purposes of satire. In coming to terms with this, I suggest that the 

satire, while targeting the knight’s outward behaviour, derides the reason of Don Quixote itself. I 

argue that the protagonist’s mentality is a hybrid structure of melancholy and choler, of memory and 

imagination, and on occasion, the mix of these ‘humours’ is such that his mentality situates in his 

‘understanding’, which is the best part of the mind according to the establishing text relied upon by 

Cervantes to describe these mental processes. Stricken with fantastic images and dense with texts 

from chivalry, the hero is famous for being compromised by his psychological disturbance.40 I argue 

that these more absurd aspects of the imagination crossover with the folkloric, the superstitious, as 

                                                           
40 This psychological disturbance is explained by the humoral theory of Juan Huarte, which Cervantes drew upon throughout 

the novel. Into this psychological disturbance are not only cited outbursts of the imagination, but more specifically an 

anamorphosis, a personalised distortion of vision where one object morphs into something else. See Chapter Three below. 
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well as more absurd parts of paganism and Christianity. However, it is not all bad news: the type of 

mental power driving Don Quixote can also bring out the talents of memorisation and memory 

retrieval, or humanistic rhetoric in its full impress of eloquence. These latter, being also the good 

products of the virtues and the rhetoric of the humanists, are everywhere present in the novel and 

demonstrate the pervasiveness of Aristotelianism in European letters as nobility drew from antiquity 

and its practices in the spirit of self-consequence and oration on the dignity of man.  

 

Statement on Thesis Subsections: Chapter Four, Chapter Five and Chapter Six 

To accomplish my stated thesis aim: that, although Don Quixote strives for prudence and justice, he 

does so to develop his reason through his actions, his habits, his memory and his eloquent rhetorical 

speech, my thesis will be divided into three sections (Chapter Four – Doing Prudence, Chapter 

Five – Thinking Prudence, Chapter Six – ‘Communicating Prudence (On Cervantes’s 

‘Community’—Justice as Paradigm for Prudence)’) in the body chapters. 

 

In the First Subsection (Analysis Chapter Four), entitled ‘Doing Prudence’, two scenarios from the 

novel are analysed. In the first, Andrés and the Cruel Master (DQI: IV), the reader comes face to face 

with Don Quixote making a decisive de facto commitment to being a knight of justice. This brings in 

the ethical nature of his mission, the question of de facto justice and creation of law, as well as the 

loss to society if such an official can make promises yet cannot keep them. In the second scenario, 

Ginés de Pasamonte (DQI:XXII), pervasive Aristotelianism is met in Don Quixote’s ‘act of prudence’ 

to set at liberty Ginés and his fellow ‘galley slave’ prisoners. Besides his ‘prudent act’, Aristotle’s 

prudence occurs when Quixote mentions a ‘rule of prudence’, and then theorises a syllogism on 

erroneous grounds to support this act. Don Quixote dissembles so that he can achieve his aim of 

freeing the galley slaves.  

In the Second Subsection (Analysis Chapter Five), entitled ‘Thinking Prudence’, three scenes are 

analysed. In the first, ‘Quixote’s Advice to Sancho in preparation for his Island Governorship’ 

(DQII:XLII-XLIII), Don Quixote draws the age old link in virtue tradition between training the 

memory and governing the self and others. This ‘trained memory’, or ‘habitus’, is the standard of 
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princely ethics. Sancho, who is the apprentice to government, is ‘resourceful’ in contrast, a more 

spontaneous, but arguably just as successful a quality for leadership. His last minute demonstration of 

faithful reliance on God shows to Don Quixote and to their patron, the Duke, that Sancho is ready to 

govern. In the second scene, Don Quixote’s Discourse on Arms and Letters (DQI:XXXVII-XXXVIII), 

a motley company at Juan Palomeque’s travellers’ inn suddenly are given an ex tempore speech by 

the protagonist. He argues topics ‘on both sides of the question’ (in utramque partem), showing how 

arms is just as important as letters in bringing peace to the polity, and ultimately prioritising arms. My 

argument here is that prudential reasoning is identical to the genre of deliberative oratory in rhetoric 

with the sole exception that formal reasoning in rhetoric is devoid of an ethical standard. In the 

section ‘Seeking Wisdom in Allegory: The Montesinos Adventure and the late period Humanism of 

the Humanist Cousin’ (DQII: XXII-XXIV), Don Quixote descends into the mythical cave of 

Montesinos, there to speak with two of Charlemagne’s knights, said to be living still in a state of 

undeath. This descent into a cave is very evidently a descent into Don Quixote’s psyche and has 

famous literary precedents (Plato’s cave, for one); in this state of ‘pure fantasy’, Don Quixote is 

shown to be losing his faith and reaching for a quasi-sacred allegorical text to reinvigorate his quest.  

In the Third Subsection (Analysis Chapter Six), entitled ‘Communicating Prudence (On 

Cervantes’s ‘Community’—Justice as Paradigm for Prudence)’, two scenarios are analysed. In 

the first of these, Quixote’s Golden Age Speech (DQI:XI); Don Quixote in reflection, orating a speech 

to an audience of country folk. Its bold declarations about the ‘Golden Age’ of the mythical past 

extend into a lecture on natural law principles, natural political government built on a natural 

constitution (utopian in the grounds cited) and the civilised polis which surely must follow from such 

virtue. (Hesiod, Lucretius, Aristotle, Plato are the classical texts referenced among others). In the 

second scenario, ‘Sancho as governor and juris prudens on Barataria (Communicating prudence in 

law and rule) (DQII: XLII-LV)’ Sancho’s natural ‘resourcefulness’ converts into a brilliant talent for 

jurisprudence. The ‘hall of mirrors’ of Barataria, Sancho’s island where he attains government, are the 

fulfilment of prudence as a ‘political science’ in Sancho’s ability to discover more than justice, the 

equity of natural law and Christian mercy necessary to rule justly, if only for a brief window of time 

before the ‘hall of mirrors’ cracks thoroughly and he is brought back to reality. As the public level is 
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the vertical culmination of Don Quixote’s quest for virtue, the question is put: what cruelty has robbed 

him of this eminent political role? 

 

The Conclusion to the thesis, or Chapter Seven, will be where make the argument that I achieved my 

aims set out in this Literature Review. In this chapter I will mention ‘emergent modernity’ prototypes 

for conceptual replacements of prudence and virtue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



34 
  

Chapter Two: Reason is integral to virtue 

Section I 

Towards an end, or ‘prudence’ or ‘cuerdo’ (sanity) in Cervantes’s DQII: LXII 

Integral knowledge at work in Greek and Aristotelian definitions of virtue  

Towards an end, or Aristotle’s Book VI of the Ethics and its impact in coining ‘prudence’ 

Knowledge and ‘unity of virtue’  

The discourse of virtue: the assumption of knowledge 

No ‘form world’ in prudence, Aristotle’s proofs for knowledge: experience and data 

Know-nothings ‘know’ how to treat matters of significance 

Section II 

Virtuous societies recognise the good and the laws at the same time 

Discussion: impact of other traditions 

Don Quixote’s ‘magnanimity’ indicates his ‘unity of virtue’  

He fails ‘unity of virtue’: the failure which looks like virtue 

Prologue, again; Choleric dilemmas, excessive imagination, period in crisis  

 

 

 

 

 

The medieval and humanist recovery of classical virtue imbued the sixteenth century with its display 

of dignitis hominis. The concept of classical virtue, amid its highest achievements, was challenged as 

Pyrrhonist and Academic scepticism flourished. One of the ways to consider this state of flux is 

through the gradual change to words expressing virtue, not the least of which was produced through 

the increase in disillusionment (desengaño). Such disillusionment (desengaño) was understood in this 

period as being actual and at the same time intellectual. 

 

Towards an end, or ‘prudence’ or ‘cuerdo’ (sanity) in Cervantes’s DQII: LXII 

 

In the second part, chapter LXII, of Don Quixote at the very end of this pastoral novel, the reader 

finds himself situated in Barcelona at the home of Don Antonio Moreno, Don Quixote and Sancho 

Panza’s host and momentary ‘guide’ to the bustling world of urban life. Escorted to the main 

thoroughfares of the city, and not put in the know that a sign reading ‘This is Don Quixote of La 

Mancha’ has been pinned to his back, to the cape on loan from his host who insisted on his wearing it, 

the scene is set for a confrontation. Acclaim greets Don Quixote by all those who meet with him but 

one. A Castillian, having come up and caught sight of the parchment, directly accuses Don Quixote 
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with words that he is mad and advice how to recover his understanding (entendimento), his sanity. 

This is the Castillian’s speech: 

The devil take Don Quixote of La Mancha! How did you get this far without dying from all 

the beatings you’ve received? You’re a madman, and if you were a madman in private, 

behind the doors of your madness, it wouldn’t be so bad, but you have the attribute of turning 

everyone who deals with you or talks to you into madmen and fools, too; if you don’t believe 

me, just look at these gentlemen who are accompanying you. Return, fool, to your house, and 

look after your estate, your wife, and your children, and stop this nonsense that is rotting your 

brain and ruining your mind (867). 

—¡Válgate el diablo por don Quijote e la Mancha! ¿Cómo que hasta aquí has llegado, sin 

haberte muerto los infinitos palos que tienes a cuestas? Tue eres loco, y si lo fueras a solas y 

dentro de las puertas de tu locura, fuera menos mal; pero tienes propiedad de volver locos y 

mentecatos a cuantos te tartan y comunican; si no, mírenlo por estos señores que te 

acompañan. Vuélvete, mentecato, a tu casa, y mira por tu hacienda, port u mujer y tus hijos, y 

déjate destas vaciedades que te carcomen el seso y te desnatan el entendimento (972). 

Don Quixote’s host rebuffs the man diplomatically. Below is the English text of Don Antonio’s 

rebuff, as translated by Edith Grossmann. As it bears on the present discussion, it must be stated how 

this translation is conducive to the topic at hand—that of Don Quixote’s prudence (not his madness, 

which has been covered extensively by Cervantes scholars). Here is what Don Antonio says: 

“Brother,” said Don Antonio, “go on your way, and don’t give advice to people who don’t ask 

for it. Señor Don Quixote of La Mancha is a very prudent man, and we who accompany him 

are not dolts; virtue must be honoured wherever it is found; go now, and bad luck to you, and 

stop minding other people’s business (867).”  

—Hermano —dijo Don Antonio—, segued vuestro camino, y no deis consejos a quien no os 

los pide. El señor don Quijote de la Mancha es muy cuerdo, y nosotros, que le acompañamos, 

no somos necios; la virtud se ha de honrar dondequiera que se hallare, y andad en hora mala, 

y no os metáis donde no os llaman (972-73). 

The word that Grossmann has used ‘prudent’ for is cuerdo in the Spanish. The Covarrubias 

Dictionary of 1611 placed cuerdo in the same entry as the closely linked word cuerda. Cuerda means 

rope, or cord, or string, or tendon; in any case its meaning is of a fibrous tissue, whether of a tie, an 

instrument’s string or of the heart.  

 

However, cuerdo has the meaning of a ‘man of good sense’, and the Covarrubias gives the word as an 

adjectival noun: a man who is commonsensical or wise.  Cuerdo is presented in this context: coming 

as reply to an accusation of madness, as well as a recognition made to the practises of honouring 
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virtue and of minding one’s business. This lends a nice note of irony since one practice speaks to a 

public world, as of old, and the other to a privatized sphere of modern life. There is little wonder that 

Grossmann has translated cuerdo as ‘prudence’ here, so popular was the latter—and, yet, the 

exaggerated intensifier ‘very’ assures it of seeming top-heavy and cumbersome. After all, in modern 

ken, prudence is to have ‘good sense’; can one be exceedingly equipped with good sense? It is hard to 

answer either way.  

 

Other translators over the centuries have erred toward the ‘prudent’ or ‘wise’ definition of the Spanish 

cuerdo (although this is by no means widespread). Some of these translators endeavour to engage the 

‘muy’ (‘very’) exaggeration, and some do not. Thomas Shelton, known translator of the 1612 first 

English edition of Don Quixote, Part One, and reputed to have translated Part Two, which came out 

in 1620, wrote: ‘Signior Don Quixote is wise’ (page 190 of volume IV), retaining a term for cuerdo 

which spoke to the esteem for wisdom and prudence. Pierre Motteux, in 1700, and John Ozell, who 

revised Motteux’s translation in 1719, had it that ‘Signor Don Quixote is a Man of too much sense 

(864)’. Tobias Smollett’s translation of 1755 is a rare outlier, and provides the rendering ‘signor Don 

Quixote de la Mancha is renowned for wisdom (784)’, focusing as much on the celebrity of Quixote 

as his good sense. Charles Jervas wrote not dissimilarly to Shelton, his 1868 rendering giving us 

‘Signor Don Quixote is wise (655).’ In 1881, Alexander James Duffield’s version makes it ‘Sir Don 

Quixote de la Mancha is in his senses (607).’ For Samuel Putnam, in his abridged version of 1949, 

these words appear in part paraphrase, ‘Señor Don Quixote is quite sane (669)’; in J. M. Cohen’s 

translation of 1950, it is written that he is ‘a man of good sense (871)’. In 1995, Burton Raffel gave a 

choice solution to the difficulty by using ‘lord’ immediately before ‘Don’, as he places in the mouth 

of the host Don Antonio these words honoring the knight: ‘My lord Don Quijote de la Mancha is 

perfectly sane’.  Finally, in this short survey of translations, in John Rutherford’s Don Quixote of 

2000, he writes ‘Don Quixote de la Mancha is extremely sane (909)’. Thus, we can recognize two 

kinds of translator at this late stage in Part Two of the novel. They have made a choice to either 

present Don Quixote as a man who is attacked as being ‘mad’ and must be defended with ‘sanity’; or, 
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as a man who must be defended against the charge of ‘madness’ with either ‘wisdom’ or ‘prudence’, 

and the subtle shading of meaning differentiating these two terms.  

 

As cuerdo is one of several cognate words for cognitive reason, the changing of cuerdo, to become a 

facsimile of wisdom or prudence, awaits an inquiry. Times change and words often change with them. 

Adjectives such as cuerdo, reportado, sabio, discrete and aplicado formed part of an arbour of 

expressions implying ‘prudent,’ though not in all instances in the strict sense. To be sane or to possess 

good sense (cuerdo), to be moderate, temperate, forbearing (reportado), to be wise or knowledgeable 

(sabio), to be perceptive (discrete), or to be diligent (aplicado) are approximations to prudence, 

appreciably combining the virtue with qualities drawn from contemporary psychology or commonly 

used epithets. To effectively make any action into ‘prudence’ is to introduce the ‘ought’ that benefits 

others as much as the self. This greater good benefitting others manifests itself in prudence. This telos 

of a virtue lent the dignity of the virtue to words like ‘sane’, ‘moderate’, ‘wise’, ‘perceptive’, 

‘diligent’, or any such attributes to character. Virtuous attributes were formed by doing good actions 

and were confirmed by a public witness to those actions. Some larger idea of a good for that 

community or person’s life is required, and this is the premise not only of the very first sentence of 

the first book of the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle but also throughout, and its nuance endures in 

the history of Aristotelian thought. This is the nuance of the ‘prudence’ in the time period of 

Cervantes’s writings. Speakers in conversation would attend to the nuance. In contrast, recent 

philosophy has favoured a flattening out of action in preference to the longterm project of the virtues, 

and it has dispersed examples into ‘small-scale’, ‘mid-scale’, or ‘large-scale’ actions, reflecting upon 

each in isolation.41 The ‘early days’ evidence for such change is also in Cervantes’s style in Don 

Quixote, where two heterogenous terms are yoked together. To give instances: the terms prudent and 

perceptive, ‘discrete y prudente’ (DQI, ‘Prologue’), or ‘prudent and diligent’, ‘prudentes y aplicados’ 

                                                           
41 See Katja Maria Vogt, Desiring the good: ancient proposals and contemporary theory (New York, NY : Oxford 

University Press, 2017). In particular, Vogt’s entire chapter five: The Guise of the Good for this discussion of contemporary 

theory favouring small-scale, mid-scale and large-scale foci to more Aristotelian notions. 

http://cat.lib.unimelb.edu.au/search~S30?/hOxford+University+Press%2C/hoxford+university+press/-3,-1,0,B/browse
http://cat.lib.unimelb.edu.au/search~S30?/hOxford+University+Press%2C/hoxford+university+press/-3,-1,0,B/browse
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(DQII: XXII); or, prudence in conjunction with ‘mildness’, ‘suavidad’, which forms part of Quixote’s 

counsel to Sancho in DQII:XLII.  

 

The prologue ‘introduces’ the complementary adjectives in the to-and-fro between the narrator’s 

friend and the narrator. A dilemma has arisen with the dearth shown by the narrator’s prologue of 

classical citations, laudatory verses and sonnets written by admirers. The friend’s claim is to be able 

to solve the prologue’s dilemma by simple fakery and plagiarism. ‘[P]erceptive and prudent,’ 

‘discrete y prudente’ appear in these sardonic lines together: 

“By God, brother, now I am disabused of an illusion I have lived with for all the time I have 

known you, for I always considered you perceptive and prudent in everything you do. But 

now I see you are as far from having those qualities as heaven is from earth (5).” 

—Por Dios, hermano, que agora me acabo de desenganar de un engano en que he estado todo 

el mucho tiempo que ha que os conozco, en el cual siempre os he tenido por discrete y 

prudente en todas vuestras aciones. Pero agora veo que estais tan lejos de serlo como lo esta 

el cielo de la tierra (45). 

 

In the Spanish original we read ‘discrete’ for what Grossman would come to translate as ‘perceptive’. 

Some light can be shone on this matter using the text Law and History in Cervantes’ Don Quixote. 

There, Susan Byrne gives a legal history of the Renaissance and Baroque period of Spain (Cervantes’s 

period) as it affected Don Quixote’s episodes. Byrne states that, by 1606, ‘Spanish dictionary 

definitions of prudence start to use discretion as a synonym’; she also takes care to point out that 

‘Cervantes did so one year earlier, in his prologue to the 1605 Quixote.’  To ascertain the ease with 

which individuals in this era made use of these words as synonyms42, Byrne cites the 1606 dictionary 

of Fontecha. The entry in Fontecha reads: 

‘fronesis, prudencia, discreción, sabiduría’43 

 

Fronesis is the Spanish transliteration of phronēsis, the Greek source-word for prudence. 

                                                           
42 In a sense, this conjoining of terms reflects a wish to rejoin ars (or skill) with virtus (or virtue). 
43Byrne’s footnote reads as follows: ‘Cited in the Nuevo tesoro lexicográfico del español: (S. XIV-1726), referring to Alonso 

Ruyzes de Fontecha, and his Diccionario de los nombres de piedras, plantas, frvtos, yervas, flores, enfermedades, published 

in 1606 as part of a volume titled Diez privilegios para mugeres preñadas.’ Byrne (footnote 35), 154.   
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Integral knowledge at work in Greek and Aristotelian definitions of virtue  

 

Continuing with this gloss on prudence, it is beneficial to consult the Covarrubias dictionary of 1611. 

Though Fronesis does not appear, ‘sabiduría’ appears in the Covarrubias, only not in its own entry 

but in those for saber and sabio, all linked with the Latin ‘sapere’, ‘to know’. There is an entry for 

‘discreción’,44 as well: 

DISCRECION, la cosa dicha, o hecha con buen senso. 

Discretion, the thing said, or done with good sense 

 

Consulting the Covarrubias further, we find a definition for ‘prudencia’, including first a quote from 

Cicero and second a well-drawn yet pithy model of prudence, the person with a skill in weighing up 

matters according to knowledge:  

PRUDENCIA, Latine prūdentia, est rerum expetendarum, fugiendarumque scientia. Es una de 

las virtudes Cardinales. Prudente, el hombre sabio y reportado, que pesa todas las cosas con 

mucho acuerdo, prudens.45 

What we should notice, however, is that the Covarrubias does not mention discreción as an aspect of 

prudence, (as the Fontecha dictionary had, rather, assured it to be); one way of reading the classicism 

from Cicero is the implicit sense in the meaning of discretion. His Latin tag ‘prūdentia est rerum 

expetendarum fugiendarumque scientia’, used here as a locus classicus, means ‘the practical 

knowledge of things to be sought for, and of things to be avoided.’46 Therefore, a modern meaning of 

discretion—the infinite precaution taken in public affairs—occurs, and from that can be surmised skill 

in the ability of perceiving.  

                                                           
44 See Otis H. Green, page 132: ‘Here again we have proof that Cervantes was right—when in the Viaje del Parnasso—he 

declared the vulgo of Madrid to be discrete.’ Otis H. Green, “Se Acicalaron Los Auditorios: An Aspect of the Spanish 

Literary Baroque,” The Literary Mind of Medieval and Renaissance Spain (Lexington: The University of Kentucky, 1970), 

124-132. 
45 Sebastián Covarrubias Orozco, Tesoro de la lengua castellana o española (1611), ed. Filipe C. R. Maldonado, rev.Manuel 

Camarero, (Madrid: Castalia, 1995). 
46 The full text of the citation is found in Cicero’s De Officiis (at i, 43, 153): 

Princeps omnium virtutum est illa sapientia, quam Graeci σοφίαν vocant. Prudentiam etiam, quam Graeci 

φρόνησιν, aliam quamdam intelligimus: quae est rerum expetendarum fugiendarumque scientia.[Sapientia] si 

maxima est, ut est, certe necesse est, quod a communitate ducatur officium, id esse maximum. Etenim cognitio 

contemplatioque manca quodam modo atque inchoata sit, si nulla actio rerum consequatur. 
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Revisiting the definition from the Covarrubias, the sentence reading ‘a person with a skill in weighing 

up matters according to knowledge’ (‘que pesa todas las cosas con mucho acuerdo’) brings us full 

circle to the original word used about Don Quixote in chapter LXII of the second part, ‘cuerdo’. The 

word in the definition, ‘acuerdo’, means agreement (to proceed to wisdom in the sense of forming a 

resolution from advice) from ‘cuerdo’ the verb looked at and ‘accordar’ the noun.47 ‘Cuerdo’, in this 

reading, is thus associated to wisdom, as is prudence. 

 

Thus, pedigree attaches itself to the word ‘prudence’ and its near cognates. Critics and commentators 

have also noticed it in the novel Don Quixote. In José Antony Maravall’s Utopia and Counterutopia 

in the “Quixote”, Maravall wrote about Cervantes’s novel of Don Quixote as constituting a 

‘humanism of arms’. He links this humanism to the virtue Don Quixote acquires in his perilous 

labours. What virtue is this? Prudence; Maravall revealed that Don Quixote gathers prudence as a 

result of his journey: 

[This journey of Quixote] causes him to be something that he was not before. And what does 

it cause him to be? More prudent. For a sixteenth-century Spanish humanist, prudence is the 

ultimate word, the one used to designate the overall character of the ideal human type. It 

expresses a series of intellectual, moral, and social qualities the well balanced possession of 

which is sought above all else. We should remember the innumerable times the words 

“prudence” and “prudent” are used in the Quixote as the highest possible praise of an 

individual (Maravall, 90).48 

This summing up by Maravall chimes nicely with the scene of Don Quixote in Barcelona. Nobleborn 

and intelligent, though idle, Don Antonio is acting as Don Quixote’s guide. From a trick played, the 

parchment attached to the back of the knight, a small crowd of curious onlookers have pressed the 

party of Don Antonio. Now, a Castilian whose city—the centripetal true point of Habsburg Spain—is 

given at the most extreme point of Don Quixote’s centrifugal quest, the coastal city Barcelona, comes 

                                                           
47 ACUERDO, vide acordar. (Agreement, to agree). ACORDAR, reduzir, y traer a la memoria alguna cosa, a corde 

acuerdos; La resulta de la junta de una cõgregació, en que todos de un coraçon han venido; y particularmentese usa este 

termino en los Cõsejos, y Chãcillerias del Rey nues tro señor. (Agree, reduce, and bring to memory something, to strike 

agreements; the result of a demand of a convening, and in which all of a council have come; and particularly this term is 

used with the advisors and the chancellors of the king, our lord.) 
48 To further complicate the matter, the translator of Maravall, Robert Felkel, writes in parenthesis in this passage these 

words: ‘The word I translate as “prudence” is discreción, a word rich in connotations in sixteenth century Spain.’ 
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toward the group. Seeming to know Don Quixote by sight, this Castillian openly charges him with 

madness. Worse than madness, he suggests that Don Quixote is guilty of a kind of perfidy which 

causes others to go mad. He reproves the knight, telling him to go home to an imagined wife and 

children, and to still be mad there, though privately. Such is the profile of Don Quixote’s story that his 

‘feats’ have been raised to the height of national recognition—helped by the announcements in Don 

Quixote, Part Two of the publication of the novel’s first part, and helped in the streets of Barcelona by 

the sign Don Antonio has attached to Don Quixote’s cloak without his knowing it. In this scene the 

Castillian likely knew that this was Don Quixote, having already read the first part of the novel or else 

heard about the eccentric somewhere. When witnessing the phenomenal crowd pressing to a man 

astride an ass, he sees ‘This is Don Quixote de la Mancha’ on a parchment, and sees this as 

confirmation of a judgment he had formed of the figure. In such a manner the Castillian is caught up, 

and thoughts become words in an instant. 

 

The Castillian is given one of the final statements on Don Quixote’s famed madness in the novel. This 

madness has acted like a monomania, which transforms the experience of life for him into a segment 

from a chivalric novel. That madness has shown little indication of subsiding. Yet Maravall 

commends Don Quixote’s journey for bringing prudence. Thus, to rebut the criticisms of the 

Castilian, why not employ a word that can mean ‘prudence’ and also mean ‘sanity’? What is so 

important about the concept of prudence that it addresses so much more than a concept such as sanity? 

 

In deeming that Don Quixote has beneficially obtained the virtue of prudence, Maravall has suggested 

the gain of something designating ‘the ideal human type’, typifying prudence as ‘a series of 

intellectual, moral, and social qualities the well balanced possession of which is sought above all else 

(90).’  In this tradition of ethics under scrutiny, a ‘unity’ occurs in the virtues, the protagonist’s virtues 

espouse his greatness, or his goodness. The canonical virtues, or ‘cardinal’, are four in number, and 

include prudence or wisdom, temperance or forebearance or self-discipline, courage and justice. By 

the Middle Ages the four had extended to seven with the Christian additions of faith, hope and 

charity.   



42 
  

 

Towards an end, or Aristotle’s Book VI of the Ethics and its impact in coining ‘Prudence’ 

 

The philosophy of ‘the unity of the virtues’ is a powerful factor if one is said to be ‘good’. The 

question framed in the negative proves this. Can a person be called good if they strive successfully to 

achieve one of the virtues and fall far short in another? Before pursuing this idea, we will turn to 

examine just how prudence became, in Maravall’s phrasing, ‘the ultimate word’. 

 

Among the many interpretations made by literary critics, Don Quixote has been discussed in terms of 

its proximity to Neo-Aristotelianism; however, this has mainly been along the line of literary theory 

discovered in Aristotle’s Poetics. Anthony J. Cascardi, Alban K. Forcione, and Nicholas Spadaccini, 

among prominent, modern Cervantes scholars, have all made beneficial contributions to the field of 

study. However, the impact of another masterwork by Aristotle, the Nicomachean Ethics—available 

to early moderns since Leonardo Bruni’s translation of 1416—has not received as much attention as 

accounts based on the Poetics. When sixteenth-century virtue is discussed the ‘theory’ invoked is 

principally Aristotle’s. The Nicomachean Ethics was available in Spanish from 1489, although 

multiple Latin and other vernacular versions were also popular. The reception in the Renaissance of 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics has been established unqualifiedly through the proliferation of 

translations of Aristotle49 or of the Ethics,50 or commentaries on these. Responding to the medieval 

‘interpretative tradition’ exemplified by St. Thomas Aquinas and Albertus Magnus, Renaissance 

commentaries on the Ethics were ‘expected to adopt a simple, clear, but elegant style,’ by making sure 

                                                           
49  

Aristotle was the philosopher whose writings were relied upon to found the University disciplines throughout the 

Middle Ages. His categorisations became the disciplines of the scholiasts, and his regard to political philosophy, 

underpinned the chief political theorists of the age, principally Thomas Aquinas. Throughout the fifteenth and 

sixteenth centuries his influence continued, his extant works, the majority of which had by now been translated 

into Latin, were soon printed to distribute as texts in the universities, as well as for the learned reading of the 

educated. The Renaissance’ love of ‘translation’ meant a broad re-writing project. In the offing, this project of 

translation grew into a ‘school’ of like-minded thinkers; the humanists, for whom Aristotle couldn’t be left in 

medieval Latin, but needed rescue and reconstruction into the classical Latin of which these aesthetes were the 

more admiring.  

In Jill Kraye, “The legacy of ancient philosophy,” The Cambridge Companion to Greek and Roman Philosophy (2003), 330. 
50 See Marta Gutierrez, “Cervantes in Relation to Aristotlelian-Thomist Epistemological Theories,” Cervantes: Bulletin of 

the Cervantes Society of America, 12, no.1 (Spring 1992).  
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to avoid the deficiencies of scholastic philosophy—namely, technical language and quaestiones.51 

Aristotelian ethics was staple pedagogical content.   

Aristotle’s Ethics continued to be his most-read moral work and was constantly reinterpreted 

or re-presented in a variety of genres, including Latin commentaries and translations and, by 

1495-98, editions of the Greek text (in the famous Aldine editio princeps of Aristotle’s 

works). Across Europe and into the New World, the Ethics remained at the foundation of the 

course of moral philosophy (Lines & Kraye, 34).52 

 

Likewise, philosophical theory took its terms and ‘mental furniture’ from Aristotle: Francisco de 

Vitoria and Juan de Mariana are examples of authors writing sixteenth-century philosophical theory, 

with Aristotle again the touchstone for such writings. Philosophical work apart, ethics or special 

notions of ethics, such as the prudence under discussion, were popularly and informally set down in 

commonplace books, conduct manuals, books of emblems, and in a range of different texts that have 

been grouped together as ‘informal ethics.’53 Likewise, many innovative books on diverse genres 

either directly or indirectly presented ethical treatments of their subjects: such include Baldassare 

Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528), Antonio de Guevara’s Golden Book of Marcus 

Aurelius (1528), Erasmus’s Enchiridion (Instructions for a Christian Soldier, 1501) as well as his 

Adagia (1500-36) are some examples. Many of these authors did not write systematic philosophy or 

theology, fields the scholastics had excelled in, but rather pursued the very popular dialogue tradition 

exemplified in writings by Erasmus, Guillaume Budé, Juan Luis Vives, Castiglione, Juan Huarte de 

San Juan and Guevara to name only a few. Notwithstanding the religious, patriotic or political 

interests of the authors, prudence was a recurring trope. 

 

                                                           
51 See Luca Bianchi, “Renaissance readings of the Nicomachean Ethics,” Rethinking virtue, reforming society : new 

directions in Renaissance ethics, c.1350-c. 1650, ed. David A. Lines and Sabrina Ebbersmeyer, (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols 

Publishers, 2013) 131-168. 
52 See David A. Lines and Jill Kraye, “Sources for Ethics in the Renaissance: the Expanding Canon,” Rethinking virtue, 

reforming society : new directions in Renaissance ethics, c.1350-c. 1650, ed. David A. Lines and Sabrina Ebbersmeyer 

(Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2013), 29-56. 
53 ‘Informal ethical teaching may be defined as the discussion of ethical topics with a view to instructing the audience, in a 

non-systematic way, outside the educational system.’ Quote from page 190, Peter Mack, “Informal Ethics in the 

Renaissance,” Rethinking virtue, reforming society : new directions in Renaissance ethics, c.1350-c. 1650, ed. David A. 

Lines and Sabrina Ebbersmeyer (Turnhout, Belgium: Brepols Publishers, 2013), 189-214. 
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As Charles Schmitt argues, throughout the Middle Ages and Renaissance a pervading inheritance of 

Aristotelianism sublimated his works and knowledge of the works into the thought and method of 

writers and thinkers too numerous to count.  

Like religious and Biblical knowledge, Aristotelian doctrine was available in many different 

forms, from the most learned annotated editions of the Greek text to the sketchiest of 

compendia in Latin or a number of different vernaculars. While the centre of Aristotelian 

studies was in the universities, by no means did it end there. [Aristotelian learning] was 

widely available to nonlearned and nonacademic audiences... It is important to emphasize that 

Aristotle was available and was read by people of many different intellectual capabilities and 

levels (Schmitt, 61-63).  

 

As will be seen, Aristotle’s view of prudence lasted well after the medieval period, and in a text like 

Don Quixote ‘innumerable’ mentions of prudence and the prudent are made, many of which are 

received from a neo-Aristotelian source.54 

 

Knowledge and ‘unity of virtue’  

 

Prudence in this sense of an ultimate quality stems from Aristotle. His reasoning was that having good 

character involves all the virtues, and from this the cardinal virtues constitute all. Therefore, we read 

‘[it] is not possible to be good in the true sense of the word without prudence, or to be prudent without 

moral goodness (NE, 1144b30)’; as well as that ‘[the presence of all four virtues occurs] when the 

virtues are those that entitle a person to be called good without qualification; for the possession of the 

single virtue of prudence will carry with it the possession of them all (NE, 1145a1-2).’ It was not the 

Renaissance humanists who alone wished to be visibly prudent, as this would entitle them ‘to be 

called good without qualification’. There is abundant evidence that princes or their ambitious 

courtiers did likewise, and in such forms of art as literature, ‘greatness’ is due to the full allotment of 

virtue extended to a character by divinity or through genetics or chance. Of course, when tragedy 

                                                           
54 Bryant L. Creel suggests that Cervantes had reflected on Aristotelian epistemology, drawing understanding from a 

university textbook used to present Aristotle’s theories in logic: 

It would have been difficult for Cervantes not to know about such theories, even if his knowledge came more from 

conversations than from reading. There can be no doubt that he was interested in the subject. Yet his knowledge 

may well have come from reading as well. There is a reference in the Quijote (I, 47) to the Súmulas by Gaspar 

Cardillo de Villapando, an important textbook in Spanish universities. The “Súmulas” is not a discussion of De 

anima but a presentation of Aristotle's theories in logic (p30). 

Bryant L. Creel, “Theoretical Implications in Don Quijote's Idea of Enchantment,” Cervantes: Bulletin of the Cervantes 

Society of America, 12, no.1 (1992), http://users.ipfw.edu/jehle/cervante/csa/artics92/creel.htm. 

file:///C:/Users/nlambert/Downloads/12,%20no.1%20(1992)
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follows on from the flaws these cannot hide, the reverse is expressed, inasmuch as the ideal is 

incomplete. In art this discovery of the imperfect nature of the hero is often developed through the 

theme of a revealing of his or her imperfect knowledge of the self. In the Baroque, a real gain was to 

be had through a process of disenchantment known as desengañado.55 To learn that a defence of 

knowledge is at the centre of any discourse of virtue is no surprise. Even so, there was great interest in 

the shedding of knowledge as a path to wisdom. From the century’s turn and well on into the next, the 

Baroque period emphasized that true knowledge was to be had in disillusionment. 

 

The discourse of virtue: the assumption of knowledge & a correct desire 

 

The term ‘virtue’ always had a connotation of moral strength, or ‘man’ in connection with morals, and 

sometimes carries a connotation of physical or virile strength as the realm of vir. As well as 

highlighting the male-centric and aristocratic view of ethics and the power of ethics in politics, the 

desire for the good was a unifying principle of virtue and an omnipresent topic in ancient thought.  

 

The desire for the good was a desire that had the expected result of drawing forth the virtues these 

men so admired. The Greek philosophers Socrates, Plato and Aristotle developed an image of ‘man’ 

as a creature graced by reason, granting him a mastery over the self: thus the phronismos in Greek or 

vir prudens in the Latin, respectively denoted aspects of rational man as well as a prudent person. 

Similar terms as vir rationalis, vir civiliis described men in contexts verifying the rationality or the 

civic environment supposed as features of the will to excel. 

 

Nevertheless, it was perceived that such beings remained incomplete if their own passions disturbed 

the natural hierarchy. In order to arrive at the best self—the reasonable self—students were urged to 

consider reason as the correct choice to the best life, the life of happiness. To do so, the student sought 

to realise the edifice of maximal selfhood as hierarchical and dynamic. Its hierarchy put reason at the 

                                                           
55 ‘Antonio López de Vega in his Paradoxas racionales (1654), over and over again uses desengañado in the Stoic sense of 

sapiens: “…si no queréis parecer ridículo a los desengañados.”’ Otis H. Green, 125.  
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apex, and the dynamism sought after was the correct desire, the desire for the good. As it was 

sometimes difficult to unravel the thread of a love of reason from the thread of a vanity born of his 

influence over others, the student often lost his bearings, finding it impossible to determine where one 

ended and the other began. Such was the overpowering aura of reason in the project of establishing 

the reasonable self.  

 

Correct desire, being driven toward an ennobled estate by a benefitting telos affects ‘reasonable man’ 

until essence and image are equally shown as virtue. Therefore, masculine virtue and desire for the 

good are engendered by knowledge through choice and will.56 Reasonable choice and unswayable will 

are at the core of virtue for virtue is itself knowledge and ennobles man or reduces his suffering. 

Inasmuch as virtue is a kind of knowledge, it has been dealt with in a traditionally limited number of 

ways. Victoria Kahn (1985), when enlarging on the topic of prudence, surmises that such knowledge 

falls into these following patterns in antiquity: 

[W]ith regard to prudence, one can identify it with theoretical wisdom, in which case it is 

governed by an absolute notion of the truth (the Platonic ideas); with practical wisdom as the 

knowledge of good and evil, what to seek and what to avoid (the Stoics, on occasion Cicero); 

or with a faculty of practical reason which has no precepts but is governed in every particular 

case by considerations of decorum—of the best means to achieve the end at hand (Cicero, 

Aristotle).57 

Knowledge of moral ends seems to register then as either a kind of speculation, or a hypothesis or as 

an intuition. I have already mentioned imperfect knowledge of self; however, there were a few 

problems with an intellectual view that virtue is built on knowledge and is unassailable for that. For 

one, the sixteenth-century reckoning of the mind (or psychology), the reappraisal of the imagination 

was under way. For another, since we only understand what is right or wrong if we are trained to see 

what is to be avoided as bad (this is the easier task), and what object is good to pursue (the more 

                                                           
56  Does it not follow, then, that a knowledge of the good is of great importance to us for the conduct of our lives? Are 

we not more likely to achieve our aim if we have a target? If this is so, we must try to describe at least in outline 

what the good really is, and by which of the sciences or faculties it is studied. Presumably this would be the most 

authoritative and directive science. Clearly this description fits the science of politics…For even if the good of the 

community coincides with that of the individual, it is clearly a greater and more perfect thing to achieve and 

preserve that of a community; for while it is desirable to secure what is good in the case of an individual, to do so 

in the case of a people or a state is something finer and more sublime. Such, then, is the aim of our investigation; 

and it is a kind of political science (Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1094a23-1094b11).  

Also see Aristotle, Politics, 1252a 1-6. 
57 Kahn, 42. 



47 
  

difficult), teaching virtuous practices would seem a painstaking pursuit at the mercy of consistency. 

Don Quixote possesses the pedagogical drive of the humanist period, inasmuch as Don Quixote’s 

impatience to alter Sancho’s behaviour would prove his humanist optimism, from which he sees 

improvement through education as asserting itself over bad conduct, which he experiences in Sancho 

and often complains at. The reader throughout the entire novel can observe this. A chief point of 

humour in the novel, this fundamental humanist pedagogy is apparent in Sancho’s training handed 

down to him by the deluded knight. For the peasant squire is the dormant receiver of too many second 

natures than can easily be reproofed. Yet, knowledge is no less knowledge from being formed of both 

reasoned and delusional parts, of both malleable first nature and intractable second nature, as I 

develop below. 

 

Knowledge is reliable and unreliable, and it has its part to play not only in constructing selfhood— 

even that of such an outlandish character as Don Quixote—but also in the building of the society 

based in virtue, where the civic virtue of the citizen takes priority. In both instances an identity is 

made between erudition in the person and the society, between virtue itself and goodness arising in 

the act of perfecting. The social image woven into Cervantes’s novel speaks to the pronounced non-

rational constituents of the society, even on the platform of Aristotelian political science, as equally to 

the non-rational parts that serve to make for the figure of the knight-gone-mad. Thus, just as in the 

muy cuerdo episode discussed above, virtue is dependent on more than sanity. For Thomas Aquinas it 

is dependent on reason, and on the will—the appetitive faculty of the soul—as each links to 

knowledge, to truth. In this as in many other features of his argument on virtue in the Summa 

Theologiae, parts of Cicero and Aristotle’s account were adapted and entwined: 

[Prudence is] a virtue of the utmost necessity for human life. To live well means acting well. 

In order to perform an act well, it is not merely what a man does that matters, but also how he 

does it, namely, that he acts from right choice and not merely from impulse of passion... Man 

is directed indeed to his due end by a virtue which perfects the soul in the appetitive part, the 

object of which is a good and an end. For a man to be rightly adapted to what fits his due end, 
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however, he needs a habit in his reason... Consequently, an intellectual virtue is needed... [and 

t]his virtue is prudence.58 

 

Virtue is a pluriform construct of moral particulars. Virtue is courage in one expression, wisdom in 

another. In another it is temperance, and above all its greatness rests in its core realisation of the 

expression of justice. In no way refuting its being a single principle of action, Aristotle lists an 

additional ten more virtue parts to this common ground of morality besides the four.59 Any person so 

knowledgeable to succeed in achieving goodness in all dimensions must be very virtuous. Therefore, 

Victoria Kahn’s grounds construed as beneficial for virtue, divided between the wisdom that 

contemplate absolutes, the practical wisdom urging us toward good and against evil, or yet the 

practical reasoning which is non-preceptive but decorously instinctive; inasmuch as each of these 

constitutes a factor, it is a factor by its distinction as knowledge. 

 

Differences cast between Plato’s account of virtue in the Republic, with its virtue being justice, and in 

the Nicomachean Ethics of Aristotle, where prudence is preeminent, would seem to be superficial, as 

the deeper source for both is knowledge. ‘Justice is the quality that keeps and preserves the other three 

[cardinal virtues: wisdom, courage and self-discipline]’, wrote Plato (132).60 And he added, 

‘[j]ustice’s real concern is with man’s inward self, not with external actions (152),’ prosecuting the 

idea further so that injustice is affected to be a kind of civil war between the elements (153). This 

elevation of justice to the contemplative and interiorised person showed Plato’s admiration for a 

sovereign truth at the pinnacle of his famous divided line. Otherworldly, justice in the Republic was 

more intended to attract good behaviour than to compel it. What was uppermost for Plato in his regard 

                                                           
58 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 82-83. 
59 Dorothea Frede lists the additional 10 character virtues of Aristotle (found in NE book II) as courage, moderation, 

liberality, magnificence, magnanimity, love of honour (a virtue without a name), even-temperedness, truthfulness in the 

projection of one’s self image (no boastfulness or mock-modesty), wittiness, and, last of all, friendliness. See Dorothea 

Frede, “A swarm of virtues: On the unity and completeness of Aristotle’s scheme of character virtues” Strategies of 

Argument: Essays in Ancient Ethics, Epistemology, and Logic, ed. Mi-Kyoung Lee, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 

2014), 85.  
60 Plato, 2007. 
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to sustain the growth of virtue, then, was knowledge of justice; injustice being found in its lack (i.e., 

in ignorance).  

Aristotle speaks about the division between wisdom and prudence in terms of constituting defined 

parts of the soul: wisdom belonging to that part which is ‘scientific’ or contemplative; and, prudence 

forming in the part which is deliberative, before transforming into an action shaping itself in the lived 

world. When the act is important, it is a matter of knowledge and prudence, as Aristotle ascertained. 

Book VI of the Ethics is a five-part overview of the intellectual virtues,61 yet Aristotle’s theoretical 

commitment to what is known as the mean, which had preceded the discussion, extends significantly 

into the book.  

 

In summary, taken on its basis as knowledge prudence takes its unerring course from the ‘wisdom’ of 

scientific and contemplative ends; i.e., from knowledge properly speaking. In personal life the weight 

of prudence is emphatic; in considering virtue as knowledge in the public sphere—as in Plato—justice 

is without peer the whole of virtue. So far, so good, as regards the comparability of the two constructs 

of these philosophical systems. Yet, as is well known, Plato held that knowledge is at its purest and 

most complete in his theoretical form realm; and, on this head, the views of Aristotle differed 

substantively, an argument we shift to argue now.  

 

No ‘form world’ in prudence, Aristotle’s proofs for knowledge: experience and data 

 

Aristotle’s clearest contrast of prudence is to ‘intelligence’ (translated here as ‘scientific knowledge’): 

Scientific knowledge consists in forming judgements about things that are universal and 

necessary; and demonstrable truths, and every kind of scientific knowledge (because this 

involves reasoning), depend upon first principles. It follows that the first principles of 

scientific truths cannot be grasped either... by art or by prudence. For the scientific truth is 

demonstrable, whereas art and prudence are only concerned with the variable (NE, 1140b30-

35). 

Therefore, prudence is defined when it is shown to be what it is not: its first steps are demonstrable 

only by reverse engineering the prudent act (a situation often suiting the vituperative Don Quixote, as 

                                                           
61 These are ‘art’, ‘science’, ‘prudence’, ‘wisdom’ and ‘intuition’. 
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we shall learn). The emphasis on virtue defined prudence according to its difference from skill or art 

(ars) on the one side and from the virtues of a purely moral distinction on the other. In the sixth book 

of his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle makes a comment to the effect that defining prudence as though 

it were a skill would not jar so tellingly if we were free to see past the haecceity involved: viz., the 

morality of prudence. Later, Thomas Aquinas strengthened this distinctiveness further, for he 

modified prudence to constitute first (“know-how”) and second (ethical) parts: 

Thomas Aquinas distinguishes “know-how” from the ethical nature of prudence, thus 

departing from, or rather refining, as we shall see, this part of the classical description in order 

to emphasize and isolate clearly the ethical character of prudence…While the definition of 

prudence is closely associated with that of art, in itself prudence is a moral virtue, channeling 

the will and appetites, not perfecting intellectual activities, although like all virtues it is under 

the control of reason (Carruthers, 82).  

Classically, Aristotle had stated that prudence ‘is the ability to deliberate rightly about what is good 

and advantageous (NE, 1140a25),’ hence ‘know-how’ fits into this description. Prudence, declared 

Aristotle, would be the faculty that decided the mid-course, to avoid the vices of deficiency or excess. 

The mean as the midway position between deficiency and excess, indicated how virtue was weakened 

when on occasion it is tempted by vice or when it is passionately driven through something like rage 

or anger, however supportable. In Aristotle’s system, corresponding here to Plato’s, justice substituted 

in this primary role in public life—making certain that each was allotted his or her just provision. 

 

While in Nicomachean Ethics Book VI Aristotle’s discussion of wisdom is integrated into his 

discussion of prudence (phronēsis), the reason is the intellectual part of prudence and answers the 

system’s imperative for ‘the right principle that should regulate conduct’ (NE, 1139b20-1145a10). In 

the earlier books investigating the character values Aristotle had set out to discuss appropriate conduct 

arrived at through choosing the golden mean (aurea mediocritas). Hence, a great burden placed on a 

right principle regulating conduct, and thereby assisting the agent to freely choose the mean (as a kind 

of self-instituting practice). Yet Aristotle believed that prudence works in tandem with wisdom, and 

was not the sum total of intellectual values itself.62 Not held a prisoner in life’s flux, wisdom—

                                                           
62 On the subject of the classical tradition’s notion of wisdom—a notion which followed Aristotle’s description in The Ethics 

that ‘wisdom’ constituted one part of the ‘rational soul’(the part which contemplates unchanging things)—advances of 
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scientific or contemplative, as translation’s differed—contemplated unchanging things. However, its 

constituent parts were logical abstractions drawn from essences discovered through everyday 

observation of recurrent events. Thus conducted in time through experience, Aristotle’s ‘wisdom’ 

held potential as a denial of a Platonic form world; all that were needed for wisdom were sense and 

memory.   

Because our bodies located and limited us in space and time, we could know only what our 

senses and memory told us and what our intellects then did with the information thus received 

(Pocock, 21).63 

If Aristotle did intend to refute Plato’s philosophical assertion of an intellectual realm, his 

characteristic preference for counsel in the ‘communions’ (koinoniai) expanded to legitimize these 

externals incurred in ‘intellectual propositions’.  

Ideas were thus “attained by induction through the senses and memory” [and became] 

propositions, and some of these propositions were self-evident… instantly and intuitively 

perceived by the intellect. Now the history of Aristotelian metaphysics shows that it was 

possible to regard these absolute intellectual propositions as real entities, and even as the only 

ultimate reality created by God; the phenomenal world appeared as the exemplification… of 

its principles, which thus came after all to resemble Platonic Forms more closely (Pocock, 

21). 

 

Ironically a change of fortune to Aristotelian metaphysics is observed in its latter history. To derive 

such reversal in this outlook: i.e. to reconstruct Aristotle’s epistemological notion that daily 

observation of objects and entities formed an impression of a thing’s essence, to be alone essences in 

an ultimate reality, and to modify this afterward, involved a change in the cosmological design: the 

placement of doctrinal assertion (based in Aristotle’s conceptualisation) that a higher, intellectual 

reality was created by God and witnessed by mortals only through the Christian ‘glass darkly’ lens. 

‘Christianity, with its emphasis on the difference between the life of the body and that of the spirit, 

encouraged the idea that “now I see through a glass darkly, but then face to face”’ (Pocock, 21). Yet, 

if the ethereal logic were reversed, then the joining of the Aristotelian ethical system together with the 

                                                           
science in the sixteenth century would alter that traditional meaning of ‘wisdom’ by disparaging the notion of ‘universals’ 

for the sake of progress toward rhetoric-derived Renaissance Humanism or more modern practices such as Empiricism in the 

hard sciences or ‘dialectical’ inquiry in much later ‘political science.’ 
63 J.G.A. Pocock, The Machiavellian moment: Florentine political thought and the Atlantic republican tradition (Princeton, 

N.J. : Princeton University Press, 1975). 
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divine reality of Christian doctrine would realise a more pragmatic character. For had athiests realised 

this from Aristotle’s own writings or were it to have escaped them, it could be stated in terms 

Aristotle and they would have understood: that ‘even if ultimate reality was intellectual, it could be 

known… only in the shape of concepts abstracted from sense-data and social communications’ 

(Pocock, 21).  

However, the notion of a ‘guide’ to higher realms was ineradicable—even if the pragmatics of 

Aristotelianism convinced—for the Neoplatonic drive to achieve perfection was an intellectually 

seductive ideal. Pitched against the Platonic approach, the Aristotelian civic leader, when making the 

right and timely decision, would need his individual experience of the sense-world and the social 

world, the close yet involuntarily made observations informing his intuition; would consider the 

support offered in metaphysics, such as Aristotle’s four causes and his method for discovering 

essences, and would govern his passions and resolve to act well. All of these elements of the 

Aristotelian philosophy would in the medieval age be associated with the Aristotelian cosmology that 

suffused the Europe wide Catholic Church alongside Christian doctrine. By this time, two ideals of 

wisdom were operating: 

There exist, therefore, two legitimate varieties of wisdom: metaphysics, an autonomous 

knowledge of the divine acquired without the aid of grace, and theology, a revealed 

knowledge of divine things… But [per Aquinas] metaphysics also has “divine things” and the 

“highest causes” for its object; and it too, though in a lesser degree, is properly called 

sapientia. In this sense wisdom is a naturally acquired intellectual virtue, a purely speculative 

habitus... Its object is the end of the universe; but, since the end of an object is also its 

principle and cause, its end equals Aristotle’s first causes.64 

 

For the medieval Churchman, a study of the truthful propositions known as essences was exercised in 

all the sciences. The nature of a universal was its essence shared among many particulars, limiting 

truthful propositions to a known few. For the ruler to be prudent, he needed to attain one of the ‘two 

legitimate varieties of wisdom’, or through seeking his counsellor’s advice deduce the necessary 

action. If the dilemma before the ruler was a matter of law, there were official advisors in the form of 

judges to assist his recollection of the needed universal. Saint Thomas Aquinas, whose Summa 

                                                           
64 Eugene F. Rice, The Renaissance Idea of Wisdom (Cambridge, Mass.: Havard University Press, 1958), 16-17. 
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Theologiae sets down both godly wisdom and human knowledge in a procedural of Quaestiones, 

discusses prudence from Cicero’s account (including the Ciceronian idea of memory) alongside an 

expansion of Aristotelian habitus which was the disciplining of the ēthos (character) of the self. (This 

dimension of virtue tradition will be discussed below in Chapter Three). The pre-Cartesian exercise of 

establishing undoubted first proofs remains the most difficult article of Aristotelian reasoning for 

modern minds to accept. 

 

Know-nothings ‘know’ how to treat matters of significance 

 

The idea of the veritable ‘guide’ to the eternal and intellectual realm, therefore, played the role of non-

committal flirtation with Platonism in sixteenth-century intellectualism. On the surface, it betrayed the 

Aristotelianism that compassed it about. Owing to the adaptability of Aristotelianism a guide to 

ultimate reality, such as encountered in Neoplatonism, positioned within the fostering philosophy 

established a seeming heresy of it: that to uncover the truth of reality was possible. Because of the 

largesse of his claims, influenced by Neoplatonism, hermeticism, or a cabbalism infusing some 

corners of Renaissance thought, such a figure was often himself a ‘fantastic’ creature—a Don 

Quixote, or one of ‘the enchanters’ mentioned in control over the phenomena of Don Quixote’s world. 

However, Aristotelianism had no intention of ceding ground, or stating that to uncover the truth of 

reality was impossible. Indeed a Neoplatonic or Aristotelian guide might not even be needed at all. 

 

Indicated in the final pages of Nicomachean Ethics is the idea that without a grasp of the greater, 

universal knowledge, the practices of the non-expert are not without a certain degree of success: 

But the best detailed treatment will be given by the doctor (or trainer or any other instructor) 

who has a general knowledge of what is good for all cases, or for a specific type; because the 

sciences not only are said to be but are concerned with common facts. This is not to deny that 

in a particular case it is probably quite possible for the right treatment to be given by one who 

has no knowledge, but has carefully observed (in the course of his experience) the effects 

upon individuals <of different kinds of treatment>; just as some people really seem to be their 

own best doctors, although they would be quite unable to help anybody else. Nevertheless it 

would presumably be agreed that anyone who wants to be professionally qualified with 

theoretical knowledge must proceed to the study of the universal and get to know it as well as 

possible; for it is with this (as we have said) that the sciences deal (Aristotle, Nicomachean 

Ethics, 1180b14-24; my italics). 
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Yet, this excerpt makes an important admission which must often be observed in life: Aristotle takes 

note of the regularity that laypeople, ‘who [have] no knowledge,’ very often determine what ‘the right 

treatment’ is in matters of significance brought before them. Even though Aristotle’s argument binds 

traditional civil philosophy, which followed to give systematic theorising unequivocal pride of place, 

the observation about the non-knower who treats the case before him, rightly illuminates a propensity 

to make the correct judgement on it. This accounts for the ‘resourcefulness’ of Don Quixote’s squire, 

Sancho Panza, as I discuss in Chapter Six, regarding Sancho’s Barataria Government. Therefore, the 

question should be put: if the outcome eventuates that lay-persons choose the correct course of action 

without ‘science,’ there is an admission that desire for the good, for knowledge of virtue, is not the 

single path of life—although it might be said that it is one of two. Surely, if lesser knowledge can 

succeed, then a greater knowledge—knowledge of the universal, of skills—cannot be proud. Neither 

can the doctor call upon anything but medical science to assist in the cure of patients, nor can the 

legislator achieve a virtuous end in his guidance of the political domain. The tradition of thought 

which emphasized disillusionment (desengañado) as the wisest truth agreed. For these, the only truth 

relevant was the truth that mortals die. 

Aristotle’s point that practically anybody could take any thing or any process they regularly observe 

so that they should happen upon the essence of that thing or process; and, by deliberating upon 

recurrent events, that they should also know to take a course of action, was discouraged, however, in 

the handling matters of public trust. The good, itself, (the highest happiness, or justice for the state) 

dictated that not everybody should be placed in a position of power. Therefore, while the ability of the 

lay-person to judge a matter correctly was not doubted, what was doubted was the unconscious, even 

involuntary, nature of such occurrences—and, therefore, was justification for the conscious 

instruction of young novice princes adjudged capable for guiding the koinonia politike (the vessel of 

politics).65  

 

                                                           
65 The philosopher’s idea of humans forming communions together naturally, that their togetherness was a natural 

disposition as well as an end, meant a smaller association would in its turn take a place in a greater association. From the 

family unit to the family of the state, Aristotle’s ‘political man’ expects to fulfil a natural trajectory. 
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Section II 

 

Virtuous societies recognise the good and the laws at the same time 

 

In Chapter Two thus far, I have argued that there can be no virtue without reason according to 

classical philosophy; that the standard of good character is based in a ‘unity of the virtues’; I also 

dwelt on the admission by Aristotle that “non-knowers” sometimes behave virtuously.  I proceed now 

to present the argument that the proper environment for the virtuous individual is a society which 

recognises the good and the laws at the same time, before my final section, which argues that the 

point of the imagination is to be a help, and not a hindrance, to reason 

 

 

In his After Virtue (1981), Alasdair MacIntyre gives ‘Aristotle’s account of the virtues,’ and states, ‘it 

is worth remembering Aristotle’s insistence that the virtues find their place not just in the life of the 

individual, but in the life of the city and that the individual is indeed intelligible only as a politikon 

zōon’.66 The emphasis that man (or woman) exists in a polis is not simply for the reason that it is natural 

to do so, but also that in both the life of the individual and the life of the city virtues assume a role hard 

to gauge in the modern era, where we would forego testimonials of virtue and rather wish our leaders, 

our cities and ourselves efficient or useful rather than gifted in morals. To consider, as MacIntyre does, 

that an endeavour that we enter on in the company of others in our modern era is to imagine the koinonia 

politike, the vessel of politics, in such events as the ‘founding and carrying forward of a school, a 

hospital or an art gallery,’ whereas this combination of classical virtues and public morality in a pre-

modern political community, depends on separate, yet dependent, evaluative practices: ‘in the ancient 

world the characteristic examples would have been those of a religious cult or of an expedition or of a 

city’ (141). In regard to each it might be said that in the quality of the enterprise pursued, and those 

                                                           
66 MacIntyre, 141. 
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involved, there is a coherence to this moral universe. MacIntyre writes about the mutually sponsoring 

nature of private and public in the ancient world: 

Those who participated in such a project would need to develop two quite different types of 

evaluative practice. On the one hand they would need to value—to praise as excellences—those 

qualities of mind and character which would contribute to the realisation of their common good 

or goods. That is, they would need to recognise a certain set of qualities as virtues and the 

corresponding set of defects as vices. They would also need however to identify certain types 

of action as the doing or the production of harm of such an order that they render the doing or 

achieving of good impossible in some respect at least for some time… The table of the virtues 

promulgated in such a community would teach its citizens what kinds of actions would gain 

them merit and honour; the table of legal offences would teach them what kinds of actions 

would be regarded not simply as bad, but as intolerable (141-42). 

Political life as the ordering of society is meant by a concept such as the koinonia politike, the vessel 

of the community. For Aristotle, this coherence in social life was the envisaged good. Therefore 

virtue, fundamental to the collective understanding of political philosophers from classical to 

renaissance periods, originated with its aspiration to a good for the koinonia politike. In the Christian 

ages of the medieval era and latter coherence in the moral universe took a theological turn; hence, the 

good of the will of God established the moral and social fabric. This new conception was rejected in 

time in favour of a more objective, more politicized domain of individual goods. Justified by the 

thought that the science of politics should properly study what humans did, and were, rather than what 

they ought to do or ought to be, the culture of virtue as a guide to moral and political institutions, such 

as laws, or reform of society, or public enterprises, were then defunct on an ontological basis.  

Gradually, political science came up with an account of cruelty separate to a depicted flourishing 

conception of political good or goods. The coherence of self to society and society to self, which had 

pertained to virtuous humanity in the tradition of Aristotle, was, in early signs of political times to 

come, disingenuous throughout the Europe of Cervantes’s character Don Quixote and the author 

himself. Although a love of the polity and interest to fulfil its best form surged through national, often 

martial, pride, through peaceable usages and customs, there were no such koinoniai (communions) as 

Aristotle or Plato had held up in their shining examples. 
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Anthony J. Cascardi (1992) is persuasive that the weakened condition of virtue to the vitality of 

communal projects reveals itself most forcibly in a related area of social life to politics, namely, 

culture.67 In his analysis a dilemma of morality and political ethics is stressed in contention with a 

‘virtue’ taking its rise in this ‘disenchanted’ age (what Hegel termed “quixotism”), the later appears in 

this light: 

Whereas virtue once expressed a series of concrete possibilities for the self in society, the 

novelistic hero of “virtue” is now set grotesquely against the world and is nullified by 

it…Seen in this light, the significance of a work like Don Quixote for the culture of modernity 

becomes increasingly clear. Cervantes’ positive task is to criticize an abstract understanding 

of virtue, i.e. “an unreal virtue, a virtue in imagination and name only, which lacks that 

substantial content” (99). 

Cascardi is here making the point that Cervantes had recognised the impairment to the unity between 

word and deed in respect to a collective pursuit of the good.  

The culture in the era of Cervantes—not modernity, but early modernity—itself concerned with this 

dilemma was preoccupied with reading and literature. Cascardi puts Don Quixote’s case in terms of 

the underlying function a collective set of values had for the ‘practical’ matters of society: 

The condition for his undertaking is neither the loss of virtue, as of a primary good, nor even 

the vanishing of an epic past, but rather the loss of virtue’s ability to sustain practical 

interests, hence the loss of those interests themselves… Phrased in other terms, it can be said 

that when the pursuit of virtue (which Aristotle classified as a form of practical reason) 

becomes abstract, boredom sets in; reading, its antidote, is transformed from a means of 

ethical instruction into an autonomous practice whose objects are defined as works of “arts”.68 

It is the abstract situation of that pursuit of virtue, so Cascardi suggests, that causes Don Quixote’s 

indolence, and it is his preoccupation with chivalric literature that stands for his drive to dispel it. 

Meanwhile, it is limpidly clear that readers are not innoculated against such boredom. In Don Quixote 

they are collectively addressed by the appellative ‘idle reader’ (desocupado lector). Cascardi, who is 

interested in the uniqueness not only of Cervantes’s novel but equally in the individual and his self-

annointed project, is making an argument that brings both together in the general malaise of society. 

When virtuous knowledge frustrates is when bound to political ends; it is not enough to simply 

consider each matter out of an infinite variety of limited desires and their obstacles found in private 

                                                           
67 Anthony J. Cascardi. The subject of modernity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992). 
68Cascardi (1992), 99-100.   
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life, as a character in Jane Austen’s novels might do. Rather, it is bound with the other table, that of 

the laws.  

 

In his positive account, MacIntyre makes a relevant case for mutuality of individual merit and societal 

expectations sustaining the thriving of the society:   

The need for both these types of practice arises from the fact that an individual member of such 

a community could fail in his role as a member of that community in two quite different ways. 

He could on the one hand simply fail to be good enough; that is he could be deficient in the 

virtues to such an extent as to render his contribution to the achievement of the community’s 

common good negligible. But someone could fail in this way without committing any of the 

particular offences specified in the community’s laws… (142). 

Just as MacIntyre wrote of the connection each individual would need to make between two 

evaluative practices in the society championed by Aristotle, he now discusses what occurs if that 

pairing is not struck. 

 

It will not have escaped anyone’s attention that while Don Quixote is embodying ‘virtues’, virtues he 

considers as fundamental to his quest as his noble armour, his horse and his squire (and virtues 

insisted upon by him as natural adornments for the leaders of the koinonia politike), he nonetheless 

commits a great deal of ‘positive wrong’. Soliciting to his cause those acquaintances of the lower 

classes and the nobility he makes, even while he flouts the law of the land, even to the point of 

breaking it, it is evident that Don Quixote looks askance at those virtues considered by others as 

goods of life: the law, family ties, communal ties, patrimony ties and those of friendship (though new 

ties of friendship are made). For MacIntyre, if a prudent man was virtuous, a first nature or a lifelong 

and habitual second nature taught him to respect and cultivate the mean of justice thereby valuing 

connection from his own virtue to the community through the common ‘morality of laws’.  

“Conversely,” MacIntyre comments 

…to fail the community by committing an offence against the law is not simply to fail by not 

being good enough. It is to fail in a quite different way. Indeed although someone who possesses 

the virtues to a high degree will be far less apt than others to commit grave offences, a brave 

and modest man may on occasion commit murder and his offence is no less and no more than 

the offence of a coward or a braggart. To do positive wrong is not the same as to be defective 
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in doing or being good. None the less the two kinds of failure are intimately related. For both 

injure the community to some degree and make its shared project less likely to be successful. 

An offence against the laws destroys those relationships which make common pursuit of the 

good possible; defective character, while it may also render someone more liable to commit 

offences, makes one unable to contribute to the achievement of that good without which the 

community’s common life has no point. Both are bad because deprivations of good, but 

deprivations of very different kinds. (MacIntyre, 142-43; my italics for To do positive wrong is 

not the same as to be defective in doing or being good.) 

 

When the preoccupations of Don Quixote address Cervantes’s ‘disgust with the life of [his] times, 

which we sense in [his] works,’69 he delights in his creation’s example of failing the community, 

through the vices of anger, or pride, or vainglory, and of retaining so primitive a regard for the 

common good upheld in the laws that he crosses over into undisguised and harmful violence against 

private citizens. This is also a kind of madness. To empty the vision of the civic realities, the images 

and constructs met with equal disgust by ‘the idle reader’ of Cervantes’s novel, the author took to 

such recklessness in his ‘knight’ with a sense of abandon.  

 

In summary, between MacIntyre’s two evaluative practices and the individual living a good life there 

is an undeniable unity. The environment for virtue is the unparalleled dynamic to any possession of a 

unified set of virtues. A coherent moral world is uplifting for the agent to achieve this high standard of 

virtue. For Don Quixote to reject the law is to reject a part of justice—being then imprudent, 

intemperate at times and reckless, and feeling the same disgust with the corrupt times he lives in as his 

author.  

 

Discussion: impact of other traditions 

 

In accordance with Don Quixote’s liberal discourses on his favourite topic of chivalry it appears that 

the knights errant follow three paths, easily progressing along one or another, in pursuit of honour and 

chivalry.  First, there is the virtue of traditional ‘honour’ societies, that of feudal societies: primitive or 

custodial; second, that of a European revival of the works of classical antiquity, either through 

                                                           
69 Watt, 131. 
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Aristotle, Cicero, Plato and the axioms of many others, or through the apothegmatic notions 

researched in disparate writings from the classical period; third, through esoteric sources, either in the 

chivalric romances, or practices of magic, or the profaning of images from Catholicism, such as the 

‘virgin cult’ influence on the knight’s homage to his ‘lady’; inasmuch as this striation of tendencies 

fused together, without self-contradiction, the knights errant tradition drew its strength. In Christian 

and warlike aspects, the overtones of religious piety (of faith and charity) and veneration owed to an 

honoured (almost sacred) ‘lady’, and the values of courage, military efficiency and loyalty, meant the 

guise of the (Catholic) knight possessed a secular religious force.70 Thus, influence could and did 

emerge through Christianity or secularity or, as in the discussion presently, through the virtue 

tradition.   

 

As the novel is wont, Don Quixote depicts virtue reflective of common and not-so-common traits in 

society, and lists evidence of varied behaviour in many situations, praiseworthy or condemnable, all 

of which belong to a common realm. Yet, the novel reserves for its principle hero a realm of irreality 

interleaved with the playful and the serious. Don Quixote decries his moral universe, citing its 

incoherence; its bad mix of good and evil, real and strange. Retreating to this elliptical comprehension 

of matters, Quixote defends the turn of circumstances against him, stating ‘for virtue is persecuted by 

evildoers more than it is loved by good people (409)’ (‘que la virtud más es perseguida de los malos 

que amada de los buenos,’ 483). To promote virtue’s esteem in good people, Don Quixote defends a 

vision of virtue without diminishment or flaw—where a virtuous person retains all enumerated virtues 

in a unity of virtue—and by the fact of his numerous failings and confusions, this defense is comic 

rather than tragic. 

 

This continual recourse to chivalric romance threaded with the axioms of ‘informal ethics’ are indices 

of a type of episode in Don Quixote in which a particular argument drawn from Aristotle, or like-for-

like argument of an ethicalist persuasion, is in the service of illusion. Integral to the book is how 

                                                           
70 Georges Duby, “The Diffusion of Cultural Patterns in Feudal Society,” Past & Present, 39 (Apr., 1968): 3-10 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/648852. 
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Quixote sustains the illusion that he is a model figure, a paragon for others to emulate; indeed, 

emulation has famously been seen to be a key theme of the novel. 

 

In his Nicomachean Ethics Aristotle paused to posit a figure worthy of emulation for the adherents of 

his joint moral/political philosophy. This is the ‘magnanimous man,’ or megalopsyche, which 

Aristotle wrote about in Nicomachean Ethics (1124b5-1125a20). According to Aristotle, the 

megalopsyche is the virtuous man who is most indexical to the type of individual Aristotle favours in 

his civic polis. This individual is said to have the characteristic virtues prescribed by the Ethics up to 

and following the point of his portrayal. Thus, he possesses courage, temperance and liberality, 

among other virtues; and, we can also be assured that he possesses justice and prudence (the virtues 

Aristotle proceeded to discuss after describing the ‘magnanimous man’).  

 

Don Quixote’s ‘magnanimity’ indicates his ‘unity of virtue’  

 

As in other writings on virtue such as those on the kalagatha aner, the person of aesthetically pleasing 

virtue, Aristotle’s megalopsyche has a certain nobilitas which sets him apart from any ‘ordinary’ 

individual. He is said by Aristotle to possess the mean form (middle position) of all of the virtues. 

Impressively, a magnaminous person has a unified set of virtues—he is not deficient in any one or 

other. As the emblem of his honour, he can lay claim to a greatness above others. A necessary 

‘greatness of soul’ distinguishes him, and this greatness of personhood overlaps with his ‘liberality’; 

and strongly evident, thus, is a trait of prickliness of personality as he manages his capabilities 

knowing he is independent. These virtue traits, or rather moral characteristics can de seen in Don 

Quixote’s titular character. Indeed, the hero adumbrates such as ornaments of his career in his address 

to a small audience in DQI:L: 

“For myself, I can say that since I became a knight errant I have been valiant, well-mannered, 

liberal, polite, generous, courteous, bold, gentle, patient, long-suffering in labors, 

imprisonments, and enchantments, and although only a short while ago I saw myself locked 

in a cage like a madman, I think that with the valor of my arm, and heaven favouring me, and 

fortune not opposing me, in a few days I shall find myself the king of some kingdom where I 

can display the gratitude and liberality of my heart. For by my faith, Señor, the poor man is 

incapable of displaying the virtue of liberality with anyone, even if he possesses it to the 
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greatest degree, and gratitude that consists of nothing more than desire is a dead thing, as faith 

without works is dead (430).” 

 

—De mí sé decir que, después que soy caballero andante, soy valiente, comedido, liberal, 

bien criado, generoso, cortés, atrevido, blando, paciente, sufridor de trabajos, de prisiones, de 

encantos; y, aunque ha tan poco que me vi encerrado en una jaula, como loco, pienso, por el 

valor de mi brazo, favoreciéndome el cielo y no me siendo contraria la fortuna, en pocos días 

verme rey de algún reino, adonde pueda mostrar el agradecimiento que sólo consiste en el 

deseo es cosa muerta, como es muerta la fe sin obras (505).  

 

Before discussing liberality, it is necessary to discuss ‘magnanimity’ a little further. Aristotle defines 

‘magnanimity’ as a rightful attitude of the relation between oneself and honour. Thus, a person who is 

not worthy of the greatest honour, yet who boasts he is, is merely conceited on the one hand; and on 

the other, one who realises he is fated not for such great honour, understand himself properly yet is 

merely temperate. Aristotle states: 

So although the magnanimous man is an extreme as regards the greatness of his claims, as 

regards its rectitude he is a mean, because he estimates himself at his true worth. The others 

show excess and deficiency. If, then, the magnanimous man makes, and deservedly makes, 

great claims, and especially the greatest claims, he must have one special object in view.. 

Indeed it is apparent even without argument that magnanimous people are concerned with 

honour, because it is honour above all that they claim as their due, and deservedly (Aristotle, 

1123b13-1123b23). 

 

This claim on honour that the megalopsyche holds leads naturally to the discussion on ‘liberality’. 

Liberality in the right proportion (‘although the magnificent man is liberal, the liberal man is not 

necessarily magnificent,’ 1122a29) is a distinct possession of the megalopsyche. Don Quixote in his 

vaunt wants to be perceived as ‘magnanimous’, in that he measures up honour through (amid other 

claims) his ‘rectitude’ (ludicrously, by making such outsize claims). Afterward, liberality is 

mentioned as the First Part draws to a close. He is spoken of as ‘liberal’ in eulogy (438). On thinking 

him dead, and crying over his ‘corpse,’ Sancho exclaims: 

“O honor of your lineage, honor and glory of all La Mancha, even of all the world, which, 

with you absent, will be overrun by evildoers unafraid of being punished for their evil doings! 

O liberal above all Alexanders, for after a mere eight months of service you have given me 

the best ínsula ever surrounded and encircled by the sea! O humble with the proud and 

arrogant with the humble, attacker of dangers, endurer of insults, enamored without cause, 

imitator of the good, scourge of the wicked, enemy of the villainous, in short, O knight errant, 

which is the finest thing one can say (442-43).” 
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¡Oh honra de tu linaje, honor y Gloria de toda la Mancha, y aun de todo el mundo, el cual, 

faltando tú en él, quedará lleno de malhechores, sin temor de ser castigados de sus malas 

fechorías! ¡Oh liberal sobre todos los Alejandros, pues por solos ocho meses de servicio me 

tenías dada la mejor ínsula que el mar ciñe y rodea ! ¡Oh humilde con los soberbios y 

arrogante con los humildes, acometedor de peligros, sufridor de afrentas, enamorado sin 

causa, imitador de los buenos, azote de los malos, enemigo de los ruines, en fin, caballero 

andante, que es todo lo que decir se puede ! (518)   

 

Recognising the former example of ‘greatness’ and ‘liberality’ in one person (Alexander), Sancho’s 

also addresses the rectitude a ‘magnanimous’ person must have in their interactions with others: ‘O 

humble with the proud and arrogant with the humble,’ etcetera.  

 

Don Quixote, like the megalopsyche, wants to create a model for others to emulate. Yet, his ‘greatness 

of soul’ sets him on an imprudent course of action (which in future epochs will become emblematic as 

the quixotic). In his ‘liberality,’ his ‘greatness,’ his ‘courage’ and ‘prudence,’ Quixote is linked to 

Aristotelian ethics; yet, in his attempts to make use of neo-Aristotelian virtue—through prudence in 

private concerns and practical wisdom in the use of political justice—Don Quixote’s practice of virtue 

is deficient at points of the cardinal virtues as well as on certain points of the goods of life. For Don 

Quixote is championing a vision of virtue as without flaws—his regard is for a unity of virtue, where 

the virtuous person retains all the virtues enumerated without diminishment of any. 

 

He fails ‘unity of virtue’: the failure which looks like virtue 

 

There is contradiction in the claims to virtue of a hero who does positive wrong as MacIntyre 

explained. The goods of the moral life were not easily reconciled with the vanity and driven passion 

of Don Quixote’s desire for fame and honour. The result of this ambition, to the profession of 

morality, which discounts piecemeal virtues at the service of wrongs, is an attractive non-virtue. In 

this positive wrong of breaking the law, at times hurting people through misguided ends (in one such 

adventure he breaks a man’s leg), Cervantes’s protagonist displays an attractive non-virtue .71 Don 

                                                           
71 In the accounts of two incredible errors, Don Quixote attacks a ‘bier’where a dead body lies because he believes the 

funeral procession carrying it to be composed of discepting ‘knights’ (DQI:XIX). In the second, and very similar adventure, 

he attacks a procession with a virgin Mary effigy because he believes them to be ‘abducting’ a ‘lady’ (DQI:LII). 
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Quixote serves to prove that, extravagantly pursuing honour, many a wrong can be done with great 

appeal, even bravely and at times sacrificially.   

 

For Aristotle, the virtues were inherently social—evidence suggests that the four cardinal virtues, 

courage, temperance, prudence and justice, were originally called the political (i.e. social) virtues, and 

particularly justice was to be thought of this way. For Aristotle justice ‘is complete virtue in the fullest 

sense, because it is the active exercise of complete virtue’ (NE, 1129b30) due to its obvious social 

relevance. In turn, morality was teleological according to the politics it served. 

It is clear, from what we have said, what the difference is between virtue and justice in this 

sense: they are the same, except that their essence is not the same; that which, considered in 

relation to somebody else, is justice, when considered simply as a certain kind of moral state 

is virtue (NE, 1129b30-1130a15).       

Thus, that virtue and justice were essentially one discussed in these two guises: the solitary person and 

his environment. Virtue belonged to the arena of a self and his or her circumstance; at the level of the 

manifestly communal justice becomes a stand in for teleia arête, ‘the whole of virtue’. This teleia 

arête aspect to justice meant that it prioritised the common good, and on balance Aristotle had 

indicated that obeying the law was the priority of justice.72  

For gain of human glory, in his pursuit of fame, an irreconcilable good ruins Don Quixote’s virtue. 

The mind of the hero is too full with ‘engaños’, with illusions. His transference of symbolic meaning 

from the lore and fable of knights’ orders to a mundane, quite predictable world of villages, 

wilderness, and intermittent towns, consists in vanity and not true virtue. The famous prologue scene, 

mentioned in the early pages of this chapter, is a thematic advance notice that illusion and disillusion 

would register in the book and take a vengeance on the hero for striving too wilfully. 

 

 

                                                           
72 See Mi-Kyoung Lee, “Justice and the Laws in Aristotle’s Ethics,” Strategies of Argument: Essays in Ancient Ethics, 

Epistemology, and Logic, ed. Mi-Kyoung Lee, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014), 104-123, where this standard for 

Aristotle’s understanding of justice and the common good is presented. 



65 
  

Prologue, again; Choleric dilemmas, excessive imagination, period in crisis  

 

 

In the prologue where the poetics of his writing practice is discussed in the terms of desengañado 

(disillusionment) and engaños (illusions), and writing in the guise as the wise ‘friend’, the friend 

persona is granted the opportunity to help ‘the author’ (or, Cervantes himself) to disencumber himself 

of illusions (howsoever paltry these writer’s illusions must be). Cervantes, suggested to have been the 

student of the humanist Lopez de Hoya, humanised the entire book in the educational theories of his 

youth, inclusive of which was the contemporary study of ‘humoralism’. Seen as a ‘branch’ of science, 

the central tenet of which was that a man or woman is predictable according to their physical (humor) 

type, humoralism would propose that Don Quixote’s type is more than usually prone to imaginative 

abandonment.   

It is without dispute that Cervantes injects this psychological ‘model of cognition’ of the sixteenth 

century into his book. A choleric, Don Quixote is quick to visualise the public and de-individualised 

dependency of citizen to institutional law, as a private concern of honour, nobility and more bizarre, 

justice. His famous ability for second sight—an ability to see one thing as a fantastic piece of an 

irreality, a basin as a helmet, a windmill as a giant—works to outmaneuveur Aristotelian wisdom, foil 

science, upend rhetoric, undermine empiricism, or even outdo the imagination as it might be best 

used—in its ability to see the real object which cannot be seen. 

 

In Experiencing Nature: The Spanish American empire and the early scientific revolution (2006), 

Barrera-Osorio73 has given an instructive account of by-products from the Spanish Empire’s ventures 

into the New World, and how a system of truly scientific empiricism developed under a bureaucratic 

regime. There, Barrera-Osorio looks at the careers of such natural historians and chroniclers writing 

from and about the Indies, as Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo and José de Acosta, and mentions how 

Acosta recorded a remarkable understanding of the use of the imagination. 

                                                           
73 Antonio Barrera-Osorio,  Experiencing Nature: The Spanish American empire and the early scientific revolution (Austin: 

University of Texas Press, 2006).  
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How imagination was regarded at this juncture in the sixteenth century was, as we shall discover in 

Chapter Three, a core concern of epistemology. Principally, the purposes of logic were to establish a 

universalised construct, which all facets of knowledge supported. As a not-to-be-easily-gainsaid 

scientific age made its encroachments on this older, neo-Aristotelian ordering of natural history into a 

universalised system, ‘a thing’s essence’ would no longer be established in its universalised sense.  In 

the New World natural historians were met with a quandary: to utilise ‘natural reason’ or to research 

‘scientifically’ a new world of greatly variated species, and discover that this same universal system 

did not seem any longer so straightforward. In fact, it seemed more an improbability. Yet, while 

[the earlier Spanish official and natural historian] Fernández de Oviedo had placed the New 

World within the Pliny tradition of diversity; [the later ‘natural historian’ José de] Acosta 

framed its nature as a machine… This allowed him to look for causes in the New World 

despite the lack of classical markers in it. It also allowed him to link his study of nature with 

God (p.116). And, for this natural historian classical philosophy could not satisfy his 

understanding of the machine of the world through its explanations. Though his empirical 

undertakings he could see that they had plainly got the science of the world’s ordering wrong: 

there were no static heavens, people did not walk upside down on the opposite side of the 

world and so on.  

For Acosta, the problem lay in the epistemological unbalancing brought about by overpowering 

imagination on the one side, and the weakened reason on the other: 

The problem for Acosta involved assembling pieces of empirical information into a whole. 

He proposed the case of the shape of the earth as an example of the difficulty of gaining 

knowledge. Experience demonstrated that the earth was a globe. If a ship left Seville toward 

the West and navigated continually in that direction, it would return to Seville from the East. 

The problem as Acosta put it, was that the earth’s shape had not been seen—rather, it had 

been imagined, thanks to the experience gained. For Acosta imagination and experience were 

two elements in the process of knowledge. Experience furnishes the imagination with 

information, and then the imagination reorganized the information (118-9). 

 

We can see from Barrera-Osorio’s account of the early scientific efforts of Spanish Empiricism—a 

burgeoning methodology, which influenced Europe more, he argues, than has been priorly 

acknowledged—how highly charged the ideas surrounding the correct epistemology for cogitating 

reality were. Acosta himself believed that the problems of the incomplete or challenged universal 

system stemmed from too much allegiance paid to classical philosophers in lieu of what he considered 

proper allegiance owed to reason and the tenets of faith. Certainly, the imagination was the greatest 
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instrument to find out the truth to what experience was attempting to teach us. But first, Acosta learnt 

that imagination must first assist reason:  

 

The problem of knowledge is its universal character. Imagination and empirical information 

are both localized. The imagination, argued Acosta, “is subject to a [particular] time and 

place, and it does not perceive the same time and place universally, but locally. Thus when 

the imagination is lifted to consider things that exceed and surpass the known time and place, 

it fails. If reason does not maintain and lift it, [the imagination] cannot stand up.” According 

to Acosta’s theory, imagination needed the guidance of reason to organize empirical 

information in universal terms. Otherwise, it could fancy anything, as the doctors of the 

church and Aristotle sometimes did (119). 

 

This fallibility was endemic to the Aristotelian system when it came in contact with contradictory 

evidence.74  

 

Yet Acosta was not discouraged and realised that imagination and reason would work best put 

together, as Barrera-Osorio affects to reveal. According to Acosta’s theory only imagination would be 

able to put the localized information together to construe the completely rounded shape of the earth, 

as it truly is (or, ‘that the “heavens are round” and the “earth is in the middle”’). Something 

approximating this activity of the mind occurs in the incident of the The Clavileño Adventure of 

DQII:XL-XLI. Don Quixote and Sancho are persuaded by their indolent aristocratic hosts to mount a 

wooden horse named Clavileño, which by the simple turning of a wooden peg will take them on a 

fantastic flight through the known world. During the flight on Clavileño, Sancho states that he 

‘stepped down’ of ‘the flying horse’ to play with the little goats of the Libra constellation. Sancho’s 

elaborate daydream is a good example of why imagination needs reason’s checking power; for the 

                                                           
74 Viz. Don Quixote and Sancho on the boat ‘crossing the equator’ (DQII: XXIX). 
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[r]eason checked imagination before it conjured up “men who resided on the other side of earth 

walking with their feet up and head down”’ (119) and other exaggerations of natural history.  

 

For a Catholic believer such as Acosta, reason could not do this alone, and would need the stabilising 

influence of religious tenets. Therefore, according to Barrera-Osorio ‘Acosta suggested another limit 

to the imagination—religious teachings (119).’ 

For Acosta, reason partook in the “divine light” through which it judged “the same images 

and interior forms that are given to our understanding” by the imagination and empirical 

information. He concluded that those who did not know about or who doubted this divine 

light in human reason did not know about their humanity. Imagination’s anchor was reason; 

reason’s anchor was faith. Faith was articulated around a universal concept of the human 

being, with the implicit assumption that knowledge was universal (119). 

 

Therefore, just as Fernández de Oviedo had demonstrated a strain of empiricism in rebellion with the 

past—the will to truly use all the senses to establish the veracity of natural history—Acosta would 

fathom the universal nature of knowledge as the problem of difficulty in attributing things observed or 

experienced in reality to an abstracted concept imposed on these observations with the glamour a 

name brings a world view. 

 

While he may have been a practitioner of natural history, an envoy sent on missions of collection to 

the New World, Acosta’s responses to what he saw and noted in his books of 1586 and 1590, De 

Natura Novi Orbis and Historia natural y moral de las Indias, were practical examples of the 

‘problem of universals’ as it was known. Don Quixote’s belief in a spiritualised realm of knight-

errantry, which in a word could be considered as a ‘form-world,’ can be seen as a large jest on the 

Boethian/Thomistic (and erstwhile) ‘problem of universals’ which Acosta so aptly determined to 

resolve for himself in a description covering the cornerstones of his own career, and his particularised 

worldview drawn from his times: exploration, science, philosophy and theology drawn in to a 

harmonious union through the recognition of the localized or universalized part played by each. This 

leads naturally to the conclusion—the reader’s preoccupying thought at meeting with Don Quixote—
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too much of the imagination is used in this era in lieu of, or as a counterpart to, knowledge and results 

by stocking itself with the hobgoblins of thought. 
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Chapter Three: Unreason integral to Don Quixote’s ‘virtue’ – paradox, choleric action, 

melancholic retreats, virtuous memory and glamorous eloquence 

Section I 

Imagination’s reach: how Don Alonso became Don Quixote; questions of temperament  

Paraphrase of Chapter I of Don Quixote 

Wilfred Bion’s ‘Theory of Thinking’ 

Applying Bion’s theory to Chapter I of Don Quixote  

Don Quixote and ‘madness’: Aristotle’s Problem XXX, I; nature in charge of sad age (the ‘Senectus 

Dolori’ emblem)  

Huarte’s genius theory – ‘adustion’ (humour combining) 

iii. Huarte’s mental power: the imagination, in Chapter I; ‘the guise of the good’  

iv. Don Quixote’s excuse of enchantment for his ‘bad humour’ 

Omnipotent thinking: enemy enchanters  

Blamed star: stars, seasons, Saturn and melancholy 

Section II 

Thomas Aquinas and a Scholasticized mind: Cicero and prudence trebled   

Titian’s ‘Allegory of Prudence’ – the melancholic skills of prudence and memory  

‘Habit’: Aquinas, physical discipline and training memory 

Self-disciplined habits in Don Quixote 

Medieval didactic thought in Chapter I, Feliciano de Silva and a note on copiae 

Such copiae! Feliciano de Silva’s ‘woody’ style in Don Quixote’s thinking  

Eloquence: Cicero’s legacy to humanism  

Conclusion 

Drawing together Conclusions to the Theoretical Discussions in Chapters Two and Three 

 

Section I 

 

Imagination’s reach: how Don Alonso became Don Quixote; questions of temperament  

 

At the same time, the moral and emotional involvement of the intellectuals in the tragic fate 

of their native land seems to have provided an additional stimulus, giving an extra degree of 

intensity to their imagination, and diverting it into rewardingly creative channels. This was 

especially true of Cervantes, whose life – from 1547 to 1616 – spans the two ages of imperial 

triumph and imperial retreat. The crisis of the late sixteenth century cuts through the life of 

Cervantes as it cuts through the life of Spain, separating the days of heroism from the days of 

desengaño. Somehow Cervantes magically held the balance between optimism and 

pessimism, enthusiasm and irony, but he illustrates what was to be the most striking 

characteristic of seventeenth-century literature and artistic production—the deep cleavage 

between the two worlds of the spirit and the flesh, which co-exist yet are forever separate… 

[for] which was the real and which the illusory in… [the] ‘society of the bewitched, living 

outside the natural order of things’?  

J.H. Elliott75   

  

 

                                                           
75 J. H. Elliott, Imperial Spain, 1469-1716 (UK : Penguin Books, 2002), 319-20. 

 



71 
  

Michel Foucault made the astute observation that ‘Don Quixote reads the world in order to prove his 

books (52)’.76 The novel Don Quixote in its entirety provides a great example for Foucault’s essay 

chapter ‘Representing’ of the language of the classical age hindered in the new world of signs. In the 

prior chapter77, in a verdict passed by Foucault on that age, the extent to which the real and the 

illusory were mixed is revealed: 

To us, it seems that sixteenth-century learning was made up of an unstable mixture of rational 

knowledge, notions derived from magical practices, and a whole cultural heritage whose 

power and authority had been vastly increased by the rediscovery of Greek and Roman 

authors. Perceived thus, the learning of that period appears structurally weak: a common 

ground where fidelity to the Ancients, a taste for the supernatural, and an already awakened 

awareness of that sovereign rationality in which we recognize ourselves, confronted one 

another in equal freedom. And this tripartite period would consequently be reflected in the 

mirror of each work and each divided mind occurring within it… In fact, it is not from an 

insufficiency of structure that sixteenth-century knowledge suffers. On the contrary, we have 

already seen how very meticulous the configurations are that define its space. It is this very 

rigour that makes the relation of magic to erudition inevitable—they are not selected contents 

but required forms…To know must therefore be to interpret : to find a way from the visible 

mark to that which is being said by it and which, without that mark, would lie like unspoken 

speech, dormant within things (Foucault, 32). 

 

Imagination could be used to complete the world, to construct its impossible vantage points, as in 

Acosta’s statements on the matter or it could become a danger because it presents wonders in 

overpowering portions—acting like a drug on the mind. Foucault’s remark addressed to ‘the learning 

of that period’ permits the insight that this ‘tripartite’ knowledge base palliated unease in the society; 

and, from this insight, an adjustment of vision to the individual debilitated by a madness born of such 

‘learning’, is easily made. The reach of the imagination was immense, and different forms of magical 

thinking derived encouragement from its power. In contrast, the ‘required forms’, the use of 

superstitions or other irrational convictions, validated erudition. In this way, some residual ideas about 

nature and human nature drawn from pagan antiquity ably established positions held by society as a 

whole. The ‘peculiar susceptibility’ of prudence in particular, with the wider susceptibility of terms of 

the intellect to attitudinal change more generally, is the interest of this chapter. The particular 

                                                           
76 Michel Foucault, The Order of Things: An Archeology of the Human Sciences. New York: Pantheon Books, 1970. 
77 ‘The Prose of the World’ 
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‘epistemic attitude’ under close study is ‘the intellect’ under the doctrine of the humors, which 

regarded the ‘intellect’ as a psychology as well as an idea about human nature. 

 

One example of an ‘epistemic attitude’ is the typology of people according to the internal bodily 

fluids said to be dominant in their person. Those with a degree above of blood, or of phlegm, were the 

sanguine or flegmatic category of the humors temperament and they nurtured a mental equipoise to 

match their steadiness. The belief in model persons, as with the belief in model texts or model actions, 

had its ground in the harmonic ordering ideal of bodies and societies.78 Flegmatic or sanguine humors, 

talents for the understanding, could make use of a natural virtue, avoiding any disturbances in the 

social sphere to promote stability through a naturally-acquired reason, strengthened by the certainty of 

scriptural truth.79 

Aristotelian philosophy, which stated that knowledge meant experience and data, was a compromise 

discourse; regardless of what Aristotle might have believed about ‘ultimate reality’, conventionally 

‘we could know only what our senses and memory told us and what our intellects then did with the 

knowledge’ (Pocock, 21). Faith provided a stabilising force, for ‘reason partook in the “divine light” 

through which it judged “the same images and interior forms that are given to our understanding” by 

the imagination and empirical information’ (Barrera-Osorio, 119). The phenomena of the world were 

always threatening to overwhelm an intellect pitted against the excess of their nature—a person such 

as Don Quixote for example—which were sensitive to unchecked imagination and their delusions of 

self-consequence. The ‘reality principle’, or rather the impervious state lacking a reality principle, was 

in keeping with a personal ‘anamorphosis’, a gaze upon the world distorted by the misuse of 

imagination. Those who had not learned to attune their actions within their environment, learned not 

to diverge from a course of moderation for instance, were susceptible to the world’s illusions, as was 

said of cholerics.  

                                                           
78 See John Cottingham, Western Philosophy: An Anthology (London: Blackwell, 2003), 257. 
79 See The Odes of Solomon 24:8 for a Patristic example. 
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The anamorphosis Don Quixote publicly suffers either draws from or is affected by the notions of 

multiple authorities diagnosed by Foucault and others. The observation that certain powers fascinate 

themselves upon his mind is well recognised, with the powers given free rein while assimilating a 

library of chivalric books, or canonical texts from the ancient or contemporary writer.  If choleric, 

Don Quixote’s wisdom is indebted to an unbound imagination. If melancholic, then he is given to 

introspection and his prevalent mental faculty is the memory.  A hybrid of these injudicious servants 

of his mind, results in very unusual behaviour.  Hence, it might be queried, does his conduct express 

prudence, justice, and ultimately virtue, such as are met in Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics? The 

answer is perplexing: classical citation throughout the text, and the feature of rhetoric from Cicero and 

Aquinas for example, provide for the hero the resources for classical legitimation of a personal 

enterprise. Close knowledge of virtue discourse is threaded through Don Quixote’s abundant speech 

(also common knowledge is just how verbosely he talks), which is prosed with authorities from 

antiquity and the Catholic Medieval heritage. These extend the colourful erudition of his “science of 

chivalry”. When he draws from his imagination his thinking addresses the ‘signs’ mentioned by 

Foucault, and he succumbs to his magical thinking in order to increase his glory in the circumstances 

that befall him.   

It could be fairly stated in this age of faith and conviction that any literate person had read the world 

to prove their books, not simply Don Quixote. The world was interpretable, though imbued with 

sixteenth-century epistemology—whether rational knowledge, notions derived from the practices of 

magic or multiplied powers of authority through the rediscovery of ancient texts. In matters of 

praising the virtuous, the reason is explained through a language of ethicalism and reserved its right. 

On the other hand, irrational practices rested on behaviour, where behaviour retained kinship to the 

sway of planets, the nature of physiognomy, or regular occurences such as the seasons, all 

encountered by common folk and nobles alike. To the query whether a classical ethicalism was 

encountered in late sixteenth century Spain, the response is daily life continued to encounter 

inflections of Aristotelianism or Thomism. The learning of the typical, educated noble, out of whose 

stuff Don Quixote is created in parody, was riddled with both such instalments of ‘knowledge’ about 
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self and the world. The background contexts for the intellect prevalent in the period were seen ‘as 

more defined internally by Classical, Patristic, Scholastic and contemporary ideas than externally by 

events’ (Robbins, 9). That is to say, these events were likely to be read through these ‘internal 

definitions’. 

 

Jeremy Robbins details these epistemic embodiments of past knowledge influencing the sixteenth-

century experience of agency and nationhood. In The Epistemological Mentality of the Spanish 

Baroque, 1580-1720, Robbins notes 

The Golden Age inherited a rich discussion of prudence and despite the reorientation that the 

concept went through as a result of its treatment in sixteenth-century political treatises, the 

Classical and scholastic conceptualisation of prudence still informs Spanish views in the early 

modern period (Robbins, 99-100).80 

 

As one marker amid change in epistemology, Robbins ties the notion prudence to its classical, 

patristic, scholastic and contemporary heritage. Thus, by tracing the impact of scepticism on ‘the 

epistemological status’ of knowledge in the Spanish period 1580-1650, he recognizes a global shift in 

the account of prudence, which he defines as being ‘the key political term of the period’ and describes 

as being ‘peculiarly susceptible to changes in epistemic attitudes’ (95).81  

 

To continue with this ‘episteme’ of prudence: writings taking prudence as a key term to explain or 

justify the effects of action on consequences, considered whether to cast it as something active or 

speculative.82 Claiming both physical (i.e., skillful, habitual, vocal) and intellectual (reasoned, 

rationally virtuous) properties, prudence and its cognates were towering aptitudes in the post-medieval 

model of the mind. In appearing a special aptitude for decisive, sometimes physical, action, prudence 

is explained as a display of brilliant cognition or brilliant memory—which this chapter will address as 

virtuous habit. Simultaneously presented as the creative intellect (ingenio), this aptitude is the fitness 

                                                           
80 Robbins, 2007. 
81 In his chapter on the term, Robbins charts how its meaning moved toward discreción through the influence of scepticism, 

as the stress placed on the term was owed to its ‘specific function’. Robbins states ‘it is the specific function of prudence to 

mediate between an inflexible code of conduct and the contingency of political events (95).’ 
82 Kahn, 1985, pp. 40-41. 
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to diagnose concerns in terms of so-called Huartian  psychology: this early-modern ‘differential 

psychology’ of the self. Or, to take the memory: whereas an ethicalist version of the memory related it 

directly to virtue (as argued at length below), an emerging ambiguity in these terms of the intellect 

portrayed the memory as the inhered competency of one specific psychological type. Was its role, 

therefore, ethical or psychological? 

I shall investigate how terms of virtue actually were susceptible to epistemic change, the examples 

given from the novel Huartian  model of the mind, which made a quasi-behaviourist study of the self 

according to a prevalent mental power (either imagination or memory or understanding), and the 

medieval model of the mind building on Aristotle/Cicero. In so doing, the implications of humoralism 

in Huarte’s model will be addressed. This, in turn, demands that such features as the skill of eloquent 

speech, a marker of prudence and of the Huartian  intellect, be addressed. This will form the final part 

of the chapter. Prior to that, I address the discipline of virtuous memory mentioned, by touching upon 

its place in the Huartian  psychology. This close appraisal presents qualities elaborated in last chapter 

(above) under the fresh gaze of Huarte’s physiological mechanics. Turning now to syllogism as a 

building block for any deductive reasoning, I will seek to explain that this elegant word for a ‘stream 

of thought’ adduced evident or not-so-evident first premisses, depending on the manner taken to argue 

and the intended recipient. 

Syllogism 

Susceptibility to changes in epistemic attitudes carried effects for syllogistic reasoning. Aristotelian 

tradition contended that reasoned knowledge was a universal category or a natural law. Theoretically, 

it was availed to the intellect through sense or memory, or by consensus of opinion, and this meant the 

steps of reasoning could proceed, and thus syllogism was rationally grounded in its proofs.83 To take 

what was known from what was evident to reason became the first premise in a syllogism. If in logic 

                                                           
83 ‘In Aristotle’s account the single most important condition for the Rule of Law is the character one must impute to those 

who make legal judgments. Justice is the constant disposition to act fairly and lawfully, not merely the occasional performance 

of such actions. It is part of such a character to reason syllogistically and to do so his passions must be silent… For that a 

settled ethical character is as necessary as is intelligence itself.’ Judith N. Shklar, Political Thought and Political Thinkers, ed. 

Stanley Hoffmann, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998), 23. 
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an unravelled problem aims at a discursive resolution, prudence differed by being the ‘practical 

syllogism’, as it was classically named, and thus its resolution was found in its performance, not 

otherwise. In Don Quixote the transference of similitudes (in Foucault’s terms84) from Knight Errantry 

on to the properties of Don Quixote’s social milieu upsets the fidelity to rational proofs, to a common 

world. ‘Ordinary’ experience and non-contradictory premisses, which permit the security that an 

outcome is a firm result of a prior, rational intent, are rejected for the monomania affecting Don 

Quixote. The cause is his eccentricity, his gaze affected by the imagination.  

Don Quixote’s deeds and words stem from knowledge sometimes rational, sometimes inchoate. In the 

vanity that evidently inheres in him, a fantasy world of knights, squires, enchanters, giants and 

princesses (these last in need of his protection) yielded up actors’ parts for all the acquaintance he 

makes. In turn, these can in no way establish their lived experiences as a reality. Don Quixote’s 

reason has succumbed to an overpowering imagination, which was contemporarily parsed ‘the 

fantasy’ and assessed in tracts. Such fantasies driving him more often than not lead him into loss of 

self-possession. While medieval virtue and memory, as conducers to moral responsibility, made use 

of Stoic notions of the mind enacting control over the emotions and fantasy, Don Quixote’s control is 

very little developed. Frances Yates, in her work The Art of Memory (1966),85wrote, ‘[t]he stoics, as 

we know, attached great importance to the moral control of the fantasy as an important part of ethics 

(21).’ If in Don Quixote’s teeming brain are added his choleric nature and his vainglory, then 

sufficiently suppressing his fantasy per the Stoics, or being moderate according to Aristotle’s notion 

of the mean, fall away under the weight of his illusions.   

Aristotle had stated in regard to the empiric proofs of ‘the practical syllogism’, that ‘[t]he end of this 

kind of study is not knowledge but action (NE 1095a 5)’. Suggestive of a youthful energy, actions 

advertise prudence as a quality of the young, those whom ambition drives with a will to excel. Yet 

virtuous prudence indeed was not simply a virtue of the young, according to the Philosopher. 

Experience of life, rather than strength within it, meant that old men ought to form the best decisions, 

                                                           
84 ‘The world is covered with signs that must be deciphered, and those signs, which reveal resemblances and affinities, are 

themselves no more than forms of similitude (Foucault, 32).’ 
85 Frances Yates, The Art of Memory (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1966). 



77 
  

which would make of experience an idea that how successfully one decides amid circumstances 

increases in degree to lengthy knowledge of people, customs and texts. Though modest this 

accumulated lifelong wisdom was for Aristotle exactly what leaders in communities had need of (see 

NE, 1141b25-1141b30). Meanwhile, Don Alonso Quejana (the ‘little country squire’ whose 

transformation into Don Quixote is the primal scene of the novel) approaching old age is, after great 

study, now caught up with a desire for action.  

Paraphrase of Chapter I of Don Quixote 

As many attest, even though his referents in spirit and in form are retrieved from the past, Don 

Quixote’s abstracted reading shocks him into life (into a bid for action over contemplation) that fits 

into the style of modernity. From the studious activity, the profound reading of chivalry books, in 

which he is subsumed — by taking seriously a light subject matter the activity is defecting from 

profound, orthodox readings—the oddity is heightened. The passage below, in the course of narrating 

Alonso Quejana’s chivalric obsession, includes examples of interest in topics of ‘reason,’ ‘heavens,’ 

and ‘divinity’, which are orthodox topics. On the second page of the chapter the narrator puts it: 

[I]n his rash curiosity and folly he went so far as to sell acres of arable land in order to buy 

books of chivalry to read, and he brought as many of them as he could into his house; and he 

thought none was as fine as those composed by the worthy Feliciano de Silva, because the 

clarity of his prose and complexity of his language seemed to him more valuable than pearls, 

in particular when he read the declarations and missives of love, where he would often find 

written: The reason for the unreason to which my reason turns so weakens my reason that 

with reason I complain of thy beauty. And also when he read: . . . the heavens on high divinely 

heighten thy divinity with the stars and make thee deserving of the deserts thy greatness 

deserves. With these words and phrases the poor gentleman lost his mind, and he spent 

sleepless nights trying to understand them and extract their meaning, which Aristotle himself, 

if he came back to life for only that purpose, would not have been able to decipher or 

understand (20).  

Y llegó a tanto su curiosidad y desatino en esto, que vendió muchas hanegas de tierra de 

sembradura para comprar libros de caballerías en que leer, y así, llevó a su casa todos cuantos 

pudo haber dellos; y de todos, ningunos le parecían tan bien como los que compuso el famoso 

Feliciano de Silva, porque la claridad de su prosa y aquellas entricadas razones suyas le 

parecían de perlas, y más cuando llegaba a leer aquellos requiebros y cartas de desafíos, 

donde en muchas, partes hallaba escrito: La razón de la sinrazón que a mi razón se hace, de 

tal manera mi razón enflaquece, que con razón me quejo de la vuestra fermosura. Y también 

cuando leía: Los altos cielos que de vuestra divinidad divinamente con las estrellas os 

fortifican y os hacen merecedora del merecimiento que merece la vuestra grandeza. Con 

estas razones perdía el pobre caballero el juicio, y desvelábase por entenderlas y 

desentrañarles el sentido, que no se lo sacara ni las entendiera el mesmo Aristóteles, si 

resucitara para solo ello (62). 
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The commencement of the novel in a passion for study overcoming Don Alonso Quejana and causing 

his subsequent metamorphosis describes a ‘madness’ that is faithful to that passion for books which 

had its flowering in the Middle Ages. Don Alonso is charmingly attempting his own Summa 

Theologiae of chivalry texts, taking in their dramas and their axioms, allegorising the incidents in the 

storied careers and monitoring the hierarchies of knights. An instance: we are told that Alonso’s 

favourite author Feliciano de Silva’s prose possesses ‘clarity’ and that his language possesses 

‘complexity,’ and we laugh at the examples given, for they are tortuous, sinewy and limited in 

meaning—quite the reverse of window pane writing. We are not surprised then, knowing as we do, 

that Don Alonso either spent his days and nights reading every ‘tract’ of chivalry, or at the least held 

arguments with the local priest—a graduate from a second-rate university. It does not amaze the 

reader to learn of the well-known situation of Don Quixote’s first chapter, which consists of the 

famous gambit whereby ‘our gentleman became so caught up in reading that’ 

[h]is fantasy filled with everything he had read in his books… and he became so convinced in 

his imagination of the truth of all the countless grandiloquent and false inventions he read that 

for him no history in the world was truer (21). 

Llenósele la fantasia de todo aquello que leía en los libros… y asentósele de tal modo en la 

imaginación que era verdad toda aquella máquina de aquellas sonadas soñadas invenciones 

que leía, que para él no había otra historia más cierta en el mundo (63). 

The narrator remarks that Aristotle himself would not have been able to build a philosophy from the 

subject matter of chivalry. Yet Don Quixote (as he is now christened) is possessed of the idea (‘the 

strangest thought any lunatic in the world ever had’) that it was both ‘reasonable’ and ‘necessary’ to 

become a knight; and, in the ‘site’ of the brain known as the fantasy crystallised a ‘science’ of knight 

errantry, which in imagining of the former little country squire made every adventure and 

conversation a correlate. It is necessary to add that out of his forensic examination of the works of 

chivalry, Don Alonso is not driven to pen a tractate, as monasteries and their bibliophile monks had 

done, but rather to be vigorously active, even martial, in taking flight from his recently cloistered life. 

The narration seems unaware of the discrepancy between these two ordos (estates) represented now 

by Don Alonso, now by Don Quixote. Cervantes fixes his character’s obsession on a specific, fictive 

past. Readers of the novel might discern in this that predisposition to the past which is characteristic 



79 
  

of the regressive pull toward hegemonic structures. Sometimes the hegemonic structures are the past 

if they are associated with the dogmatic or obsequious. In contrast, modernity (though this word is 

anachronistically used) is active and to a large degree self-instituting. This strange event, now 

reactionary, now revolutionary, transpiring for a person of little importance, imbues the novel with its 

sensibility of wryness and ambiguity. 

 

To summarise, through the ability to interpret crises, challenges and occasional chaos resolving to act 

and acting were united with experience. Pre-political action had to succeed to prove the measured 

appraisals of old leaders and rescue them from mundane village life. For theory the end of study is not 

knowledge but action because, where knowledge might lead one astray, action breaks straight through 

to the real. Don Quixote uses several means to facilitate the universal, informing ‘science’ inevitably 

referenced as pretext for his ‘prudent’ actions. Numbering among these means are: the canon of 

chivalry just now mentioned, the realm of magic and benevolent or malevolent ‘enchanters,’ as well 

as the learnings from tradition of ancient ethics. Not yet mentioned are visions he experiences, the 

first from above (Clavileño) and the second from below (Montesinos). These also drive him on, and 

will be analysed below.  

 

In the experience of Don Alonso Quejana, the study of chivalric texts before acting does not lead to 

the real. Indeed, it is not by chance that the word ‘acting’ is ambivalent, sometimes implying 

theatrical performance. Actions in the political sense, however, create powerfully firm consensus of 

opinion by dint of their validity. Unchallenged, therefore, is the ability to form opinions, interpret 

skilfully from choices and act; and if this act is successful, leading to the praiseworthy quality, 

prudence. An impure mixture of moderated intelligence and folly, Don Quixote’s imaginings mesh 

with the coherent parts of his environment to establish a false web of second sight, and he acts, 

according to Erich Auerbach, as though his actions bear no ‘relationship to concrete reality’.86 

                                                           
86 Erich Auerbach, “The Enchanted Dulcinea,” pp 35-62, in Cervantes’ Don Quixote: a casebook, edited by Roberto 

González Echevarría, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005, p.46. 
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Everything he does in that state is completely senseless and so incompatible with the existing 

world that it produces only comic confusion there. It not only has no chance of success, it 

actually has no point of contact with reality; it expends itself in a vacuum (Auerbach, 46-47). 

In reponse to the mimetic of literature—surrogate for life’s ‘concrete possibilities’—‘the pursuit of 

virtue becomes abstract’87 recognising a weakening of ethical instruction, the acme of medieval 

culture, its later allies and opponents. A sixteenth-century emphasis on temperament (i.e., emergent 

psychology), in revisiting the complexities of human nature, established a dynamic and malleable 

mind. To lead into that discussion, we now turn to a model of thinking written by a twentieth-century 

psychoanalyst. 

 

 Wilfred Bion’s ‘Theory of Thinking’ 

 

In a paper published in 1962 Wilfred Bion, a British Psychoanalyst, put forward an unconventional 

thesis on ‘thinking’.88 I argue that this theory of Bion’s is useful to rephrasing the events in the first 

chapter of the novel, and providing a soundboard for Huartian  psychology, and is one of many 

modern psychological theories perhaps against which the sixteenth-century differential psychology 

can be judged. However, the use of Wilfred Bion’s theory will be, I believe, to great effect when I 

come to discuss Don Quixote’s two extant humours, choler and melancholy.  

 

A theory from pre-cognitive psychoanalysis, Bion considered that thinking begins with the experience 

of stimulation that arises within the self in infancy. This then generates a need to understand the cause 

of such stimulus. Thinking is the mechanism for something that is not known but is experienced as a 

feeling, requiring to be processed so that some kind of understanding occurs.  

It is convenient to regard thinking as dependent on the successful outcome of two main 

mental developments. The first is the development of thoughts. They require an apparatus to 

cope with them. The second development, therefore, is of this apparatus that I shall 

provisionally call thinking. I repeat—thinking has to be called into existence to cope with 

thoughts. It will be noted that this differs from any theory of thought as a product of thinking, 

                                                           
87 Cascardi, 2012.  
88 Wilfred Bion, ‘The Psycho-analytic Study of Thinking’International Journal of Psychoanalysis. Vol. 43., pp.306-310. 

1962. 
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in that thinking is a development forced on the psyche by the pressure of thoughts and not the 

other way round. Psychopathological developments may be associated with either phase or 

both, that is, they may be related to a breakdown in the development of thoughts or a 

breakdown in the development of the apparatus for ‘thinking’ or dealing with thoughts, or 

both (Bion, 306). 

It is significant to Bion’s thesis, that a toleration for unknowing is acknowledged in the self. As his 

theory is levelled at pre-cognition, the frustration that arises naturally in infants when a new sensation 

is felt but not immediately understood is seen in two possible lights; it can either be handled with 

toleration until a conception is created, or it will be handled without toleration, in which case the 

infant will strive to evade thinking, or to modify the thought. Of this event, Bion stated: 

If the capacity for toleration of frustration is inadequate [what is ‘ultimately recognised as a 

thought] confronts the psyche with the need to decide between evasion of frustration and its 

modification (Bion, 307). 

To recapitulate: Bion’s theory of thinking posits a version wherein the experience of stimulations 

(feelings), which arise within the self, introduces the need to understand the cause of the stimulus. As 

a result, a mechanism is created for something that is not known (each feeling) but which is 

experienced, and by this mechanism is processed, so that some kind of understanding arises. This 

mechanism is ‘provisionally called thinking’ by Bion. 

It is striking to note that Bion’s theory of thinking addresses the unconscious development of thought 

(being perhaps a synonym for pre-cognition); however, the history of thought has traditionally prized 

the conscious version of thinking, if indeed our conscious minds are not themselves mimicking what 

is occurring in the unconscious mind. 

 

 

 

 

 

Applying Bion’s theory to Chapter I of Don Quixote  

 

 

Aside from basic categorical differences, such as that Don Quixote is not in pre-cognitive infancy, but 

rather a man in middle age; that he is not coping with sensations drawn from unexamined feeling, but 

is rather overwhelmed by the vast information of chivalry he has taken to study; that, less obtrusive, 

he is not developing an apparatus of ‘thinking’ to cope with new thoughts, but is rather exercising the 



82 
  

thinking he has existent for a newly incurred subject area; and that, at first, Don Quixote has no 

apparent frustration with the new sensorium of thoughts (now manifest through intense reading), but 

is rather driven on by his curiosity; inasmuch as these differences exist between the Bion model and 

the first chapter of Cervantes’s novel, there is a rewarding discussion to be had on what is at play in 

Don Quixote’s ‘teeming brain’. To enact such discussion the use of Bion’s theory may not constitute 

too much of a violent imposition. 

Firstly, it must be noted that Don Quixote has been ‘reborn’ from the very pragmatic, low noble 

personage, Don Alonso. It is infancy, therefore, of a kind, as it figuratively describes a birth into a 

new life. The text indicates that, subsuming a mass of initially obdurate information, Don Quixote’s 

mind is overwhelmed (stating that ‘he lost his mind’) by ‘the words and phrases’ of the knightly 

literature. Next, he exists in a period of toleration with his frustration, for ‘he spent sleepless nights 

trying to understand them’. Finally, he is so caught up in the processing of the information, that he 

steps away from his tolerance for frustration and succumbs to what the village priest, Don Quixote’s 

friend, calls the ‘fiction, fable, falsehood—dreams told by men when they are awake, or, should I say, 

half-asleep’ (466), believing its unreliable claims. 

In the eventuality posited by Bion, in those cases wherein the self is incapable of remaining at a loss 

for understanding, the need to evade the thought emerges. Moreover, this need to evade the thought 

might be of such force that the thought’s modification is required. Still more pressingly, Bion goes on 

to state that in some circumstances, where the inability to tolerate a frustration at not knowing the 

cause of a sensation exists a development arises toward ‘omnipotent thinking’. 

Inability to tolerate frustration can obstruct the development of thoughts and a capacity to 

think, though a capacity to think would diminish the sense of frustration intrinsic to 

appreciation of the gap between a wish and its fulfilment… A conception does not necessarily 

meet a realization that approximates sufficiently closely to satisfy. If frustration can be 

tolerated, the mating of conception and realizations whether negative or positive initiates 

procedures necessary to learning by experience. If intolerance of frustration is not so great as 

to activate the mechanisms of evasion and yet is too great to bear dominance of the reality 

principle, the personality develops omnipotence as a substitute for the mating of the pre-

conception, or conception, with the negative realization. This involves the assumption of 

omniscience as a substitute for learning from experience by aid of thoughts and thinking. 

There is therefore no psychic activity to discriminate between true and false (Bion, 307-308). 
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Cervantes’s text lingers after recounting the interminable reading and the sequentiae of a fantastic 

nature. Pausing to suggest that for a flicker of time Don Quixote understands he is reading a fiction 

(in this instance the fiction of Don Belianis), albeit one which ends inconclusively, and that he has the 

chance to face reality (the reality principle), the depiction is given of the protagonist considering the 

way the author has unsatisfactorily concluded his adventure and desiring to pen a conclusion himself, 

thus adducing a reality grasped by the hero. If Don Quixote continues in this way of thinking, he 

would profit from his experience of reading and, in Bion’s terms, ‘mate’ the conception with its 

realization. That he does not thus behave is through the prevention of a further frustration, a growth in 

delusional thoughts: 

[A]nd no doubt he would have done so [taken up the pen to finish the adventure of Don 

Belianis], and even published it, if other greater and more persistent thoughts had not 

prevented him from doing so (20). 

[Y] sin duda alguna lo hiciera, y aun saliera con ello, si otros mayors y continuos 

pensamientos no se lo estorbaran (62). 

These ‘omniscient’ thoughts are the product of his readings, as well as his discussions regarding the 

superiority of certain knights over rival knights. He holds these discussions with the village priest and 

the village barber, his friends.  

So engrossed with thoughts is Don Quixote, the text claims, that the site of the brain stipulated in 

sixteenth-century works of medicine as the ‘fantasy’ is choked with them, for ‘greater and more 

persistent thoughts have overwhelmed it’, and from this he is said to have lost his mind. 

In short, our gentleman became so caught up in reading that he spent his nights reading from 

dusk till dawn and his days reading from sunrise to sunset, and so with too little sleep and too 

much reading his brains dried up, causing him to lose his mind. His fantasy filled with 

everything he had read in his books, enchantments as well as combats, battles, challenges, 

wounds, courtings, loves, torments, and other impossible foolishness, and he became so 

convinced in his imagination of the truth of all the countless grandiloquent and false 

inventions he read that for him no history in the world was truer (21). 

En resolución, él se enfrascó tanto en su letura, que se le pasaban las noches leyendo de claro 

en claro, y los días de turbio en turbio; y así, del poco dormer y del mucho leer, se le séco el 

celebro, de manera que vino a perder el juicio. Llenósele la fantasia de todo aquello que leía 

en los libros, así de encantamentos como de pendencias, batallas, desafíos, heridas, 

requiebros, amores, tormentas y disparates imposibles; y asentósele de tal modo en la 

imaginación que era verdad toda aquella máquina de aquellas sonadas soñadas invenciones 

que leía, que para él no había otra historia más cierta en el mundo (63). 
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In Bion’s theory, Don Quixote’s psyche has departed from discriminating choices of truth and 

falsehood. The text of Cervantes is cleverly orchestrated. These terms, the fantasy, the imagination, 

the understanding, should be recognisable, as they were recognisable in Cervantes’s time, as domains 

of the psyche and as powers in Galenic physiology, professed in antiquity by the writer Galen, and so 

effectively and popularly publicized in the work Examen de ingenios para les ciencias by Juan Huarte 

de San Juan.89  

Proceeding to further analyse the text with Bion’s theory, Don Quixote’s state could either be said to 

be a form of modification, whereby he is intolerant with his frustration invoked through matters 

resistant to the understanding, and so modifies such into a palatable form. In his case the novels 

obsessing him are read as histories. Or, he develops a species of omnipotent thinking, in which case 

‘the assumption of omniscience as a substitute for learning from experience by aid of thoughts and 

thinking’ (ibid) ascends over the reality principle. 

In this strain of unseasonal change, the narrator tells us of Don Quixote’s strange transformation, and 

adducing of powers to himself: 

The truth is that when his mind was completely gone, he had the strangest thought any lunatic 

in the world ever had, which was that it seemed reasonable and necessary to him, both for the 

sake of his honor and as a service to the nation, to become a knight errant and travel the world 

with his armor and his horse to seek adventures and engage in everything he had read that 

knights errant engaged in, righting all manner of wrongs and, by seizing the opportunity and 

placing himself in danger and ending those wrongs, winning eternal renown and everlasting 

fame. The poor man imagined himself already wearing the crown, won by the valor of his 

arm, of the empire of Trebizond at the very least; and so it was that with these exceedingly 

agreeable thoughts, and carried away by the extraordinary pleasure he took in them, he 

hastened to put into effect what he so fervently desired (21-22). 

En efeto, rematado ya su juicio, vino a dare en el más estraño pensamiento que jamás dio loco 

en el mundo; y fue que le pareció convenible y necesario, así para el aumento de su honra 

como para el servicio de su república, hacerse caballero andante, y irse por todo el mundo con 

sus armas y caballo a buscar las aventuras y a ejercitarse en todo aquello que él había leído 

que los caballeros andantes se ejercitaban, deshaciendo todo género de agravio, y poniéndose 

en ocasiones y peligros donde, acabándolos, cobrase eterno nombre y fama. Imaginábase el 

pobre ya Coronado por el valor de su brazo, por lo menos, del imperio de Trapisonda; y así, 

                                                           
89 Examen des ingenios para les ciencias by Juan Huarte de San Juan.  
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con estos tan agrandables pensamientos, llevado del estraño gusto que en ellos sentía, se dio 

priesa a poner en efeto lo que deseaba (64). 

Below I will discuss the Huartian  psychology underpinning this very special representation of 

madness. There, as I shall discuss the vice of defect matches up with the humour of melancholy; the 

vice of excess matches that of choler.  Moreover, as choleric, Don Quixote’s desire for greatness, for 

fame and honour are illnesses in the sixteenth century. For Don Quixote is vainglorious, too ambitious 

in adoring merit and honour, and too imaginative. Momentarily, however, I will return to Bion’s text 

to address the danger residual in such a mentality, which will not face the reality principle, lacks the 

necessary toleration with the frustration inherent to the process of thinking, and fundamentalizes 

reality: 

Omniscience substitutes for the discrimination between true and false a dictatorial affirmation 

that one thing is morally right and the other wrong. The assumption of omniscience that 

denies reality ensures that the morality thus engendered is a function of psychosis. 

Discrimination between true and false is a function of the non-psychotic part of the 

personality and its factors (Bion, 308). 

This omniscience is seen in the upsurge of moral indignation in Don Quixote.  

To conclude: the events in the novel occurring to Don Quixote, altering him from a staid country 

gentleman into a self-fashioning knight, are analysed under a hypothesis, as though Don Quixote were 

a pre-cognitive nursling in the steps of thinking formation. There is a good reason to consider the use 

of this interpretative tool. The narrator lavishes his description of Don Alonso with nomenclature of 

contemporary psychology. Primarily this is featured in terms of the intellect: the ‘reasonable mind’ or 

not, thoughts agreeable or pleasurable or not, the understanding, the imagination, the fantasy, the 

desire (inherited latently from Thomism) which mark thinking, such are given to an end. This end is 

to depict Don Quixote by way of his gestalt. Therefore, almost as cumulative are the humoral 

descriptors drawn from Huarte’s theory:  rash curiosity, folly, ‘dried brains’, enchantments, 

grandiloquence, and false inventions.  
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Don Quixote and ‘madness’: Aristotle’s Problem XXX, I; nature in charge of sad age (the 

‘Senectus Dolori’ emblem)  

 

The poet W.H. Auden, in his essay glossing the novel Don Quixote, wrote: ‘Madness confuses 

analogies with identities, philistine realism refuses to recognise analogies and only admits identities; 

neither can say “Windmills are like giants”.’90  Did suffering the confusion Don Quixote suffers 

conform in the contemporary view to the psychology of the four humours? I will posit the thesis, 

continuous with tradition of commentary on the psychology of Don Quixote, that the hero is a sufferer 

of a humoral condition. However, I argue in addition that there is dynamism and flux in his state, 

which derives from the ‘adust’, or ‘burnt-up’ condition that often takes its power over him.   

A key dynamic amid the mass of data received from the Galenic discipline of humoral studies was the 

problem attributed to Aristotle, Problem XXX, I, stated here: 

Why is it that all men who have been exceptional in philosophy, statesmanship, poetry or the 

arts, have been manifestly melancholic, to the point that some of them have been affected by 

the evils caused by the black bile, as is told of Hercules in the relations that refer to the 

heroes? (Quoted in R. Bartra, 114).91 

 

Scholars of melancholy cite Problem XXX, I as not only famous, but extensively influential in 

Western thought. The conjunction of the notion melancholy with a text thought to be Aristotelian is 

fortunate. Criss-crossing his sources in this manner, Huarte was able to make of the conception of the 

humors something quite different from before. While the tradition of Galenism made a long parade of 

the negative function of melancholy, Huarte saw an opportunity in promoting the positive  

The central argument of the Aristotelian Problem lies in the relation which it establishes 

between exceptional intellectual or heroic qualities and the melancholy condition; Huarte 

continues along the same lines when he tries to find a link between the ‘wits’ (ingenios) and 

the combinations of humours and temperaments (Bartra, 115).  

 

 Critics have examined Don Quixote as representative of the melancholic or the choleric types.92 

When Huarte took up the problem he represented it in this manner of combining the ‘humours and 

temperaments’—to know it through the contrast between melancholy (black bile) and choler (yellow 

                                                           
90 See, W.H. Auden. “Balaam and His Ass,” in The dyer's hand, and other essays, (London: Faber, 1975), 107-145. 
91 In Roger Bartra, Melancholy and Culture: Essays on the diseases of the soul in Golden Age Spain, trans. Christopher 

Follett, (Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2008). 
92  Otis Green, Frederick D. Armas, Roger Bartra are among those who have written on the topic. 
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bile). The claim made for the theory’s importance to Don Quixote rests simply in that the hero of the 

novel behaves variously. Where there had formerly appeared a redoubt of difference to be assailed 

between the yellow bile and the black bile, Huarte had unified these ‘diverse aspects’ in a single 

‘problematic’: that of the choler adust.93 In English the word ‘adust’ is now archaic. Its meaning is ‘of 

a burned or especially sunburned appearance’, however it also means ‘dried-up with heat’, or to be ‘of 

a gloomy appearance or disposition,’ and it is these latter aspects which make it especially significant 

in discussing ‘the knight of the sorrowful countenance’.  

 

However, first it is required to discuss the changeability of his nature. It is enough to remark upon 

where Don Quixote begins and where he ends, in this regard. Erich Auerbach, in his reading of Don 

Quixote in Mimesis, pointed out Don Quixote’s inability to doubt, a mark of being choleric. Don 

Quixote is not subjected to doubt, at least until the end of the novel when he returns home to die. In 

remembering his doubts, as he does at the end of his life, it could be said that Don Quixote is given to 

a melancholic disposition, and, as was thought proper then, contemplated death as an unsurpassed 

truth granting spiritual perspective and bestowing to all things in life a clarity not before known.  

 

                                                           
93 See Cristina Müller, “Le mélancolique et la réflexion sur l'esprit chez Huarte de San Juan. Tempérament et facultés de 

l'âme dans le galénisme de la Renaissance espagnole, ” Gesnerus : Swiss Journal of the history of medicine and sciences, 59 

(2002), 193.  
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(Figure 1) 

In the emblem Senectus Dolori from the series The Four Ages of Man (for example)  (See Figure 1), a 

man in his old age, representing also the season of winter, looks upon a painting entitled The Triumph 

of Death. Seated behind the old man is Saturn with a cherub. Saturn holds a sickle, as he was 

symbolic of time. The title Senectus Dolori, old or sad age, reminds the viewer that this season of a 

man’s life is tinged with melancholic traits. Melancholia, therefore, makes not only a ‘pattern for 

metamorphosis’94, but corresponds to a season in a life. In the picture symbols of abstract time, of 

winter and of night are aggregate. Like the old man in Senectus Dolori, Don Quixote needs to accept 

the reality of death and the disillusioning, ascetic truth it brings. To evade that disillusionment, 

                                                           
94Don Quijote is much more than a parodic satire. It is, rather, an original exploration of reality, which is exemplified by the 

life of an intermittently deranged literary hero and is achieved by means of two brilliantly conceived techniques: the 

utilization of the romances of chivalry as a framework for a critical presentation of reality, and the utilization of Juan Huarte 

de San Juan’s differential and typological psychology as a rational and (for that age) scientific pattern for the hero’s 

metamorphosis (Green, 156). 
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perhaps paradoxically, he buries himself deeper into imagination, in the counterpart memory, the so-

called ‘artificial memory’ where stored were his fantasies from the literature of chivalry. As a choleric 

he is prone to wild imaginings. He does not doubt, he is reckless, irritable, even at times angry, he has 

excessive ‘heat’, his ‘brains’ are dry, his speech is marked by its prolixity, he is almost excessively 

eloquent, he pursues a military vocation, which requires the imagination (opposed in this case to the 

understanding).95 The reportage surrounding this theory of personality was not new to Cervantes’s 

day. It had been popularised at least as early as its first key authority, Claudius Galenus (c. 129 – 

c.201 AD). Although the theory of the four humours went back centuries earlier to Empedocles and 

Hippocrates, Galen is the first to have expanded the idea to the human personality, by seeing a direct 

connection between the levels of humours in the body and behavioural inclinations. The sixteenth-

century Spaniard Juan Huarte de San Juan expanded the theory into a ‘differential psychology’ in his 

text Examen de ingenios para les ciencias. This expansion was focused on the brain, its prevalent 

quality, the prevalent mental power, and the most fitting discipline and profession (See Figure 2.). 

(Figure 2)96  

                                                           
95 Malcolm K. Read, “Ideologies of the Spanish Transition Revisited: Juan Huarte de San Juan, Juan Carlos Rodríguez, and 

Noam Chomsky,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 34, no. 2 (Spring 2004), 309-343, See page 327 for 

Huarte’s argument for the necessity of the imagination to military vocations.  
96 Carlos G. Noreña, “Juan Huarte's Naturalistic Humanism,” Journal of the History of Philosophy 10, no. 1 (January 1972): 

https://doi.org/10.1353/hph.2008.0974, 73.  

https://doi.org/10.1353/hph.2008.0974
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Reckoned to be dry and hot, and the victim of an overstimulated imagination, Don Quixote’s career 

springs from his choleric temperament. In Huarte’s terms he also excels for the fitting disciplines and 

professions accorded to his type. He is overly fond of poetry, given to long flights of rhetorical 

eloquence; he even practices medicine (with his balm of Fierabrás and its disastrous effects, DQI: 

XVII), and importantly he pursues a military vocation, which as stated above requires a powerful 

imagination for success.97 

 

Huarte’s genius theory – ‘adustion’ (humour combining) 

 

 

Juan Huarte was inquisitive about the centuries old humoral tradition, with its proposal that the blood, 

the phlegm, the black bile and the yellow bile, and which of these took majority in the individual, 

directed the advent of his or her physical and emotional state. In addition to Galenic practice he 

inserted a Renaissance theme. Huarte introduced the special case of a creative intelligence in a state of 

turbulence. Its composure, a self-possession, in the location of a nature showing a tendency to sudden 

mental or emotional changes (thus, unstable) was fraught with significance. Unequivocally, the 

Examen of Juan Huarte gave to the theme of instability a rewarding entry (the ingenio) emerging in a 

creativity polarity.  

This polarity is situated in the variation of temperament between melancholy, produced it was said 

from abundance of black bile, and choler, said to be drawn of abundant yellow bile. Huarte 

reconstructs the terms of the tradition, eliding Aristotle’s passage that delineated melancholy into four 

distinct types, and minimising too the negative image Galen created of the melancholic humor. The 

variegated temperament of this psychology integrated power in its combinatory classification: if heat 

were applied (adustion) either the black bile or the yellow bile would turn into the bile adust. Viewed 

negatively in its history, the disposition of bring choleric was now productive if adust. The impact of 

coolness or heat on the humours (hence, ‘temperaments’) could from a state of introversion or 

                                                           
97 ‘Beyond the scientific realm, renowned writers such as Cervantes and Charron made an obvious use of Huarte’s 

characterology. A number of scholars have agreed that the personality and the physical characteristics of Cervantes’ El 

Quijote accurately fit Huarte’s characterological scheme. In addition there are parts of El Quijote that are almost copied 

literally from the Trial’ (Confort, 1906; Green, 1957; de Iriarte, 1948: 311-32; Pérouse, 1970; Salillas, 1905).’ In J. Virués-

Ortega et al, “A systematic archival inquiry on Juan Huarte de San Juan (1529-88),” History of the Human Sciences, 24, no. 

5 (2011): hhs.sagepub.com, 24.  
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extroversion induce the benefit of the opposite state. For Huarte, therefore, melancholy could end 

excellently with its scope as a positive.   

Just how this alchemy worked its magic on Don Alonso/Quixote presumably is that he initially began 

as a person without much black bile (implying the lack of melancholic traits), somebody such as ‘the 

Knight of the Green Kaftan’, an avant la lettre bourgeois gentleman Don Quixote meets in Chapter 

XVI of the Second Part. That gentleman gives an account of his life, a homely depiction of humanistic 

pursuits and family domesticity, capped with a discernible skill for moderation. The Knight of the 

Green Kaftan, or Don Diego de Miranda, is sanguine in temper. In his presence, Don Quixote has 

been ‘moved’ to laughter ‘despite his profound melancholy (555)’. The cause once more is Sancho, 

one of his malapropisms that seem inexhaustible in number. This presence in the text, when the knight 

is at a low ebb (although he has won a recent victory against Sansón Carrasco masquerading as ‘the 

Knight of the Wood’, Don Quixote has suffered perhaps his ‘greatest defeat’ at the hands of his 

enchanter enemies: ‘the enchantment’ of Dulcinea del Toboso in the ‘form’ of a peasant girl upon the 

only occasion in his journey where it transpires that they should meet) indicates an overt narratology, 

a conscientiousness for precision in the details, in particular the details of Don Quixote’s 

‘psychological state’. 

This example is given to demonstrate that the knight’s psychological state changes; and, that, in a 

person of much yellow bile, choleric traits, give way to melancholic; consequently, a change takes 

place when heat is applied to the cool melancholic, or vice versa, coolness is applied to the hot 

choleric. The best state to be, representative of the modern type, is evidently that of the adust humor. 

Such intervallic changes are the epitome of Foucault’s statement (above), that ‘[i]n fact, it is not from 

an insufficiency of structure that sixteenth-century knowledge suffers. On the contrary… [i]t is this 

very rigour that makes the relation of magic to erudition inevitable—they are not selected contents but 

required forms (ibid)’. It would seem that Foucault was speaking about Huarte’s theory exactly. 
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i. Huarte’s mental power: the imagination, in Chapter I; ‘the guise of the good’  

ii. Don Quixote’s excuse of enchantment for his ‘bad humour’ 

 

Reviewing Huartian  terms in the opening chapter of the novel, the psychological location of Don 

Quixote’s disturbance is indicated, for he becomes ‘convinced in his imagination’, suggesting his 

heat, his choleric disposition. Don Quixote cannot handle the thought that what he claims to be, a 

knight (hidalgo), is a fact in name only. Thus, he chooses ‘to become a knight errant and travel the 

world with his armor and his horse’, just as ‘real’ knights should. If his melancholy were ascendant at 

this point as it is at his death, had he stayed introspective, he would not have enacted the folly of his 

plan. In crass, modern terms, Don Quixote is an introvert who through a change in the levels of bodily 

fluids and their thermodynamic quality, is driven to be an extrovert for a time, until he is restored to 

an improved unity of his former humoral state. 

Words native to the semantic field of virtue could and did overlap particulars with the nascent 

intellectual movements, in this case psychology. Kinship terms such as prudence and virtue —from 

being tenaciously wedded to man’s excellence, power, character, skill and successful endeavours—

showed equivocal criss-crossings with humoral theory and Roman-derived magic, such as astrology, 

and often exhibited features of a materialist determinacy. The continual sixteenth-century oration to 

the dignity of ‘man’98 drew from many wellsprings, including pagan belief in fate and chance, 

malapropisms and contemplation of the admirable or the abhorrent (death).  The humoral 

temperaments added flesh to the bones of human behaviour and its documentation touched on deadly 

sins (ira and acedia), particularly in the cases of choler and melancholia, and revealed the social 

stratum as matter-of-fact. The enactments of the Renaissance noble subject or the lowborn subject, the 

entire cast of the novel’s characters, and none more so than the hero knight, claimed ‘the guise of the 

                                                           
98 Paul Oscar Kristeller, the celebrated historian of the Italian Renaissance, worked in his writings to achieve an image of 

man, which for Kristeller had a centrality in Renaissance, thought. In one of his essays, he depicted this centrality of 

humanism as ‘the emphasis on man, on his dignity and privileged place in the universe.’ While simplification of a kind 

produces this ‘dignity of man’ emphasis out of the great abundance of Renaissance textual canons, there is a tradition that 

ascribed greater dignity to man’s image, initiated by Pico della Mirandola with his ‘Oration of the dignity of Man’. Terry 

Cochran, in Twilight of the Literary: Figures of Thought in the Age of Print, has compiled an analysis of the historicized 

figure of the human being in modernity. Cochran argues that the Renaissance collectively produced a notional human figure 

to cement certain epistemological creeds of history and religion. He writes the following: 

Ultimately, the human figure of thought—the idea of the human as a point of departure for grasping historical 

change—is first and foremost an epistemological notion that emerged at a specific historical moment to lend a 

unifying perspective to the way history is conceived and told and to anchor the organization of knowledge 

reproducing those basic historical tenets (Cochran, 171). 
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good’ for their success. Or, for their ex post facto appearance trumping actual fact, cast everything in 

a virtuous light though weak, dissimulative, cowardly or vicious.  

 

In the Middle Ages, to assert the acknowledged, prior good of God’s sovereignty over all (the good 

before any other) meant a celestial dispersal into the terrestrial, whether through the example of 

virtues or intelligence or (divine) speech. In the theistic version of classical virtue, in the Christian 

Medieval and Renaissance periods, the ‘good’ includes a concern for the spiritual ‘afterlife,’ a 

concern that prizes the Christian virtues, faith, hope and charity, as supports to the faithful. It is salient 

to consider the Medieval and post-Medieval state as a corpus mysticum, a medley of church and 

political organisms with the King as its head. In this organological concept of the state it is not strange 

to find parallel allegiances to earthly and divine realms; I present, for example, this reflection by Alan 

of Lille: 

[Man is] “unequal in nature, unequal in substance, discordant in form, a dual being… [who] 

comes together in creation; one side of him knows the earth, the other smacks of heaven… 

this poor part is forced to yield tribute to death, the law of death exempts that other. This 

remains, that dissolves, this endures, that perishes; this wears the name of being, that 

manifests the godhead”.99 

Belief in the co-existence of this world and the world of the spirit was widespread, and it was usual to 

consider the world accurately through historia, allegoria or moralia, the three prominent tools of 

interpretation for sixteenth-century ascetic and secular culture. Also usual was belief in the false 

appearance. The reach of the imagination was more powerfully understood, the more people were 

persuaded of another world ruled by unearthly laws. Don Quixote believes that he has been 

enchanted, and it is hard for Sancho or any other to disagree with him. 

 

Omnipotent thinking: enemy enchanters  

 

In this section, I will state how reason and virtue were interspersed with notions drawn from practices 

of magic and the study of humoral theory. It is a feature of Don Quixote that, as stated by Ian Watt, 

‘Cervantes certainly brings a great many mediating psychological factors into play so that the 

                                                           
99 Alan of Lille, quoted in Russell Fraser, The Dark Ages & The Age of Gold (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University 

Press, 1973). 
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contradiction between the real and the ideal is not total’ (Watt, 53). Watt expresses this use of 

‘mediating psychological factors’ as a ‘continuing dialectic between Quixote’s mind and the realities 

he encounters (53)’. 

 

Maravall (1991) has given an interpretation in the vein of a ‘social mentality’ period of transition. His 

statement is that ‘There is a double transformation in the Quixote’: 

(1) that which causes the protagonist to suffer the effects of not perceiving things as they 

really and truly are; (2) that other transformation, much more profound, which he carries out 

in order to create the conditions of reality necessary to enable him to realize his heroic action. 

The former on many occasions causes Don Quixote to have doubts about reality. That 

incertitude is the shifting ground upon which people of the Baroque stood so unsteadily. As 

Guzmán de Alfarache says, “everything deceives and we all deceive… Time, circumstances, 

and the senses deceive us, and, expecially, even the most careful thoughts.” In a certain sense 

the theme of the false appearance, the deception of the senses [engaño a los ojos] which 

external objects can cause us, derives not from the Renaissance climate but rather reaches the 

modern period via the ascetic tradition. Here the powerful theme of worldly deception and 

false appearances occasioned a loss of confidence which was utilized by ascetic writers in 

order to incline people to detachment and even aversion to the things of this world (Maravall, 

117-18).  

Regarding these two indications of the transforming of Don Quixote and his world, Maravall attested 

to the first being a usual, even unremarkable, situation in the times. The adust disposition of Don 

Quixote brings him brilliant characteristics (mainly, but not exclusively, his tremendous eloquence 

with words), which make other characters of the novel marvel in astonishment. However, the choleric 

impulse preying upon the knight causes him to be both irascible in temper as well as given to wild 

imaginings. This distorting of his vision creates the replicated sample of a complex, where he 

envisages another, or others, in need of protection, or else changed into knight rivals or wicked foes. 

The second type of transformation, Maravall argued, is the transformation that Don Quixote created to 

make certain that his role in the world as a knight was necessary. Watt understands this according to 

that ‘continuing dialectic’ mentioned above, which Don Quixote is subsumed in, as he explains away 

his failures or his awry vision of reality: 

On other occasions, Quixote unconsciously summons his own psychological defence 

mechanisms into play. Usually any defeat can be rationalized in terms that protect and even 

fortify his original delusion: for instance, when he has been beaten by the muleteer it seems to 

Quixote that “this was a real knigh-errant’s mishap”; his failure is due entirely “to the fault of 

his horse”. Later, he attributes his defeats to various magical enchanters whom he believes to 

be his enemies. There is, then, a continuing dialectic between Quixote’s mind and the realities 

he encounters, a dialectic which is capable of infinite variety and complexity, and which gives 

Don Quixote a place of unique importance in the history of the novel (Watt, 53). 
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As Guzmán de Alfarache, quoted by Maravall, argued, we are deceived through our senses (engaño a 

los ojos), and it was well that we are deceived for that might produce ‘aversion to the things of the 

world’. Asceticism was validated, and often prized, in the conduct of knights: 

Things are means which enable us to live in one way or another, to formulate this or that 

program of existence. And things as they were in Don Quixote’s time did not allow him to 

realize his life’s work, his human enterprise. He was obliged, therefore, to transmute them 

into something else in order to fulfil his destiny (Maravall, 130). 

 

In this treatment, we can assay the scene concluding Part One where Quixote accesses prudence in its 

recessive sense of avoiding a feared danger. In this scene, Don Quixote is thought to have died, 

Sancho is crying over the apparent death state; and, following Sancho’s outbursts of grief, Don 

Quixote regains consciousness and speaks. Indeed he is not dead, and amazingly for the ‘prudent’ 

purpose of convalescence and recovery Don Quixote agrees to repair toward home. Don Quixote 

shows great sense here, we discover. Sancho’s plan of retreat is greeted thus: ‘Well said, Sancho.. and 

it will be an act of great Prudence to allow the present evil influence of the stars to pass (443).’ (‘Bien 

dices, Sancho.. y será gran prudencia dejar pasar el mal influjo de las estrellas que agora corre,’ 

page 519).  The mission of the knight is arduous and great, seemingly endless; it would benefit him to 

recover his strength, his health, and his resolve before once more tackling it. This kind of prudence 

accords with the Ethics; or, with any manual of advice directed to that end.  

 

So far, so good. Yet, the factor weighing most on Don Quixote’s choice is the position of the planets.  

This style of reasoning is not ‘the sovereign rational’, post-Enlightenment decision making for a 

comprehensible end. Don Quixote considers (literally, con + sidereal, ‘with the stars’) the position of 

the heavens, the prominence of a planet or planets, and the undistinguished state of others. Like the 

ancient humans who vied with the conditions imperilling their existence, the knight determines his 

path by the stars. The burden of decision is levelled there, in this case at a star’s bad influence.  

Don Quixote’s comment in Part One, Chapter LII, to the effect that he is enchanted so that he may not 

proceed further for a time, ponderous and depressed in his spirits. This enchantment is omened by a 

bad star, weighing further on the bad fortune he has carried from the time he ‘went mad’ following 
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(consciously it might be said) the example of the knight Apuleiusin the Sierra Morena (Part One, 

Chapter XXV), to his encagement, by the priest and the barber (Part One, Chapter 47). In the 

adventure of a procession of religious penitents, mistaken for nocturnal abductors (Don Quixote 

mistakes the Virgin Mary of the procession for a noble lady), the bad luck series closes and finds its 

end. Thus speaking the words that prudence advises a homing path while this bad star reigns, Don 

Quixote reads the omen.100 

 

The importance of Saturn to astrological readings depended on how the occult practice was carried 

out in the interpretation of the astrological signs. There are a few common methods, among which 

were ‘the aspects’, or the more expositive act of ‘making a square’. However simple or complicated it 

might be, the method depended on how far the astrologer or amateur of the art chose to carry it out. 

Has Don Quixote looked above and taken in the placement (or ‘aspect’) of stars in the sky? The 

position of Saturn then, drawing a link between this bad star and his need of prudence, is not clear. In 

certain quarters of the sky (in the ‘house’ of one or another star) Saturn would be indifferently 

influential. The preponderance of Saturn on the hero is fitting if we consider how Saturn retained 

other meanings under its guise as representing melancholy. Saturn and melancholy and memory and 

prudence are all linked together through the knowledge of and theorisation of time. In fact, the god 

Saturn is often mistaken for Chronos, the god of time, and a second Chronos, he who ate his young 

(which, melancholics might be said to do metaphorically). Macrobius, a pagan writer linked with 

Cicero, wrote a treatise on Saturn, entitled Saturnalia, in which he brought many of these strands 

together.  

 

Otis T. Green, in an influential essay, ‘Desengaño’, argues that Don Quixote starts out as a choleric, a 

monomaniac, who must falsify the truth in order to transform reality in Maravall’s second sense. 

Green’s statement on why Don Quixote transforms reality, or in Green’s words ‘falsifies’ them has at 

its base his adust humour: ‘In Don Quijote, the need for falsification is produced by his adust humor, 

                                                           
100 In DQII: LXXIII, Sancho’s responds doubtingly to the ‘malum signum’ seen by his master; he then strengthens his 

position against omens, Christians should abjure them. 
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his choler, which makes him a monomaniac’ (Green, 160).  Going further, he then stated how the end 

result of becoming melancholic is arrived at: ‘Cervantes subjects him to a series of cruel 

disillusionments and humiliations that bring about his ultimate desengaño, dissipating his choler and 

increasing his melancholy (caused by black bile, the enemy of choler)’ (Green, 163). Don Quixote 

will end up becoming a melancholic by the end of the novel, as his sufferings and the truth received 

from finally accepting that he cannot resist the consciousness of death will disillusion him from his 

fabricated pursuit of being a knight. 

The details of the phases of the metamorphosis are exquisitely planned and brought to their 

conclusion. There are three of them: an initial psychosomatic disturbance (excessive heat in 

the brain) that causes the Knight’s three sallies; a resolving crisis (involving defeat, 

discouragement, and loss of cerebral temperature) that three times brings Don Quijote back to 

his village and to his bed; and a long sleep which, with other physical agencies, brings about a 

general cooling with consequent restoration (partial or complete) of the mental faculties 

(Green, 156). 

  

Of Don Quixote, therefore, it could be said that the state to be hoped for is disillusionment 

(desengañado). Thus, to one extent prudence was a pagan belief, entertaining quasi-mystical thought 

like Titian’s Allegory of Prudence head (see Figure 3), or luck and fortune. To the other, elaborated 

scholastic notions of disciplining the mind were countenanced and a nascent psychology grew ‘to 

[present] the ingenio (creative intelligence) as the center of a theory of learning and education (J. 

Virués-Ortega et al, 22). As we shall see below, the discussion of virtue, prudence, the imagination 

assisting or blocking reason, the Catholic and the pagan tributaries of thought, brings us to Spanish 

society itself.  
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(Figure 3) 

Blamed star: stars, seasons, Saturn and melancholy 

 

Though Don Quixote’s diatribes on the powers the enemy enchanters hold over him are regarded as 

nonsense, what were seen as realistic, as normal, were the visions of contemporary minds who saw 

nature like the reverse side of life, with uncharted frontiers. Hence, transference of powers from 

planets, or emanations from physical objects, in the currency of the esotericism, took grip over the 

imagination. Enchantment’s power over the self (or even communities) was the credulous walking 

back of effects to their putative cause. Foucault gives a word, ‘heterotopia,’ to explain whole 

societies believing in distortions of reality, a socio-pathology by the suggestiveness of these magical 

practices.  
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Owing to the Roman era, the great dependency on the stars, the belief that babies were born under a 

star, the humoral character types inevitably tightened and retightened the ties between the planets. 

Because he is encaged Don Quixote reverts to the melancholic humor. He is no longer choler adusta; 

he is a melancholic again. Usage of ekphrastic depiction indicates this change. There have been signs 

of the malefic influence, not the least of which is the religious procession itself. The narrative states: 

In fact, that year the clouds had denied the earth their moisture, and in every village and 

hamlet in the region there were processions, rogations, and public penances, asking God to 

open the hands of his mercy and allow it to rain; to this end, the people from a nearby village 

were coming in procession to a holy hermitage located on one of the hills that formed the 

valley (440). 

 

Era el caso que aquel año habían las nubes negado su rocío a la tierra, y por todos los lugares 

de aquella comarca se hacían procesiones, rogativas y diciplinas a Dios abriese las manos de 

su misericordia y les lloviese; y para este efecto la gente de una aldea que allí junto estaba 

venía en processión a una devote ermita que en un recuesto de aquel valle había (516). 

 

Don Quixote, in the second type of transmuted reality (the vision under anamorphosis), arranges the 

procession to be what he wants it to be: a company of absconders. He attacks, is repelled through 

weight of greater numbers, is knocked off his horse, and is evidently concussed when Sancho throws 

himself in the attitude of weeping over his body with the belief his master is dead. The increase of 

natural signs, the weather, the stars (estrellas), other circumstantial ones as well, most importantly the 

placing of Don Quixote in the caged cart, where he has been deceived and entranced to enter by the 

disguised priest and barber from his village—all these signs taken together point to one influence, the 

planet Saturn. For this is such a distressing event, with wider impact than a sole individual. The 

peasantry are observing customs, including penitential rights, in order to bring about God’s mercy on 

the situation.  

 

Frederick A. De Armas (2006) presents this point of the novel as bearing references to Saturn, and 

from the positioning of the planet; the references are markers of Don Quixote’s melancholy and 

feeling of impotence to fulfil his destiny: 

But perhaps the most telling ekphrasis is the final one—Don Quixote enchanted in the cart led 

by the slothful and slow oxen… This means of transport recalls an image from the heavens. 

Ever since antiquity, planetary gods were depicted as riding in chariots, led by the animals 
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assigned to them. Venus, for example, is often seen in a chariot drawn by either doves or 

swans, while Saturn, the furthest and slowest of planets according to Ptolemaic astrology, is 

portrayed in a cart drawn by slow and slothful oxen… When depicted as a malefic or world-

changing planet, Saturn is conducted by terrifying dragons, creatures that would certainly 

impress Don Quixote more than the oxen. And yet, the knight is quite aware that his 

enchantment has to do with a malefic planet. When he is unable to free yet another captive (a 

statue of the Virgin in procession), he accepts his place in the heavenly cart stating: Será gran 

prudencia dejar pasar el mal influjo de las estrellas que agora corre’ (De Armas, 209-10). 

 

De Armas’s consideration of the protagonist acoording to the melancholic humoral type can be 

contrasted to other readings. Pace De Armas, Don Quixote is a melancholic hero in thrall to his 

imaginings; or, pace Green and his theme that Don Quixote starts as a monomaniac, a choleric, who 

falsifies reality knowingly from a vainglorious pursuit of self-agrandizing: it remains so that he is 

controlled by the influence of the planet Saturn; that he knows why he cannot achieve his aims; that, 

omnipotent thinking ‘tells’ him that someone must be thwarting his efforts. 

  

Thomas Aquinas and a Scholasticized mind: Cicero and prudence trebled   

 

As I now shift into discussion of the Scholastic notion of memory, and the integration of prudence and 

virtue to it, it necessarily requires me to restate how for the sixteenth century time is made up of three 

parts: the past, present and future tenses. It is an axiom said of these parts that they are matched to 

three prevalent mental powers: memory, understanding and foresight. Being linked to melancholy, 

Saturn becomes the planet or god associated with memory, and surpassing memory, time itself. 

The memory was the mind for the Scholastics (in Latin also the memoria).101 Sourcing their 

knowledge from the De inventione102 of the Roman Senator Cicero, when he wrote on the parts of 

prudence as though tenses, the Scholastics Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas took his division 

and constructed the memory as operative in this sense. They argued that having or developing virtuous 

character was tantamount to prudence. Citing the De inventione of Cicero where memory, intelligence 

and foresight were rhetoricized as tri-prevalent powers, Aquinas attributed to the mind all three tenses 

of time. 

                                                           
101 See Frances Yates and Mary Carruthers passim. 
102 The De inventione was an ambitious pedagogical tractate on rhetoric, where the prologue demonstrated the civilizing 

effects of rhetoric mixed with Greek philosophy [W. Cape Jr., 40]. Robert W. Cape Jr., “Cicero and the Development of 

Prudential Practice at Rome,” in Prudence: Classical Virtue, Postmodern Practice, ed. Robert Hariman (University Park, 

PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2003), 35-66. 
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Prudence is the knowledge of what is good, what is bad and what is neither good nor bad. Its 

parts are memory, intelligence, foresight (memoria, intelligentia, providentia). Memory is the 

faculty by which the mind recalls what has happened. Intelligence is the faculty by which it 

ascertains what is. Foresight is the faculty by which it is seen that something is going to occur 

before it occurs (Cicero, quoted in Yates, 20). 

The borrowed Greek word phronesis arrived in Latin as providentia (pro + videntia: pro- is espressive 

of ‘priority in time’ and video of ‘perceive with the eyes’). Providentia became prudentia. In religion, 

likewise, a deity named Providentia embodied foresight and provision for future capabilities. 

Prudence as an emblem often had more than one face (and usually three) for she required memory, 

intelligence and foresight to assure the choice she made was right. J.G.A. Pocock provides this gloss 

on Aquinas’s extension of Cicero’s definition: 

[Aquinas] continues by quoting Cicero as mentioning “three other parts of prudence, namely 

memory of the past, understanding of the present and foresight of the future,” and concludes 

that these “are not virtues distinct from prudence,” but “integral parts or components.” 

Prudence, it should now be evident, was the present and future, where custom was the perfect, 

tense of experience… Experience, in the shape of prudence, performing this generalization, 

was Janus faced; it bridged the gap between innovation and memory, statute and custom, 

present, future, and past (Pocock, 25).  

Where FrancesYates had the Scholastics treat of Greek and Roman phrōnesis/prūdentia as the 

correlate of the virtuous memory, she defined the medieval technique as that which was ‘used to fix in 

memory the complex material of medieval didactic thought’ (Yates 55). As we have seen, Don 

Quixote is a repository of such ‘medieval didactic thought’.  

Scholasticism argued that memory has both its natural and its artificial forms; of which the latter, 

known as the habitus, could be trained.103 Thus it could be stated to the one extent that prudence can 

be trained through a virtuous habitus, the memory becoming simultaneously producer, product and 

                                                           
103 Both Yates and Carruthers give ample evidence of the structuration of a person’s mentality through a highly patterned 

mnemotechnics. This mnemotechnics, Yates believed, had an ancient past, and was established in the medieval period 

through the practice of artificial memory, as legitimated in the memory tradition through the rediscovery, or reencounter, 

with the so-called two rhetorics of Tullius.103 Yates is compendious on this and other equal points of medieval artificial 

memory. She is likewise instructive on the importance of the memory’s content: 

The importance of this association for the understanding of the medieval form of the artificial memory is very 

great. For Tullius in his First Rhetoric gave much attention to ethics and to the virtues as the ‘inventions’ or 

‘things’ with which the orator should deal in his speech. And Tullius in his Second Rhetoric gave rules as to how 

the invented ‘things’ were to be stored in the treasure house of memory. What were the things which the pious 

Middle Ages wished to remember? Surely they were the things belonging to salvation or damnation, the articles of 

the faith, the roads to heaven through virtues and to hell through vices. These were the things which it sculptured 

in places on its churches and cathedrals, painted in its windows and frescoes. And these were the things which it 

wished chiefly to remember by the art of memory, which was to be used to fix in memory the complex material of 

medieval didactic thought (Yates, 55). 
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visible sign of its prudent quality. No longer merely an intuition-like ability to get things right, 

prudence is made dynamic through habitus becoming specific via development of a self-discipline of 

the inner life. Inter alia, properties of prudence such as the ordering of the mind, the mind’s content 

and equally the movement of the mind across temporality, are defended. Meanwhile the equating of 

Saturn with melancholia connected the latter to prudence. Thus, esoteric tradition made Saturn 

synonymous with a psychological type (as we have shown) principally for the reason that 

melancholics were perplexed by their coldness, their black bile producing memories, their prevalent 

mental power being the memory. In the era’s emblem books, prudence was personified and held a 

circle representing time; in depictions of melancholy by skilled artists like Durer these tropes are 

present.  

 

Titian’s ‘Allegory of Prudence’ – the melancholic skills of prudence and memory  

 

The Renaissance syncretistic attitude to the classical authors and their works, also sought to tie 

eclectic wisdoms to the classical Greek philosophers Plato and Aristotle, and with Titian had already 

absorbed the concept of prudence (practical reasoning in its modern idiom), and philosophically 

minded humanists directed knowledge discovered in ancient sources to the aid of their present 

understanding. 

 

Thus, persons under the saturnine aspect, or melancholics, were powerfully linked with the three 

phases of time, represented by the three-headed being of Titian. In order to reinforce the matter, Titian 

had penned a Latin maxim for his painting, and across the artwork is written EX 

PRAETERITO/PRAESENS PRUDENTER AGIT/NE FUTURA ACTIONẼ DETURPET  or, translated, 

“From the experience of the past, the present acts prudently, lest it spoil future actions”. 

Titian’s formulation reprised the common notion from Aristotle that we could know mainly what our 

senses and memory told us, and attain fuller knowledge from our intellect’s receiving and pondering. 

However, the emphasis in the lines is placed on time and not on the virtue. Time acts prudently, 

which, seemingly, is a more fatalistic view of things. Pagan beliefs, such as a strong tendency to 

Roman humoral theory, as well as divination of stars and seasons, inform the knight on his 
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adventures, so that the habitus of Don Quixote is not alone classical and Christian. I turn now to 

discuss habitus, this vital notion of scholastic thought, continuous well into the Renaissance period. 

 

‘Habit’: Aquinas, physical discipline and training memory 

 

To introduce the topic, the Scholastics laid the foundations of prudence in the ‘habitus’ ordering the 

memory (or mind) and the storage there of accessible copiae for dignified (or noble) speech and 

virtuous example.  By taking prudence from its premisses in the sense-data, from their experience of 

life, and from the memory, these Scholastics extrapolated a systematic thesis.  

This discussion on habitus will involve the scholastic notion of prudence as it is chiefly represented in 

the work of Thomas Aquinas. At the conclusion of this section on habitus I will discuss the medieval 

understanding of copiae. However, it is important to initially state that science and art passed 

sinuously one to the other. Science was knowledge, and learning alike. As the latter its ground was the 

learning of practical skills, and this allowed other things, including art, to happen. It is useful to state 

this, as habitus can then be viewed at the outset as a practical skill (an art) as much as a science in 

cultivating an ethical disposition. Turning to the work of Frances Yates and Mary Carruthers, 

however, we notice the other side to scholastic habitus—i.e., the habitus which reforms man not only 

through art, not only through learning practical skills, but through a painstaking task of thinking.  

In her study on the subject of memory in the medieval tradition, Mary Carruthers (2008) describes 

‘the neuropsychology of memory’ as it was imagined in multiple medieval writings, and she 

concentrates her study ‘on scholastic traditions in the theology of prudence and character (89).’  In his 

discussion of the cardinal virtues, it is apparent that Cicero influenced Aquinas throughout the 

discussion made by the latter.  

[Cicero’s] De inventione was to play a very important part in the later history of the art of 

memory because it was through Cicero’s definition of the virtues in this work that the 

artificial memory became in the Middle Ages a part of the cardinal virtue of Prudence (Yates, 

20). 

In this regard, Carruthers followed her predecessor Frances Yates, who also had revealed Cicero’s 

impact on the memory-virtue intersecting traditions of thirteenth century scholasticism. Both Yates 

and Carruthers agree on the following formula: 
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Therefore the practice of the artificial memory is a part of the virtue of Prudence. It is under 

memory as a part of Prudence that Albertus and Thomas quote and discuss the rules of the 

artificial memory (Yates, 21). 

To develop towards this event, Carruthers quotes from Thomas Aquinas to indicate how he described 

virtue broadly and prudence exclusively. Likewise, she indicates how Cicero’s custom of 

interchanging the terms wisdom and prudence continued with Aquinas (c.f. 81), which would be 

elaborated to include the memory as a part of prudence.  

 

Aquinas focused upon the habit of self-discipline, with the active training of one’s memory critical. 

Carruthers develops the scholastic account of memory’s influence on a virtuous nature, so that 

prudence in this age ‘comprises the suitable use of all knowledge, practical and speculative’ (83).104 

Through an artifice of forms—examples of which include ‘memory storehouses’, ‘memory trees’, 

‘memory palaces’, to name but a few—Aquinas’s habitus structures the inner self in order that a 

joining of the physical and the intellectual experience of life is put into effect.   

Thus, Carruthers’s work, building on the classic study of Frances Yates, develops a psychology of the 

medieval mind of memory as a form of intellect. This is indicative in her summary of the sway of 

Cicero’s account on Thomas Aquinas and Albertus Magnus where the latter are not daunted by 

Cicero’s attribution of temporal agency, but instead took and built on it: 

Prudence comprehends not only all human knowledge but also temporality... By memory, 

Thomas clearly means here not just the natural power of the sensitive soul described by 

Aristotle but trained memory, the memory which is a treasury of many memories (83-84). 

Here, Carruthers links the training of memory with Aquinas’s quaestiones on prudence from the 

Summa; in the same guise she discusses Albertus Magnus on habitus and forming the memory. None 

of these praiseworthy qualities are useable to a virtuous person, however, unless that person submits 

him- or herself to discipline first, and to imagining and constructing artificially the treasury house of 

memory, in blueprint initially yet with the serious object of becoming a permanent architectural space 

of the mind. 

                                                           
104 Carruthers’s learned presentation of what Aquinas believed about the memory in this chapter’s section on prudence 

discusses a good deal of other Medievals’ opinions on the subject, in particular those of Albert the Great and Averroes. 
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In taking up habitus as a programme for Christian piety Albertus Magnus and his student Thomas 

Aquinas envisaged in their works a way of reifying the self-disciplinary character of virtue for the 

usages of faithful Christians: 

This much was clear: if prudent action was to be action that was morally sound and certain, it 

had to result from the individual’s habitus or profound moral disposition or desire to act justly 

and rightly in a Christian sense (Braud, 104). 

Carruthers too makes clear that habitus ultimately finds its origin in a Greek concept, the concept of 

hexis as a ‘condition’ through experiencing or learning. Hexis, like the word ethic which ‘got its name 

by a slight alteration of the term ethos’ (character, habit) according to Aristotle, is a conditioned 

characteristic fundamental to the discourse on moral virtues.  

In his Nicomachean Ethics, Aristotle says that ethical excellence, character (ēthos), results 

from habituation (ēthos, as literally, one’s haunts and accustomed places). The organism’s 

hexis or habitus is a matter of custom, particular emotional responses and acts performed in 

the past and remembered, which then predispose it to the same response in the future 

(Carruthers, 85).  

The moral virtues are the most important of those dispositions called hexis, Aristotle wrote. Yet, it is 

obvious that everyday habits can take turnings in ways ordinary or even malapropos; thus, habits in 

their truest state can exist haphazardly on the point of a postlude of bad mores. Aristotle took care that 

his writing on moral philosophy taught the student to confront and overcome habitual vices by 

understanding why they were not reasonable, before showing the virtuous hexis to germinate. For 

Humanism, a surrogate tradition occurred in the merging of Greek philosophy with Augustinian 

Christianity. 

 

Self-disciplined habits in Don Quixote 

 

Charles G. Nauert argues that the humanists were not so much a philosophical movement in their own 

right, but rather that they constituted an ‘intellectual solvent’, weakening the hold of traditions or 

beliefs.105 However, just at humanism weakened it also drew together varied streams of thought. 

                                                           
105   ‘The true function of humanism in European history was not to shape some new philosophy called ‘humanism’ but 

to act as an intellectual solvent, striking down traditional beliefs of all kinds. Late medieval thought and society 

were riven by disagreement, by conflict, by uncertainty... Humanists did not propose to provide better answers to 

the questions debated by scholastic philosophers and theologians. Their tendency rather was to suggest that the old 
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Further, since the humanists were ridiculers of late scholasticism, with its entrenched in-fighting, and 

although they mounted ‘attacks on the medieval traditions of interpreting Aristotle’, they had no way 

to succeed in replacing ‘The Philosopher’ outright. Indeed, the Aristotelian system ‘was the only 

system that embraced the whole range of philosophical issues’ (Nauert, 206). Thus, Aristotelianism 

and its medieval interpreters bequeathed the laws of inheritance, the ‘mental furniture’ of philosophy, 

to the humanists.  It also lent its methodology of self-control through the building of strong habits.  

Everything is founded upon self-control and this is linked to a subjugation of the body. ‘In the edifice 

of character discipline is only the ground-floor’ (Hartmann, 252). 106  Thus, self- control is requisite to 

habitus. In explaining Don Quixote’s own art of self-building, Maravall introduces three points which 

are contained in an early modern conduct manual: 

The ideal of the courageous knight... rests on three pillars: (1) free choice... (2) repetition... 

and (3) reason, by which the author emphasizes the proper mean between extremes, “because 

everything must be done with moderation and reasonable prudence,” “in accordance with 

ordered reason,” as we have said. 107  

Almost implicit to these three associations which prudence attracts (the intellectual, moral and social 

qualities), Maravall’s depiction of Don Quixote’s will, reason and self-discipline can be found in the 

medieval idea of habitus, in which ‘[a] habit... comes to be second nature... By which an individual 

reforms first being and makes himself a second being’. In his repetition or performance ‘“of 

courageous acts [Don Quixote] becomes more skilled at it and quicker to act until he acquires the 

habit of courage and can then truly and perfectly be called courageous”’ (Maravall 112).  

However, I said above that Don Quixote’s actions link to medieval habitus in terms of an ordering, (or 

perhaps in Cervantes’s satire this is rather a disordering), of both his physical and his intellectual life. 

                                                           
questions were not worth debating or were beyond the reach of human abilities. AS we have seen, the humanists 

turned not to philosophy but to an idealized and largely mythical Antiquity—Christian as well as classical—as the 

source of knowledge and wisdom.’ Charles G. Nauert, Humanism and the Culture of Renaissance Europe 2nd 

Edition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 205. 
106 A systematic thinker on ethics, Nicolai Hartmann, who expanded on Aristotelian notions, puts this congruence of 

disciplined training in the following terms: 

Because it is morally basic and because it can be trained… self-control can be acquired in little things[.] [T]hat 

obedience and discipline can be learned, that the form of the inner life can be striven for and gained, that one can 

accustom oneself to the domination of chosen ends over vacillating inclination, in short, to inner discipline, which 

finally becomes self-correction, spontaneous self-command and guidance—that all this can be done has been well 

known to educators from ancient times (Hartmann, 252). 

Nicolai Hartmann, Ethics Vol. II, trans. Stanton Colt (London: G. Allen & Unwin, 1958). 
107 The important practice of consulting conduct manuals in the period could not be overstated. The conduct manual 

mentioned here is by Palacios Rubios.  
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Exponents of medieval orders placed great stock in training the body through harsh, even draconian, 

self-administered habitual punishments. In Don Quixote this practice of the more dour orders of the 

Catholic faith is satirized on many occasions; in particular a set of self-administered whippings is 

receipted to Sancho as a punishment for misconduct, but also in order to disenchant Dulcinea del 

Toboso. This occurs in the novel’s second part. For the moment, however, it is of particular use to 

give attention to Don Quixote’s physical rigours undertaken as a refashioning of his old self, Don 

Alonso Quejana—unlikely human solder he may be—into a heroic knight. Don Quixote experiences 

strenuous efforts undertaken by the knight apprentice. However, I argue that Don Quixote’s initial 

actions to become a knight link to medieval habitus in their ordering—or, rather, their ironic 

disordering—of both his physical and intellectual life. We are reminded of the Gustave Doré picture 

of Don Quixote, in his scholar’s study, attacking the ‘phantasms’ of his imagination, and yet that 

scene as depicted in the novel’s first chapter has no such wild slashing at ‘phantasms’; rather, it is a 

description of the ponderings Don Quixote is reduced to as he goes mad from his self-sabotaging 

course of over-reading, of reading too much. For Carruthers, as she describes it for us, ‘hexis’ is 

‘physiological, as the memory is trained to respond with certain movements, just as the dancer’s 

muscles are, but is also reasoned, for it is facilitated and consentual rather than automatic response’ 

(Carruthers, 86). A habitus such as Don Quixote undergoes, reforming his inner and outer life, is very 

physical because it requires that the agent subordinates the body. In the image of Gustave Doré that is 

conjured up in the mental gallery of Don Quixote, this physiological element is the wild slashing out 

at ‘phantasms’, which indicates that Don Quixote is not training his mind through his body but rather 

reacting with his body to his untrained imagination. Somewhat more germane to our present 

discussion, José Antonio Maravall argued that Don Quixote does subject himself to physical training 

in order to replace first self with second habit.  

 

Medieval didactic thought in Chapter I, Feliciano de Silva and a note on copiae 

 

 

If he had nurtured habitus, to be virtuous as he claimed, what is the content of Don Quixote’s 

thought? It is the argument here that Cervantes’s Don Quixote identifies the link of Don Quixote’s 
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actions, not to the way he is thinking, but rather to the content of his thought. Moreover, in Don 

Quixote there is clear proof of the continuation of this ‘medieval didactic thought’.108 Alas, it is 

argued that it is not a product of how virtuously the ordering of the hero’s mind took place. I 

examined the content placed into it at length, the way he thinks is decided by his humor more than his 

self-discipline. In Don Quixote, the hero and the noble company he meets, conduct themselves with 

much etiquette. A match for Baldassare Castiglione’s courtiers, educated in a noble fashion, or if 

lowborn lead to nobility through virtuous behavior and dignity, Don Quixote reasons together 

decorously and virtuously with acquaintances, as did the nobility who read the novel and found their 

likeness there. Don Quixote’s adroitness at displaying his nobility is no secret. His comeuppance, and 

it recurs time and again, is the moment when he displays the content of his mind: his engaños 

(illusions). Therefore, his noble fashioning of the self is satirized, as many things that customarily 

were believed to be efficacious are satirized in the novel. Carruthers writes the following: 

Most pre-modern writers thought of knowledge as a collection of truths awaiting expression 

in human languages, and fitted, as appropriate to various occasions. These truths are general 

but can never, with the exception of a limited set of mathematical axioms, be universally or 

singly expressed. Ethical truths especially are expressed not singly but “copiously”... 

Copiousness, like decorum, is an essential part of a rhetorical understanding of the nature of 

human speech; indeed, copiousness and decorum are in a relationship analogous to symbiosis 

(Carruthers, 30). 

To cite the cultivation of copious wisdom after this pattern, it should be repeated that it obliges the 

prudent nobleman to make his storehouse of memory. As it could be trained, the intuitive mind was 

meagre, the memory a strong, outward display of prudence. The copiae of ‘good words’ or ‘good 

things’: wise examples drawn from the lives or writings of the famous figures of classical antiquity 

and the patristic age placed with diligence. 

The memory of an orator is like a storehouse of inventoried topics that ideally would contain 

all previous ways-of-saying ethical truths like “justice,” “fortitude,” “temperance,” from 

which he draws in order to fit words to yet another occasion, requiring another way-of-

saying... Thus “justice” has no single or simple meaning, but it is not thereby without 

meaning. It is a principle, a “starting-point,” or a res (which in this context might best be 

translated “idea”) one holds within oneself either through accrued experience, both individual 

and common, or through some combination of that and indwelling grace (to adopt 

Augustine’s notion). Words used by the wise speaker are the means of this application, words 

                                                           
108 Yates, 55. 
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drawn from the copious inventory of dicta et facta memorabilia in the educated person’s 

memorial loci (Carruthers, 30). 

The topics of medieval didactic thought have been laid out for us to peruse. ‘[E]thical truths like 

“justice,” “fortitude,” [and] “temperance,”’ and no doubt, theological topics like “heavens”, “divinity” 

and “greatness” are the ‘dicta et facta memorabilia in the educated person’s memorial loci’.  

We have now come full circle to the scene in Don Alonso’s study, and the text before the little 

country squire is by Feliciano de Silva. 

 

Such copiae! Feliciano de Silva’s ‘woody’ style in Don Quixote’s thinking  

 

The uniqueness of medieval memory is the impetus to form habits of character, which, if sustained, 

will form virtue. The scene of Don Alonso in his scholar’s study becoming the knight Don Quixote is 

satirical in the aspects of medieval memory training it presents. In their classical studies on medieval 

memory, both Yates and Carruthers have shown the medieval transition of habitus, or artificial 

memory, from rhetoric to ethics.109 The shape of the memory was given great thought. Memory trees, 

memory palaces, beehives, pigeon hutches, trunks, treasure chests, and the like, were recommended 

for their repeated cell-like, granularity (rather like monasteries, one would think). However, the one 

impossible structure (synonymous with disorder) was the image of the wood, or in Latin, silva. To 

have a sylvan mind was no compliment. Arching between coincidental and useful, the real author 

Feliciano de Silva, (fortunate wood) is the first auctoritas (or authority) cited by the narrator as the 

author most admired by the hero. De Silva’s prose is as disordered as Don Quixote’s mind.  

To conclude, Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas, representative of the scholastics, argued that 

developing virtuous character was a process of the habitus, or development of artificial memory. Into 

the discussion was presented Aquinas’s discussion of habitus, the rectifying of the self via the 

disciplining of character where a vital memory took active participation in conceptual work in Summa 

                                                           
109 Hence it comes about that the scholastic ars memorativa treatises—those by Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas—do 

not form part of a treatise on rhetoric, like the ancient sources. The artificial memory has moved over from rhetoric to ethics. 

It is under memory as a part of Prudence that Albertus and Thomas treat of it... It is very unlikely that Albertus and Thomas 

invented this momentous transference. Much more probably the ethical or prudential interpretation of artificial memory was 

already there in the earlier Middle Ages (Yates, 57). 
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Theologiae parts dedicated to the exploration of prudence and habitus the theoretical work of Saint 

Thomas, who bridged the physical and the intellectual experience of life in his. I focused particularly 

how the habitus takes place, the storing of ‘dicta et facta memorabilia’, and therein the link between 

one’s building up of character and the exemplary characters of the past. Thus, beside the Christian 

gospel an influential text for the medieval and the Renaissance periods’ formulation of the cardinal 

virtue of prudence was a training manual for forming the rhetorical mind, Cicero’s De inventione. The 

practice of inventio, in memory construction or rhetoric, was the selection. (In this work likewise, 

‘Cicero defines virtue as “a habit of mind in harmony with reason and the order of nature”, a claim 

which Frances Yates calls ‘a [S]toic definition of virtue’).110 In the Renaissance prudence was mated 

with rhetoric as oratory and eloquence intertwined; thus, from ethics it had became encoded with 

speech.   

 

Eloquence: Cicero’s legacy to humanism 

  

 “Nihil enim est aliud eloquentia nisi copiose loquens sapientia,” wrote Cicero, “[e]loquence is 

nothing else than wisdom speaking copiously,”111 a tag Renaissance humanists loved because it made 

the art of rhetoric seem implicit. The monastic work in the Middle Ages to catalogue and store up the 

copiae referenced in that word ‘copiously’ was thereby extended into their age.  

In that age, the material benefits of speech took on an as yet unparalleled significance. Eloquence was 

considered by Renaissance humanists to be paramount for its material benefit of moving men to act, 

this influence having stemmed from Cicero. Genre training of popular rhetoric (not to mention storing 

the mind with virtuous copiae), added to a studied art of speaking well in public. Renaissance nobility 

would ultimately transfer the lessons in texts over into the coin of the real.  

                                                           
110 Yates, 20. 
111 See Jonathan Arnold, The Great Humanists: An Introduction. (N.Y.: I.B. Tauris, 2011), 5. In his note (n.18, 257), Arnold 

gives the original Latin of this famous saying, as well as the reference to Cicero’s original source: ‘“Nihil enim est aliud 

eloquentia nisi copiose loquens sapientia”: Cicero, De Partitione Oratoria, p.79.’ 
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In his De inventione, an ambitious pedagogical tractate on rhetoric, where his prologue demonstrated 

the civilizing effects of rhetoric mixed with Greek philosophy, Cicero ‘designates prudentia as one of 

the cardinal virtues: prudence, justice, fortitude, temperance (De inventione 2.159).’ However, unlike 

Plato and Aristotle before him, Cicero took the unity of virtues to be incomplete without skill in 

public speaking. For the humanists the need for this skill in public speaking was undeniable. For 

noblemen, eloquent speech was a treasured possession. They took to heart a passage in De inventione:  

“Indeed, after long thought, reason itself has led me to this opinion most strongly, that 

wisdom [sapientia] without eloquence has been of little help to states, but eloquence without 

wisdom has never helped and has often caused too much harm.”112 

Renaissance humanists influenced by Ciceronism showed their concern with establishing a virtuous 

civic state where humanistic practices would be widespread. To this end, in order to bring ‘humans 

out of barbarism to civilization through ratio and oratio (ibid, 41)’ – that is, through rational thought 

and oratory – they followed Cicero’s praise of eloquence and joined to it the Church’s doxa of works. 

Cicero skirted Aristotle’s prejudice against the Sophists, where the Greek philosopher had cast the 

rhetorical instructors of his day as peddling a public speaking training of no ethical bearing. Cicero 

redefines Aristotle’s argument, by proceeding to recast the explanation of wisdom (sapientia) 

discovered through eloquence (eloquentia) as a necessity.  

Cicero had begun to alter the classical formulation between prudence and wisdom; although, in so 

doing, he lightened prudence, removing the systematic Aristotelian theory. To augment the rhetorical 

material of his textbook De inventione with prūdentia and sapientia meant a desire to include in his 

discussion of virtues the merits of rhetoric, especially with regard to the cognitive standing of 

prudence. Well regarded also were Cicero’s inclusion of characters in those dialogues that touched on 

prudence, with performative examples of these praiseworthy traits. The most visible accumulation, 

however, was that of the Roman civilitas, a deepening of thought on public life that was preceded by 

                                                           
112   De inventione (I.I). Quoted in Robert W. Cape Jr., who explains: “In this passage—central to Cicero’s later 

writings and his influence on the later rhetorical tradition—he expounds on the civilizing force of rhetoric and 

the wise man and joins wisdom and eloquence… This sentence reflects Cicero’s concern to unite rhetoric with 

philosophy, and particularly with the broader and more intellectually esteemed form of wisdom, sapientia (W. 

Cape Jr., 40-41).” 
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Greek thought on the matter stemming from a tradition of wisdom which boasted Aristotelian input as 

a single, important part. 

 

The highest form of life was public life. Historian John Hale, whose survey The Civilisation of 

Europe in the Renaissance indicates Aristotle’s input into the basic Renaissance notion of civility, 

also observes the encouragement of growth of ‘the Aristotelian seed… within the Christian Estates 

model’ evident in ‘the increasing attention paid by humanists from the fifteenth century to other 

classical authors’ to this discourse. Hale enumerates the ‘surmises’ made by ‘Greek and Latin poets 

[...] from Homer’s near contemporary Hesiod to the Roman Lucretius writing in the first century BC,’ 

which supported Aristotle’s account. 

Aristotle’s ideas and methods of argument had been absorbed on so broad a front into 

medieval Christian philosophy that his claim that the highest form of life was politikos, 

political (or, in its more familiar Latin translation, civilis, civic), was taken in their stride even 

by men who set a high value on unworldly spiritual contemplation. Besides, both royal and 

baronial households with their chivalrous codes, and monasteries with their cloistral forms of 

decorous behaviour, represented his association-seeking impulse in thoroughly respectable 

guise (356-357).113   

Medieval political theory conflated the notions of political life and the contemplative realm. In 

addition, Renaissance civilitas (civility) incorporated the notions of prudence and rhetorical decorum 

as indissolubly linked. Together they now constituted an ars undertaken to model moral teaching and 

skills of persuasion.114 For Romans, prudens meant the good advisor, or ‘Good Companion’. It was 

just such an element of performativity that brought innovation to Cicero’s chosen genre, the dialogue, 

where a model character vocalises Cicero’s point:115  

                                                           
113 John Hale, The civilization of Europe in the Renaissance (London: Harper Collins, 1993). 
114 James Baumlin (2002) cites from Cicero’s Orator, ‘[t]he universal rule, in oratory as in life, is to consider propriety [quid 

deceat est considerandum],’114 and explains that following Isocratean tradition, Cicero distinguishes abstract philosophical 

wisdom or sapientia from prūdentia, “the practical knowledge of things to be sought for and things to be avoided” (De 

Officiis I.43). The propriety of acting well on each occasion, and not philosophizing abstractly, was what concerned 

Renaissance Ciceronians. Without merely aping Aristotle’s syllogisms and exhaustive chapters, Cicero chose to focus on the 

‘practical knowledge’, raising this above the excellence of the Aristotelian phronismos (prudens in Latin). James Baumlin, 

“Ciceronian Decorum and the Temporalities of Renaissance Rhetoric,” Rhetoric and Kairos, Essays in History, Theory, and 

Praxis, ed. James S. Baumlin & Phillip Sipiora, (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2002), 138-

164. 
115 Through the dialogue form Cicero added exemplary persons, or even Cicero himself, as a model of the vir prudens: 

[B]y elevating the term within the dialogue genre, providing examples of viri prudentes in intellectual debate, 

associating prudentia intimately with rhetoric and politics, and doing this within the context of writing literary 

dialogue as a form of political action, Cicero provided a model of prudential practice. His own activity in writing 
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Cicero does not say in his own voice that the subject of politics is not the ideal but the best 

practicable, and that the method is not philosophical first principles but the historical analysis 

of prudent conduct. His hero does (Ryan, 139).116 

 

Alasdair MacIntyre takes up the lack of performative application when surveying certain sixteenth-

century ‘Aristotelians’, charging them with failing to fully comprehend an original feature. Alasdair 

MacIntyre, commenting that ‘[w]e also make a mistake if we suppose that effective practical teachers 

of the virtues have as the subject matter of their teaching ethics,’ places the stress of how one is 

instructed on the virtues of the teacher and not in the thoroughness of the theory. 

 

To become a virtuous agent what one needs then is not generally theoretical instruction, but 

training that will result in the relevant kind of habituation so that one becomes disposed in 

particular circumstances not only to act, but also to judge and to feel as the virtues require. 

One therefore needs a teacher who possesses the virtue of prudence and is able to 

communicate a practical ability that is not fully articulable in theoretical terms, one that even 

some apt learners may not be able to articulate at all, or scarcely at all. So only the sense in 

which a moral teacher provides a standard or criterion is that in which she or he is in her or 

his own actions the standard or criterion (MacIntyre, 15).117 

 

In such fashion was Cicero’s figure of the ‘orator’ attached to prudential reasoning. This established 

the link with eloquence, the great paramount theme of Renaissance humanism. Furthermore, by 

placing rhetoric alongside prudence Cicero pointed to the decorum or propriety of action, which they 

both shared. The humanist devotees of Ciceronian rhetoric, judged prudence on its decorum and good 

timing (kairos), utilising such propriety in tandem with Aristotle’s balanced mean. In this fashion, 

Renaissance humanist prudence could be stated as being as much Ciceronian as Aristotelian, as much 

rhetorical as ethical; needless to state, other medieval and earlier influences were channelled into 

prudence, forging a composite which speaks to the syncretic nature of Renaissance thought.  To the 

other extent, virtue was as nought if the individual retained disunity of the virtues, i.e. was proven to 

                                                           
the dialogues is as much the practice of a prudens vir as are the actions of the characters within the dialogues. This 

performative exposition of prudential practice has been less easy for modern scholars to uncover because it is 

unsystematic—and not discernibly derived from Aristotle—but its cumulative force was not lost on the humanists 

who revived and extended it in their own development of prudence in the Renaissance (W. Cape Jr., 2003, 39). 
116 Alan Ryan, On Politics: A History of Political Thought from Herodotus to the Present (London, England: Penguin Books, 

2012). 
117 Alasdair MacIntyre, “Aristotle against some Renaissance Aristotelians,” Ethics and Politics: Selected Essays, Volume 2, 

(University of Notre Dame, Indiana: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 3-21. 
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be lacking in courage, temperance or justice or whichever from among the teleia arête, ‘the whole of 

virtue’. 

Chapter Three Conclusion 

To conclude Chapter Three, I discussed in the chapter before (Chapter Two) how Don Quixote 

measured himself against models of reason from the classical age. However, it was shown there that 

his ‘virtue,’ virtue being the best standard with which to judge the classical age with his, was 

deficient. Chapter Three, therefore, places the issue as being one of temperament and psychology. 

Using a twentieth-century theory of psychoanalysis (W. Bion), I examine how Quixote’s ‘teeming 

brain’ is much as an infant’s in a stage of life where the infant subject is dealing with a welter of 

thought and appropriating capabilities of processing those thoughts. Bion’s suggestion, that we think 

because first there are thoughts, helps to isolate the strange new condition that Don Alonso (Quixote’s 

former self) is undergoing as he responds to the masses of information he has put himself to absorb in 

his recent, enamoured existence as a reader of great numbers of chivalry texts. This condition brings 

‘infant-like’ behaviour, with regard to the data from the texts (suggesting his omnipotence), and the 

interactions he still enjoys with others, such as his housekeeper and his niece (suggesting his 

omniscience, that he ‘knows’ more than they). ‘Greatness’ is what Don Quixote thinks he has in store 

to achieve; thus, my Chapter Three proceeded to discuss Aristotle’s Problem XXX, I, itself a 

rumination that the ‘great’ are often stricken with ‘melancholy’. From which outcome I established 

the melancholy of Don Quixote, however problematising this by indicating the clear marks of an 

equally choleric temperament. How can this situation of being two temperaments be resolved, 

particularly in the light of what classic Galenic theory stated? Huarte’s theory of ‘adustion’ provided 

the answer, and so I was therefore able to suggest that Don Quixote has moments of lucidity, and 

moments of ‘madness’, both of which are dependant on the mixture of his humours. Whereas with 

choler the overriding mental power is imagination, with melancholy the overriding mental power is 

memory. The return to memory in Chapter Three’s second section is fortuitous, as memory is linked 

with Thomist habitus, which is linked implicitly and explicitly with prudence. The extension of the 

Renaissance humanists to Thomist memory is their recovery of Ciceronian eloquence. Cicero’s 
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impact on virtue was building a performative challenge into it, that a speech could be wise, prudent or 

powerful only in dimension to its eloquence, its effect on others. Thus, an action either did or did not 

succeed, according to the test of impacting others. Don Quixote orates so splendidly it appears like 

eloquence (Ciceronian prudence). This was a Renaissance cross current of both the personal and the 

public domains outlined in Aristotle’s theorisation. The performative drive was often tied in the 

humanist age to the Christianised content of humanist texts and the contemporary theories of 

language: the ideal that men spoke as they wrote and wrote as they spoke, persuading their audiences 

in each. Thus for a major thinker such as Erasmus, virtue would chiefly be concerned with the 

Christian gospel, and with orthodoxy’s faith, hope and charity, this triad of theological virtues 

rounding out the cardinal quartet. Cervantes brought all of these aggregates into the characterisation 

of Don Quixote. 

 

Drawing together Conclusions to the Theoretical Discussions in Chapters Two and Three 

 

As discussed in the last chapter, Chapter Two, Don Quixote acts with great dignity so convincingly it 

appears that he is a ‘magnanimous soul’ in possession of the teleia arête (‘the whole of virtue’). I 

argued there that this appearance is only a very attractive non-virtue. The rational is found within the 

terms of virtue discourse. Virtue is the fruit of reason. Socrates says nobody does wrong knowingly, 

the reverse statement of course is that right, inclusive of the exemplar virtues of justice, temperance, 

courage and prudence, is performed through knowledge whether we call that knowledge reason or 

wisdom. Knowledge of what is good and bad for human beings, or in a human life, would constitute 

virtue. However, it is apparent that such knowledge can only be definitive if the subject is lawful, thus 

requiting a fundamental condition of Artistotle’s conception of virtue, and if the subject is also ‘sane,’ 

thus requiting a need awakening in the Baroque age. The charge of madness is equally answered by 

sanity as it is by prudence. This might go some way to explaining the acceptance of Aristotle’s theory 

signifcantly devoid of a divine, or Platonic, world of pure forms – the earthly, and earthy, settings 
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from which common experience might be derived would be enough to ensure that ‘know-nothings’ 

would and did know how to treat matters of significance. This is a key point of my Chapter Seven 

(below), where we are introduced to the governorship of Sancho Panza. Finally, a word about the law. 

To achieve greatness, Don Quixote believes that he is the law, and in doing so he comes face to face 

with those who represent the law, in particular ‘the Holy Brotherhood’. This confrontation will be 

examined in my Chapters Four and Five. That he does not comprehend Aristotle’s point, couched in 

Alasdair MacIntyre’s words, that ‘An offence against the laws destroys those relationships which 

make common pursuit of the good possible.’ By taking the law upon himself, Don Quixote breaks 

with the koinonia politike, the vessel of the society. His actions are tantamount to those of a vigilante. 

As a result (and at the end of my Chapter Two) I argued that Don Quixote fails a ‘unity of virtue’, 

meaning that he possesses something which looks like virtue, but strictly is not. Can the blame be 

placed squarely on him, however? It was not easy to say ‘yes’ without looking further into the causes 

of why he acts irrationally, and I suggest that his imagination is dangerously out of kilter.  

The aim of this present chapter, Chapter Three, therefore, was to prove that Don Quixote behaves 

from a mixture of rational and irrational causality. Further, it was argued that with the aid of a mid 

twentieth-century psychoanalytic theory, his strange conduct is a flight from frustrated thinking. 

Further still, with the aid of a psychological theory contemporary to Cervantes and adopted by him in 

the writing of the novel, Don Quixote was regarded as being mercurial in his temperament, as 

vacillating between ponderous thought (the memory) and a vaulting unreason when gripped by his 

engaños (illusions). In the last sections of the chapter I initially demonstrated the prestige (indeed the 

glamour) of the memory, and subsequent to that the paramount importance of eloquence for the 

humanist. These aptitudes, the former more medieval in character, the latter more Renaissance, are 

ambiguously fraught with significance, not only for virtue tradition but also for the budding Huartian 

psychology that depended so much for its dynamism on the Galenic humoral tradition. 
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Chapter Four: Doing Prudence 

Section I: Andres and the Cruel Master  

 

 

 

I. Introduction 

 

Though focusing on Quixote’s act of imprudence in the episode of Andrés and his cruel master118 

along the way I highlight salient parts to this discussion of the story. Before Don Quixote meets with 

Andrés and Haldudo (the master in question), he suborns himself to the prerogatives of the knight’s 

vigil. In his adoubement, or ‘dubbing’, ritual of knights, Don Quixote’s high office of taking his 

vows119 establishes a community of trust mutual to knights of an order and commoners. Liberty and 

justice hinge on the giving of one’s word and on the trust that vows can be kept into the future.  In the 

two scenes involving Andrés this problem is first Haldudo’s (who has no care that his word is not his 

word), and second Quixote’s (who does care and is embarrassed, ‘corridísimo’) because of it. His 

word is not his word in a strikingly different way to Haldudo, and it is strangely this that makes his 

situation ridiculous. Other particulars in this discussion will be service and punishment, as realised in 

the person of the knight, which will be viewed as a form of the corpus mysticum of the state, as his 

service is to an immaterial object moreso than being to a material authority such as law. In DQI: IV, 

or ‘Andrés and the cruel master’ for the first time Don Quixote acts in the interest of justice, and the 

result of his so-called just act is paradoxically injustice. The result is linked to his imprudence as he 

gives no committment to enforcing, or seeing others enforce, his de facto creation of law which he 

doles out to Haldudo the ‘rich’ master of Andrés. 

In Chapter Two above I wrote on Alasdair MacIntyre’s points on the topic of the environment proper 

to the virtuous person. This environment should include two kinds of ‘tables’. In such a community 

‘the table of the virtues’ verifies for everybody the kinds of action that are recognisable as being 

meritworthy or honourable; ‘the table of legal offences’ verifies the actions people commit which are 

‘intolerable’, ‘not simply… bad’ (MacIntyre, p142). The need ‘to identify certain types of action as 

the doing or the production of harm of such an order that they render the doing or achieving of good 

impossible in some respect at least for some time (p141)’, and this can only mean that law and the 

                                                           
118 This takes place in Chapter IV, Part I; with Andrés making a return in the story in Chapter XXXI of the same part. 
119 In the story these are ‘promises’. 
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police involved in enforcing law are as necessary to society as the love and pursuit of reason and 

excellence of self established by virtue.  

Aristotle’s ideal environment, where virtue is performed in accordance with right reason, is 

eviscerated by the fact of criminal assault succeeding wage cheating. The loss of such a society, the 

privilege of only a few according to their ‘right reason’ and ‘right character’, is due to the inability of 

citizens to keep promises which do not carry the force of law. While this reality alone may not 

disprove Aristotle’s conception, it shows it to be weak at those points where public trust is frail and 

follows the interests of power, and that it will not thrive unless it harbours in a well-matched setting of 

order and peace. Thus, Don Quixote’s social embodiment of virtue is based in a selective knowledge, 

the story of the knight and his journey rejects any agreement in terms of knowledge of a universal and 

positive kind, and without such agreement the act of prudence in a lawless region will be hostage to 

fortune. This leaves only hard won wisdom: the knowledge from self-experience, which will 

terminate therefore, rather than begin, in cautionary knowledge, being a kind of discretion. 

 

The political philosopher Hannah Arendt wrote on this dilemma, and proposed promise-keeping, 

forgiveness, and punishment as the solutions evolved by societies over time. These Arendtian political 

concepts appear in The Human Condition (1958), a study on the human as a political being. 

Regarding action as the public arena itself, Arendt gives a theory of action in contrast to the more 

biological process of labor, or the artefact-producing one of work. Action is the event that can lead to 

society’s kindling into being, Arendt argues. Her theory of action assesses the social use of 

‘forgiveness’ and ‘promise-keeping.’ She likewise considers the alternative to these, the use of 

‘punishment’:  

The moral code, on the other hand, inferred from the faculties of forgiving and of making 

promises, rests on experiences which nobody could ever have with himself, which, on the 

contrary, are entirely based on the presence of others. And just as the extent and modes of 

self-rule justify and determine rule over others—how one rules himself, he will rule others—

thus the extent and modes of being forgiven and being promised determine the extent and 

modes in which one may be able to forgive himself or keep promises concerned only with 

himself. (Arendt, 238). 

The alternative to forgiveness, but by no means its opposite, is punishment, and both have in 

common that they attempt to put an end to something that without interference could go on 

endlessly. (Arendt, 241). 

Her discussion of the general rule that to some extent the presence of others determines our moral 

code means that for Arendt as human society progressed (from pre-political conditions to existing 

states) certain faculties of the psychology of people operating in intentional civic life evolved within 
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that progress. In part taking her ideas about ‘promise-keeping’ from Nietzsche,120 Arendt posits 

‘promise-keeping’ as an ability to train the memory in the vital ability to remember what one has 

promised over a long period of time and to stick to it. ‘Promise-keeping,’ therefore, is the same as 

Don Quixote’s attempts to make vows, attempts becoming primary matters in the story of ‘Andrés 

and the cruel master’ and its revisitation chapters later. Finally, ‘promise-keeping’ at a quantified 

level of society works to forge contracts between each member and the association; this development, 

of ‘mutual promise or contract,’ ‘keeps the public space in existence (p245)’ according to Arendt. In 

this passage analysis I will make a link between Arendt’s ideas on forgiving and promise making and 

the (pre-political) conditions of the ‘society’ of chivalry and virtue Don Quixote interposes on the 

crueller society of aggressive capital.  

The interruption of Don Quixote into that crueller world, the story of Jean Haldudo and Andrés his 

servant, will be discussed here as concerning prudence, ‘the prudent man’ (or the vir prudens) as a 

matter of judging between two unequal claims. However, we need to consider the kind of society 

Quixote is trespassing, so that we might observe that society’s proximity to the normative. To address 

justice resulting from prudent praxis means a regard to how this society treats pre-political concepts, 

which a brief comment on forgiveness, promise keeping and punishment will address. 

 

II.  Interpretation of Chapter IV: Scene, Speech and Objects 

 

As Chapter IV begins Quixote has only just left the inn where, in Chapter III, he has attained his 

knighthood through a nocturnal vigil, a farcical series of misunderstandings and affrays with mule-

drivers, his co-lodgers at the inn. Ian Watt describes this event in the summary following: 

Don Quixote is received [at the inn] according to the role he has assumed, and, after being 

fed, spends the night with his arms piled on the watertrough, his version of the ritual night’s 

vigil of the aspirant to knighthood. Next morning he successfully assaults two muledrivers 

who innocently try to move his armor from the water-trough; and then the innkeeper in a 

hurry to get rid of him, mimics the ceremonial of dubbing him a knight. So Don Quixote, 

feeling himself at last a properly qualified knight-errant, hurries forth (Watt, pp50-51).  

 

It is salient that even though he was still in a process of being ‘dubbed,’ Quixote did not flinch from 

behaving with the aggressive violence of knights in these altercations.  

 

                                                           
120 Ideas referenced from Aphorisms 1 & 2 of the ‘Second Essay’ in Nietzsche’s The Genealogy of Morals. 
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The adoubement (English: dubbing, Spanish: armar caballero a alguien) of a knight recruit, which 

includes the vigil of the evening beforehand, the colée (slap, tap, or pescozada) made by the knight 

recruit’s Lord, and finally the accolade (Sp.: espaldarazo) where the knight rises from a kneeling 

position to ritually and symbolically take up his arms, his title and his new vocation: are, put together, 

all part of a powerfully suggestive rite of passage which lingers in the Western Consciousness to this 

day. After the steps involved in the knight’s adoubement—the process for Quixote included an 

innkeeper in lieu of knight’s Lord, and an accounts book in lieu of Holy Scripture—one thing 

remains: to mount his horse and ride, just as a knight should. Chapter IV takes us to Don Quixote in 

that moment of symbolism: 

It must have been dawn when Don Quixote left the inn so contented, so high-spirited, so 

jubilant at having been dubbed a knight that his joy almost burst the cinches of his horse (35). 

La del alba sería cuando don Quijote salió de la venta, tan content, tan Gallardo, tan 

alborozado por verse ya armado caballero, que el gozo le reventaba por las cinchas del 

caballo (80). 

 

The description of the setting off is mock heroic, recalling to the reader in its grandiose way the 

beginnings of serious epics at dawn. However, no sooner has Quixote begun than a distant cry for 

help calls his attention. Quixote, thus, again changes course and enters a wood (‘bosque’) to see what 

the matter is. 

 

A New Adventure 

 

He is overjoyed by this unforeseeable event as a thing befitting the offices of a knight, the excitement 

of his new vocation still very much vivid. Toward the cries Quixote directs his horse, excitedly 

wishing for the ‘crier’ to be discovered to be a highborn and noble person, suggesting that his 

illusions anticipate the environment. After riding not more than a few paces into the wood, Quixote 

finds a robust peasant whipping with a leather strap a youth around fifteen years old, the latter 

stripped to the waist, and tied to a tree. The peasant dispenses advice to the youth with each stroke. 

Here are the first moments of Don Quixote’s presence in the scene, commencing with some of the 

peasant’s advice: 
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“Keep your tongue still and your eyes open...” 

 “I won’t do it again, Señor; by the Passion of Christ I won’t do it again, and I promise I’ll be 

more careful from now on with the flock…” 

(Don Quixote interrupts: ) “Discourteous knight, it is not right for you to do battle with one who 

cannot defend himself; mount your horse and take up your lance… and I shall make you 

understand that what you are doing is the act of a coward.” (p.36) 

 

—La lengua queda y los ojos listos… 

—No lo haré otra vez, señor mío; por la pasión de Dios, que no lo haré otra vez; y yo prometro de 

tener de aquí adelante más cuidado con el hato.. 

(Don Quixote states: ) —Descortés caballero, mal parece tomaros con quien defender no se 

puede; subid sobre vuestre caballo y tomad vuestra lanza… que yo os haré conocer ser de 

cobardes lo que estáis hacienda. (p. 81) 

 

Submitting to Quixote’s superior force, the peasant, or Juan Haldudo, a man wealthier than initially 

described, but unfit for the appelative ‘knight’ (‘caballero’) begins immediately to treat Quixote as 

though some prerogative is obliged to this knight (an ironic stance on the part of Haldudo as we will 

learn). 

 

 

The Quarrel 

 

According to Haldudo, the fault lies with Andrés; the boy, he reasons, is placed solely in charge of his 

sheep and loses one ‘every day’ through negligence. The argument offered makes perfect economic 

sense, the boy lost money for his master, therefore he must be punished and learn new, more 

economically ‘prudent’ habits. After all, a farmer who loses his livestock will not last long. Yet, there 

is also a claim standing against Haldudo, who admits that the boy’s carelessness with the sheep is 

payback for Haldudo’s ‘miserliness’ in not paying wages. Haldudo both admits and denies the claim, 

almost in a sentence: 

“…and when I punish his carelessness, or villainy, he says I do it out of miserliness because I 

don’t want to pay him his wages, and by God and my immortal soul, he lies.” 

“You dare to say ‘He lies’ in my presence, base varlet?” said Don Quixote. “By the sun that 

shines down on us, I am ready to run you through with this lance. Pay him now without another 
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word; if you do not, by the God who rules us I shall exterminate and annihilate you here and now. 

Untie him immediately.” (p.36)121 

 

…—y, porque castigo su descuido, o bellaquería, dice que lo hago de miserable, por no pagalle la 

soldada que le debo, y en Dios y en mi ánima que miente. 

—¿«Miente», delante de mí, ruin villano?—dijo don Quijote—. Por el sol que nos alumbra, que 

estoy por pasaros de parte a parte con esta lanza. Pagadle luego sin más replica; si no, por el Dios 

que nos rige, que os concluya y aniquile en este punto. Desatadlo luego. (p.81) 

 

However, what we witness in the angry retort of Quixote is the language of arbitration delivered in the 

style of court trials. Quixote becomes judge-like and has the boy calculate the exact wages owed by 

the defaulting Haldudo. The farmer disputes this on grounds that a minimum of the wages ought to be 

withheld for expenditure on ‘shoes’ and ‘bloodlettings’. Quixote’s reply to the objection is discussed 

below; however, we proceed to the episode as it reaches its end. 

 

Having seemingly brought justice to the episode, Andrés is suddenly in deep consternation at 

Haldudo’s devious insistence on retrieving the hypothetical money together as this will again place 

Andrés in danger. We take up the scene, and its tensions and manifold reversals, at the point when the 

alarmed boy protests: 

“Me, go back with him?... Not me! No Señor, don’t even think of it; as soon as we’re alone he’ll 

skin me alive, just like St. Bartholomew.” 

“No, he will not,” replied Don Quixote. “It is enough for me to command and he will respect me, 

and if he swears to me by the order of chivalry that he has received, I shall let him go free, and I 

shall guarantee the payment.” 

“Señor, your grace, think of what you are saying… For this master of mine is no knight and he’s 

never received any order of chivalry; he’s Juan Haldudo the rich man, and he lives in Quintanar.” 

“That is of no importance,” replied Don Quixote. “For there can be knights among Haldudos, 

especially since each man is the child of his deeds.” (p. 37) 

 

—¿Irme yo con él?... Mas, ¡mal año! No, señor, ni por pienso; porque, en viéndose solo, me 

desuelle como a un San Bartolomé. 

                                                           
121 Partly, Quixote’s outburst here follows antiquated custom where stating that a second party ‘lies’ in the presence of a 

third requires a face saving ‘beg pardon’ for having imputed ‘lying’ to that party. 
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—No hará tal—replicó don Quijote—: basta que yo se lo mande para que me tenga respect; y con 

que él me lo jure por la ley de cabbalería que ha recebido, le dejaré ir libre y aseguraré la paga.     

—Mire vuestra merced, señor, lo que dice… que este mi amo no es caballero ni ha recebido orden 

de caballería alguna; que es Juan Haldudo el rico, el vecino del Quintanar. 

—Importa poco eso—respondió don Quijote—, que Haldudos puede haber caballeros; cuanto 

más, que cada uno es hijo de sus obras. (p.82)              

 

It is astonishing to think that Quixote—who has just gone to such effort to find a ‘Lord,’ to stay a 

night of vigil without succumbing to sleep, not to mention the enjoining of ferocious battle on the 

muleteers in his defence of heraldic ‘arms’—would confer knighthood, with all of the esteem entailed 

to that name, upon just anyone such as Haldudo. This is particularly reprehensible if, on the face of 

things, a Haldudo is ‘hypocritical’ in the Spanish.122 In what happens next, Haldudo indeed proves 

‘hipócrita.’ The bold asseveration of Quixote, that “It is enough for me to command and he will 

respect me,” is exceeding naïve. Only in an environment where parties are of mutual chivalric 

standing and respect, hence an environment of virtue, would this oral agreement be binding. At  

parting, having ordered Haldudo to pay Andrés, Don Quixote leaves the wood and never sees 

Haldudo take hold of Andrés and whip him to the point of insensibility: 

And seizing him by the arm, he tied the boy to the oak tree again and gave him so many 

lashes that he left him half-dead. (38) 

 

Y, asiéndole del brazo, le tornó a atar a la encina, donde le dio tantos azotes que le dejó por 

muerto. (83) 

 

Without knowledge of the wrong, Quixote rides on and has an encounter with some merchants 

(mercaderes) at a crossroads, whom he elects to involve in one of the ‘deeds’ (los pasos) of knight’s 

adventures dreamt up in his books. Thus continuing the motif of living the existence of a knight, Don 

Quixote challenges the merchants to affirm the beauty of his lady Dulcinea. Unfortunately for 

Quixote, they mock him by pretending to speak, as he does, in the high language of knights-errant, 

interspersing meanwhile ridiculous notions such as that even if she had one eye missing and one 

rheumy eye left, they would affirm her peerless beauty so long as he would show them a picture. Don 

Quixote’s infuriated attack is a failure and one of the muledrivers gets the better of him after 

Rocinante, Quixote’s horse, has stumbled and thrown the knight to the ground. His unstinting assault 

on the knight is finally broken off at the behest of the merchants who insist on moving off. This scene, 

                                                           
122 The peasant’s name means “hipócrita, taimado;” see Sigmund Méndez, “La alegoría humanista y el reto hermenéutico del 

Quijote,” eHumanista 23 (2013): https://www.ehumanista.ucsb.edu/volumes/23, 653. 

https://www.ehumanista.ucsb.edu/volumes/23
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which ends Don Quixote’s exuberance brought by his vigil and receiving of orders, ends also his 

sense of triumph from the adventure of Andrés and Haldudo and ends as well his first foray out to the 

world. A neighbour comes by and carries him home on his own donkey where Don Quixote will 

recover before setting off once again, although with the important difference that he will now have a 

squire, Sancho Panza. The encounter with the merchants reminds the reader, if the mishap of Andrés 

and Haldudo had not, that it is cruel opportunism, the tussle for money of peasants, merchants and 

nobles, which thoroughly infuses the vibrant picaro society.  

Earlier, as he rides away from the wood, after he ‘sets free’ the farmboy Andrés, Quixote feels very 

proud about his righting of a wrong, and includes it in this encomium to Dulcinea of Toboso: 

O most beauteous… Dulcinea… Don Quixote of La Mancha… received the order of chivalry 

yesterday and today he has righted the greatest wrong and injustice that iniquity e’er devised 

and cruelty e’er committed: today he removed the whip from the hand of a merciless enemy 

who, without reason, did flog that delicate child. (p.38) 

 

¡[O]h… bella Dulcinea de Toboso!... [D]on Quijote de la Mancha… ayer rescibió la orden de 

caballería, y hoy ha desfecho el mayor tuerto y agravio que formó la sinrazón y cometió la 

crueldad: hoy quitó el látigo de la mano a aquel despiadado enemigo que tan sin occasion 

vapulaba a aquel delicado infant. (p.83-4) 

 

This triumphant self-appraisal is a sample of Cervantes’s ironic style. Having linked the adoubement 

with the act of justice, the knight takes pride in the thought that he has honoured Dulcinea, thus 

practicing his own, stylised form of an organological realm where his homage is made to a semi-

divine ‘lady’.123 Quixote has done nothing to assist Andrés and in fact has made his situation much 

worse. A modern commentator on Quixote has stated that this episode is the epitome of a 

misconceived act of justice that lacks the force of authority.  

 

Andrés’s Return in Chapter XXXI 

 

We are to learn the result of poor Andrés’s plight twenty seven chapters later, when Quixote and a 

motley group of travellers for company make a journey to the inn that is the penultimate locus for 

                                                           
123 Thomas L. Pangle makes Quixote’s homage to Dulcinea a partial attribution of divinity; see Thomas L. Pangle, 

“Preliminary Observations on the Theologico-Political Dimension of Cervantes’ Don Quixote,” Natural Right and Political 

Philosophy: Essays in Honor of Catherine Zuckert and Michael Zuckert, ed. Ann Ward & Lee Ward, (Notre Dame: 

University of Notre Dame, 2013), 383-399. 
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action at the close of Part One. At luncheon in bucolic nature Quixote encounters Andrés who has 

been physically scarred from Haldudo’s act of punishment, and has subsequently run away for 

obvious reasons. In this encounter, Quixote is the more shamed the more conscious he becomes of his 

imprudent act at the ‘dawn’ of his career. Quixote recognises Andrés when he kneels at Quixote’s 

feet; and, addressing the company, Quixote here states what follows: 

So that your graces may see how important it is that there be knights errant in the world to 

right the wrongs and offenses committed by the insolent and evil men who live in it, your 

graces should know that some days ago, as I was passing through a wood… (p.263-4) 

 

—Porque vean vuestras Mercedes cuán de importancia es haber caballeros andantes en el 

mundo, que desfagan los tuertos y agravios que en él se hacen por los insolentes y malos 

hombres que en él viven, sepan vuestras Mercedes que los días pasados, padando yo por un 

bosque… (p.332) 

 

And Quixote goes on to relate the tale of freeing Andrés, again citing the ‘benefit’ (‘provecho’) to 

society when there are ‘knights errant… [on] the roads’ (‘caballeros andantes por los caminos’). Yet, 

he is astonished and ashamed at Andrés’s reply: 

[B]ut as soon as your grace crossed the wood and we were alone, he tied me to the same oak 

tree again and gave me so many more lashes that I was flayed like St. Bartholomew, and with 

each lash he mocked you and made a joke about how he has fooled your grace… [H]e raised 

so many welts that until now I’ve been in a hospital because of the harm that wicked peasant 

did to me. Your grace is to blame for everything, because if you had continued on your way 

and not come when nobody was calling you or mixed into other people’s business, my master 

would have been satisfied with giving me one or two dozen lashes, and then he would have 

let me go and paid me what he owed me. But your grace dishonoured him for no reason… 

“The mistake,” said Don Quixote, “was in my leaving, for I should not have gone until you 

were paid; I ought to have known, from long experience, that no peasant keeps his word if he 

sees that it is not to his advantage to do so. But remember, Andrés: I swore that if he did not 

pay you, I would go in search of him and find him even if he hid in the belly of the whale.” 

“That’s true,” said Andrés, “but it didn’t do any good.” (p.264-65) 

 

[P]ero, así como vuestra merced traspuso del bosque y quedamos solos, me volvió a atar a la 

mesma encina, y me dio de nuevo tantos azotes que quedé hecho un San Bartolomé 

desollado; y, a cada azote que me daba, me decía un donaire y chufeta acerda de hacer burla 

de vuestra merced... [E]l me paró tal, que hasta ahora he estado curándome en un hospital del 

mar que el mar villano entonces me hizo. De todo lo cual tíene vuestra merced la culpa, 

porque si se fuera su camino adelante y no viniera donde no le llamaban, ni se entremetiera en 
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negocios ajenos, mi amo se contentara con darme una o dos docenas de azotes, y luego me 

soltara y pagara cuanto me debía. Mas… vuestra merced le deshonró tan sin propósito…  

—El daño estuvo—dijo don Quijote—en irme yo de allí; que no me había de ir hasta dejarte 

pagado, porque bien debía yo de saber, por luengas experiencias, que no hay villano que 

guarde palabra que tiene, si él vee que no le ésta bien guardalla. Pero ya te acuerdas, Andrés, 

que yo juré que si no te pagaba, que había de ir a buscarle, y que le había de hallar, aunque se 

escondiese en el vientre de la ballena. 

—Así es la verdad—dijo Andrés—, pero no aprovechó nada. (p.332-33) 

 

Andrés’s accusation that Don Quixote was to blame for his misfortune as he had ‘dishonoured’ his 

master (‘lo deshonró’), and should not have ‘mixed into other people’s business’, indicates a divided 

reaction. The phrase of mixing in others’ business registers the assertiveness of the private sphere 

where the free passage of money goes undisputed. The loss of a public world of honour is bitterly 

lamented. Though ‘mortified’ (‘corridísimo’, ‘shamed,’ ‘embarrassed’) at the news of Andrés’s fate, 

Don Quixote holds to the view that had he stayed things would not have ended the way they did. For, 

‘I ought to have known… no peasant keeps his word if he sees that it is not to his advantage to do so’. 

The bitter situation of Andrés immediately affects Don Quixote, and he would rectify it by setting out 

to punish Haldudo, and from him extract the unpaid earnings, if the onlooking company did not 

restrict him from this intent. For he had earlier made the pledge to assist the young maiden Dorotea. 

These others say that until he finishes that ‘quest’ the laws of knight errantry restrict him from aiding 

Andrés. Conceding the point, he turns to Andrés, vowing to assist him at a future date. Andrés replies: 

I don’t believe those vows… I’d rather have enough to get to Sevilla than all the revenge in 

the world… God bless your grace and all the other knights errant, and I hope they’re errant 

enough to find a punishment as good as the one I got. [And one page later: ] For the love of 

God, Señor Knight Errant, if you ever run into me again, even if you see them chopping me to 

pieces, don’t help me and don’t come to my aid, but leave me alone with my misfortune; no 

matter how bad it is, it won’t be worse than what will happen to me when I’m helped by your 

grace, and may God curse you and all the knights errant ever born in this world. (p.265-66) 

 

—No me creo desos juramentos—dijo Andrés—; más quisiera tener agora con qué llegar a 

Sevilla que todos las venganzas del mundo… y quédense con Dios su merced y todos los 

caballeros andantes; que tan bien andantes sean ellos para consigo como lo han sido para 

conmigo. (And further down the page: ) —Por amor de Dios, señor caballero andante, que si 

otra vez me encontrare, aunque vea que me hacen pedazos, no me socorra ni ayude, sino 

déjeme con mi desgracia; que no séra tanta, que no sea mayor la que me vendrá de su ayuda 

de vuestra merced, a quien Dios maldiga, y a todos cuantos caballeros andantes han nacido en 

el mundo. (p. 334) 
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Musing on such draconian punishment thus, the importance placed on forgiveness and promise 

keeping in society—neither of which can be adhered to by Haldudo the ‘cruel master’, as we went on 

to observe— is not mere posturing. When Andrés first mentions St. Bartholomew’s martyrdom, a 

symbol of the Christian’s reliance on the grace (or promise) through trial, and the forgiveness of God 

for one’s enemies, as an injunction to Quixote to remain, it can be read in its fearfulness as the 

acknowledged absence of forgiveness and promise-keeping, the Arendtian political notions. 

 

 

Toward a Civic Philosophy reading of Chapter IV: 

Whilst Chapter IV contains claims and injunctions made by Haldudo, Andrés and Quixote—involving 

lost wages, servant infractions, and blind service to a code (i.e. knight-errantry)—when Quixote 

delivers ‘justice’ to Andrés and punishes Haldudo, and fails, the narrative shifts into concerns of 

sixteenth-century ethical and civil philosophy. 

The actions encountered in Chapter IV can be separated into the worthy decision to redress injustice, 

and an imprudent decision that has Quixote exit the scene of injustice on a mere ‘hypocritical’ oath 

indicating an unrealistic trust on the part of Quixote in Haldudo’s promise. While sixteenth century 

theory split justice into orders of personal and public, Haldudo’s and Andrés’s disagreement, a matter 

of private justice (‘the order of the day’ in common parlance) becomes a public matter with Quixote’s 

involvement as justice, a self-elected office. In the unfolding of the chapter, Haldudo’s avenging 

punishment of Andrés, brings into view the nature of Quixote’s environment as his deranged mind 

misconstrues the society around him.  

As Quixote takes his departure from Haldudo and Andrés in Chapter IV, Andrés is left with only the 

words of the knight’s imprudent promise: 

“I swear,” said Andrés, “that your grace better do the right thing and obey the commands of 

that good knight… for he’s a valiant man and a fair judge, heaven be praised, if you don’t pay 

me he’ll come back and do what he said!” (p.38) 

 

—Eso juro yo—dijo Andrés—; y ¡cómo que andará vuestra merced acertado en cumplir el 

mandamiento de aquel buen caballero… que, ségun es de valeroso y de buen juez, vive 

Roque, que si no me paga, que vuelva y ejecute lo que dijo! (p.83)   

 

Haldudo ignores Andrés’s words and is not admonished but gives full rein to his cruelty. Now that the 

epithet ‘judge’ (‘juez’) is hit upon the illustrious role Quixote has risen to inflates his feelings of self-
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consequence again. Among its offices, knighthood is a service which includes the role of judging. 

Quixote is given the prerogative to decide a matter of justice by both Andrés and Haldudo. Yet, while 

Andrés regards this prerogative as legally binding, Haldudo treats it satirically, and ultimately, with 

contempt.  

 

Ciceronian conception of ‘Prudence’ and the Judge Figures of Old Testament tradition 

 

 

With similarities to Aristotelian phronēsis, Cicero developed a conception of ‘prudence’ over the 

course of his life (106BC to 43BC). In his usage, ‘prudence’ or prudentia sits in a field of terms such 

as sapientia (‘wisdom’), eloquentia (‘persuasion’), probitas (‘moral goodness’) which define the best 

citizen as the vir prudens (‘the prudent man’) in his relation to the res publica (or ‘commonwealth’) 

through the fitness of his rational ability to determine iustitia (‘justice’). In that specific requirement 

of classical philosophy, that the vir prudens alone determines critical decisions, these often come in 

the form of ‘competing claims’:  ‘The administration of justice requires the prudential capacity to 

evaluate competing claims fairly’ states Robert W. Cape Jr., a commentator of Cicero’s writings.124  

Yet, who benefitted from Cicero’s innovations on the Aristotelian concept of phronēsis (‘prudence’)? 

The real heirs of Cicero’s contribution to the idea of prudentia were not the Romans of the 

Empire, but the Renaissance humanists. It was a double inheritance. First, they had received 

the notion that prudentia was the first of the four cardinal virtues from the rhetorical treatise 

De inventione. Second, after learning the calculus for phronesis from Aristotle’s 

Nicomachean Ethics, they discovered Cicero’s practice of prudential reasoning in his 

dialogues, arguing in utramque partem, and using dreams to gain access to divine, or non-

observable knowledge. The rich texture of prudential practice in De oratore, the Somnium 

Scipionis, and Brutus interwove the calculative procedures of prudence in rhetoric, ethics, and 

politics into a living tapestry of practical performance. Wisdom was embedded in political 

action… (Cape Jr., p.61) 

 

The benefits of Renaissance Humanist inheritance of Ciceronian prudentia had likewise come down 

to Cervantes125.  

 

                                                           
124 Robert W. Cape Jr., 56. 
125 As has been discussed earlier in the Chapter Three. 
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The strong belief on Quixote’s part that as ‘arm’ or ‘minister’ of God, he enacts justice is not 

restricted to one, single culture’s figure of the ‘judge’. The encounter with judges is plural in its 

forms: in Chapter Forty Nine of the First Part, Don Quixote is advised by a Canon of Church Law to 

read ‘Judges’ in the Old Testament of the Bible. (The point of difference between Quixote and the 

Canon is on the question of historical veracity; the object in dispute is Quixote’s affirmation that 

chivalric stories, such as ‘biographies’ of Amadis de Gaul, are true historical accounts. This is an 

important matter as Quixote attests these sources to be ‘histories’ he can take ‘wisdom’ from). 

Elsewhere, Don Quixote boasts of the connection: ‘[W]e are ministers of God on earth, the arms by 

which His justice is put into effect on earth (DQI: XIII, 88-89).’126 Likewise, as I will bring into my 

discussion in Chapter Six, Sancho becomes a judge of great resource and wit in his government period 

on the island of Barataria. 

Whether or not Andrés surmises Quixote to be an Old Testament ‘judge’ in likeness is not verifiable; 

however, in the chapter of ‘Andrés and the Cruel Master,’ Quixote’s judgement is akin to the famous 

judgement of Solomon with Andrés’s own body included in the submitted case evidence: 

“All of that is fine… but the shoes and bloodlettings should compensate for the blows you have 

given him for no reason, for if he damaged the hide of the shoes you paid for, you have damaged 

the hide of his body, and if the barber drew blood when he was sick, you have drawn it when he 

was healthy; therefore, by this token, he owes you nothing.” (p.37) 

 

—Bien está todo eso… pero quédense los zapatos y las sangrías por los azotes que sin culpa le 

hebéis dado; que si él rompió el cuero de los zapatos que vos pagastes, vos le habéis rompido el 

de su cuerpo; y si le sacó el barber sangre estando enfermo, vos en sanidad se la habéis sacado; 

ansí que, por esta parte, no os debe nada. (p.82) 

 

The reader should note this dispute over Andrés’s body, with Haldudo first stating that by bloodletting 

his servant and paying cobblers for shoes, he is out of pocket. In response, Quixote equates the hides 

of the shoes to the ‘hide’ of Andrés, the bloodletting of the doctors to the blood lost to Haldudo’s 

whippings. Because of the clever redeployment of facts, Andrés is now an object, now a subject, in 

the debate.  

                                                           
126 ‘[S]omos ministros de Dios en la tierra, y brazos por quien se ejecuta en ella su justicia (142).’ 
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Even though he was the most illustrious of Hebrew Kings, King Solomon’s style of wisdom likewise 

closely parallels the wisdom of patriarchal or village elders of pre-political communities. Such an 

honorary role, as it had been theorised by the sixteenth-century Spanish humanist Juan Luis Vives,  

entailed the deciding of matters of communal importance based on the authority (imperium) invested 

in the elder experienced in‘prudence’ through his venerable age and his natural talent.127 In their 

political writings, both Plato and, particularly, Aristotle regard the primitive village-elder judges. The 

character displayed by honest people is more important whether incidence was on the side of the aged. 

Simplicity and acumen in addressing inequity in regard to terms and objects and their mutability was 

all that was required; evidently, a gift for shrewdness helped. Being choleric Quixote was quick in 

cerebration, and straightforward in his eloquence. However, the line is demarcated between a 

‘prudence’ that followed customary usages, and one that was interspersed in law with such statutes as 

the forbidding of cheating and brutal misuse of servants. On the dispensing of punitive measures by 

forms of customary authority and their difference to that of the Roman state, Cicero wrote “Now, 

between life thus refined and humanized, and that life of savagery, nothing marks the difference so 

clearly as law and violence (Cicero, Speeches Pro Sestro XLII, 91-92).”128  The overall problem of 

Quixote’s handling of justice is that there is no power to reinforce the prerogatives of its claims. The 

poet Marianne Moore wrote of the mind, that it ‘is not a Herod’s oath which cannot change’, yet when 

Don Quixote’s oath is made to Andrés there is no court guard to protect and enforce it. Making 

promises is disastrous if no mutuality works bridging citizen to the association, keeping ‘the public 

space in existence (Arendt, p.245).  Don Quixote, overwhelmed by his illusions, assumes an 

environment of virtue that simply does not exist. 

 

This matter of giving one’s word is significant, and indicates the loss of environment mentioned here 

in Chapter One’s discussion of the two evaluative practices given by Alasdair MacIntyre. Don 

                                                           
127 See, J. A. Fernández-Santamaría, The Theatre of Man: Juan Luis Vives (Philadelphia, PA.: American Philosophical 

Society, 1998), 66-68. 
128 Cicero, Pro Sestro. 
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Quixote expects his vow to punish to be enough for Haldudo to do as he promises to do. Within this 

expectation is another regarding Haldudo. By calling Haldudo a ‘knight’ Don Quixote has located the 

environment he rides through as the location of his imagination. He has ridden into a chivalrous 

world, where men are supposed to keep their word. In this world, he considers affairs of honour to be 

easily adjudicated according to the code. If Haldudo has dared to claim Andrès lied without so much 

as begging pardon from Don Quixote for traducing the honour of Andrès, then he has offended the 

code. It goes without saying that the whipping of the boy is another such offence to Don Quixote, who 

now acts as judge.  

 

In the Republic of Plato, Socrates posits that the ‘judge’ becomes a ‘sign’ for the mind, and the 

physician a ‘sign’ for the body (c.f. bk iii, section iii). This equivalence of terms, adding to the 

‘rationality’ of the Greeks in the positioning of the ‘mind’ as the higher part of the soul, suggests the 

link between the private person and the polis through the rationalised ‘wisdom’ of the judge. Aristotle 

likewise followed Plato in placing rationality at the pinnacle of the soul, and thus the society.129 As I 

argued in Chapter Two a high priority is placed upon the performance of the individual citizen in both 

these theories of politics. If one citizen’s ‘soul’ is misruled, the lower taking charge of the higher, the 

resulting situation might merely be a selfish person or someone quite benign (i.e., a glutton etc.) or 

this could potential be an anarch, fostering the fall of the state. Disregarding his own word of promise 

to another or to the koinonia politike, breaching the trust held between himself and others. In 

Aristotle’s category of ‘brutishness’, it is simply impossible for the ‘brute’ to make the correct (and 

just) decision, for he lacks the right informing principle. ‘Brutishness’ is simply ‘the absence of the 

higher part of the soul.’ We can therefore speak about Haldudo using the metaphor of the ‘brute,’ for 

he does not follow a principle, an informing universal wisdom. In ‘knighting’ Haldudo through a 

contrivance of speech, Quixote vainly applies Haldudo to a principled code according to the oath he 

                                                           
129 C.f. ‘It must be some kind of civil war between these same three elements [of the soul]. This sort of situation, when the 

elements of the mind are confused and displaced, is what constitutes injustice, indiscipline, cowardice, ignorance and, in 

short, wickedness of all kinds (Republic, 153).’ 
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has the ‘rich peasant’ give. However, Haldudo is unwilling to ‘promise,’ he takes no responsibility for 

his part in weakening social trust. Arendt’s idea of state development (following Nietzsche) depends 

on the possibility of an individual citizen being available to a theoretical calculus. I.e., it must be 

calculable that each person can trust and be trusted.  

 

Conclusion 

This society, or virtuous environment, is equally behind and far beyond Don Quixote. He sees it, and 

considers it, ‘before him’, and can even see in the avarice and contempt of peasants this world of 

chivalrous knights, a phrase precisely defined by the epithet ‘men of their word’. 
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Chapter Four: Doing Prudence 

Section II: Don Quixote frees the Galley Slaves 

 

 

Everyone needs a useful idiot. (Quote attributed to Lenin). 

If a deliberation is made for the right end, even if it includes a false premise it still begins 

from an intention to commit, and even results in, an act of prudence. 1142b20-30, 

Nicomachean Ethics Book VI 

 

Introduction 

 

In Chapter XXII of the First Part the reader has a view of Don Quixote in action liberating prisoners 

of the King who are bound for a coastal port, to take chained servitude roles as ‘galley slaves’. The 

‘iron chains’ that hobble them will be engaged as topoi of criticism for the scene. The chapter 

contains an intriguing link between a ‘república bien ordenada’ (‘a well ordered republic’) and the 

Aristotelian-Ciceronian custom of greeting mere happenstance, the current and unremarkable event of 

meeting a chain-gang on the high road, as a confluence of for-prudent and by-prudent action. Before 

requesting the release of the ‘galley convicts,’ thinking of the synderesis rule inaugurated by St. 

Jerome, Quixote exclaims:  ‘one of the rules of prudence is that what can be done by good means 

should not be done by bad’ (‘una de las partes de la prudencia es que lo que se puede hacer por bien 

no se haga por mal,’ p170/231).130 

 

Description of Scene 

In this well-known episode of the freeing of the ‘galley slaves’ Don Quixote’s confronts injustice. The 

encounter of chapter XXII between Don Quixote and a group of ‘galley slaves,’ chained together and 

                                                           
130 John Haldane comments: 

Following the introduction of the term by St Jerome (347-420), writers of the earlier and later Middle Ages 

referred to the innate power of distinguishing good from evil as synderesis. Jerome himself describes this as the 

‘spark of conscience... by which we discern that we sin’, but it later became usual to reserve the term ‘conscience’ 

(conscientia) for the ability to distinguish good from bad at the level of particular actions. In the thirteenth century, 

for example, St Thomas Aquinas (1224-74) argues that the first principle of thought about conduct is that good is 

to be done and pursued and evil avoided. This ‘synderesis rule’is, he maintains, a self-evident principle, such that 

anyone who understand it must assent to its truth. What it concerns, however, is not the rightness or wrongness of 

this or that particular action, but rather the polarity of the axis on which conduct lies and the intrinsic attraction of 

one pole and repulsion of the other (Haldane, 135). 
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led by armed guards, is paraphrased as follows: Don Quixote and Sancho meet the convicts and their 

guards on the ‘open road’ (the ‘king’s road’ at chapter XIX) they consult with the guards, the 

prisoners, and the guards’ commisar (comisario) as to penalties and crimes. By the end of the 

exchange Quixote decides that the situation of the prisoners, which he perceives to be unjust, 

sufficiently warrants him to break their chains and set the prisoners free ( as a Platonic idea of 

freedom vs. legal one).131  Each prisoner is clearly being held against his will, Quixote reasons this is 

against God’s will too (since God has ordained that we are all born free), and injustice is to refrain 

from releasing them. Asking the guards to grant clemency he is resisted, and his civility turning to 

anger Quixote attacks them, an action aided and abetted by the prisoners, and having successfully 

overwhelmed the guards Quixote’s prudent act is undertaken. Unlike the episode of Andrés and the 

cruel master, Quixote here makes good his promises—the result of the ‘prudent’ act is the liberation 

of the galley slaves. Yet there is a reversal, as there was in the earlier incident. As they scatter over the 

countryside the prisoners insult and then pelt Quixote with stones because of his overreach, his 

demand that they pay homage to his Lady for the benefit bestowed. The scene ends with the 

prisoners’ dispersal in all directions while the knight and squire recover from the pelting and discuss 

the outcome. 

 

Critical Appraisal; approval of ‘natural justice’; República bien ordenada: ideal model of 

republic of virtue; the rational and external irrational  

 

Cervantes’s criticism has consensus that most of the episodes in Don Quixote follow a four-stage 

movement. There is this consistency to a basic formula: 1) Quixote stating that some certain thing is 

according to his perspective, 2) Sancho contradicting the ‘idealistic’ and ‘imaginative’ perspective of 

Quixote, 3) Quixote acting on his conviction to some disastrous result, and 4) an ensuing discussion 

                                                           
131 Quixote uses messianic language later in chapter XLV when reflecting on his action to release the prisoners. This 

language drawn from Old and New Testament scriptures such as Isaiah and Luke is one of the influences on Don Quixote in 

his mission as a knight. For, at the inn at the close of the First Part, Quixote is heard to say, ‘you call it highway robbery to 

free those in chains, to give liberty to the imprisoned, to assist the wretched, raise up the fallen, succor the needy?’ (—

¿[S]altear de caminos llamáis al dar libertad a los encadenados, soltar los presos, acorrer a los miserables, alzar los 

caídos, remediar los menesterosos?, 397/471). In such a guise, Don Quixote makes the Holy Brotherhood who seek his 

arrest into a pharisaical like order, and since they constitute another order to the one which Quixote professes, the Holy 

Brotherhood are therefore a debased version of the knights errant order. C.f. Henry Higuera, “The Executor of God’s 

Wrath,” Eros and empire: politics and Christianity in Don Quixote (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, Inc., 

1995), 37-50. 
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between Quixote and Sancho on the merits versus the results of his action. 132 However, within these 

four steps, ironic and amusing reversals are constantly produced to great effect in the Cervantes’s 

style. For example, in this episode the galeotes (‘galley convicts’) are not in the end incarcerated in a 

‘galley’ but rather escape into the Sierra Morena and its surrounding despoblado (‘wilderness’), nor 

do the comisario (the commissar) or the guards operate in their function but are obliged to witness 

helplessly their prisoners escape. These changes to the presumed course of events are made more 

ironic by the shared conviction in the supreme power of the law: a power legitimated by the king’s 

abstract power.     

   

 

In discussing Andrés and the cruel master (DQI:IV) and the galley-slaves scene (DQI:XXII), there is a 

straightforward attitude by Don Quixote to law and authority. He has a complete disregard for 

positive law, as is proven whenever it directly contends with his wishes as a ‘knight’. In place of 

positive law, Don Quixote has chosen a classical trope, championing natural law, which is properly 

the law of equity and of natural liberty. In the pastoral chapter XI, halfway from Andrés’s story to the 

encounter with Ginés, a chapter surprising for its tranquillity, Quixote gives his oration on the Golden 

Age (discussed in this dissertation’s Chapter Six). This speech will provide the image, in providing 

Quixote’s own ethical ‘natural law’, of which his only in-detail design for society is given. It will go 

some lengths to substantiate his reckless quest for justice.      

[T]his speech exhibits a striking peculiarity of chapters eleven through thirteen, for in them 

Don Quixote argues from natural law for the only time in his career. In invoking the Golden 

Age… he tries to draw a connection between knight-errantry and the happiest human time, 

and to conclude from that connection that knights-errant have [certain rights] “by natural 

law”.133 

                                                           
132 Another version of this is Timothy Hampton’s discussion of a ‘gradatio’ in this scene: ‘[T]he unfolding of the scene 

proceeds by a gradatio in four steps,’ writes Timothy Hampton. In paraphrase those steps are 1) Quixote’s abstract 

consideration of justice, 2) information of the ‘legal code,’ 3) the table of charges brought against the prisoners by Crown 

law: a closed book possessed by the comisario which never gets opened or read, and 4) the testimonies of the prisoners 

themselves. Hampton states: 

In the scene of the galley slaves the failure of a social order that would translate the abstract power of the king into 

terms applicable to the particularity of lived experience is symbolized by the closed book containing the prisoners’ 

sentences (254-255).  

Hampton,1990. C.f. 250-255 in particular.  
133 Higuera, 109. 
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A pattern for justice, therefore, is ‘natural law’ and partially Quixote’s expression of ‘divine law’, 

being the homage to his lady Dulcinea. The accomplishing of the political good of natural justice, 

depicted in a Golden Age ideal or utopia, made on the basis of a natural inclination, is a conditioning 

of all dependent ‘virtuous’ steps taken in support. With heavy reliance upon the Golden Age promise 

of ‘natural justice’, Quixote’s reduction in self-responsibility to citizens and law officers alike, is a 

product of halfway measures in his soul’s hierarchy, the irrational above piecemeal rational ‘parts’. 

To illustrate this by its inverse image, Don Quixote complains that ‘enchanters’ have a power to 

thwart his efforts or to turn the outcome of his choice to the bad and against the good. Unlike 

classically theorised knowledge, therefore, the irrational cannot be contained in the soul and must 

exist outside of his reason as a condition of its power over him. Nevertheless, the virtuous knight will 

not always use ‘enchanters’ to explain away poor outcomes. While Don Quixote’s depiction of the 

Golden Age is figurate, and recognisable as a utopia, in his application of this reason to the life he 

leads it is little wonder that one character comes to see Quixote as possessing ‘reasoned nonsense’ 

(‘los concertados disparates’).134  

 

Concerning the ‘galley slaves’ episode, one focus of critical literature organises around the position of 

justice in relation to authority. At the outset of this chapter, Cervantes’s creates a striking image of the 

prisoners being ‘strung together by their necks, like beads on a great iron chain’ (163; ‘ensartados, 

como cuentas, en una gran cadena de hierro por los cuellos,’ 223). David Quint (2003) links the 

cause of Quixote’s social justice to the image of the chain mentioned: 

Don Quixote’s chivalry causes him to champion the weak, the peasant being beaten instead of 

being paid, or, much more equivocally, the convicts in Chapter 22 being sent off to the 

galleys in their real iron chains…the emblem of a real Iron Age (157). 

 

Quint (2003) has cited Maria DiBattista for making obvious this portrayal of an ‘iron age’ reality in 

Don Quixote. In her book chapter, DiBattista writes: 

[T]he encounter with the galley slaves is almost exclusively a verbal rather than a military 

exchange. Quixote has moved from the Golden Age to the Iron Age where men are “strung 

together like beads on a great iron chain”… The modern man is not a knight, but a picaro, a 

                                                           
134 Chapter L of the First Part of Don Quixote. See also the parallel Epicurean notion made in “Epicurus’ tenet—Nature, 

acting through sensations and not through reasoning establishes the norm of truth” (113).  
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Spanish word meaning gypsy-rogue. The picaro is also a man of error, but his roving career is 

motivated, not by a golden ideal, but by the iron shackles of economic necessity (116). 

 

The readings of the episode supply details of the vissicitudes of this century in Spain; then, introduce 

the Europe’s nascent modernity through factors of discovery, science and growth of the political state. 

The substance lent by Quixote’s prior Golden Age speech is a thematic foil to the up-to-date realism 

of law, guards and the forced servitude exploitation of the layman. Both Quint and DiBattista 

emphasize the modernity of the new ‘iron age,’ with DiBattista particularly focusing on the age’s 

economics of inflation or the picaro life, this ‘roving career’ of the modern subject.135 Her reading 

accrues its contrast from Quixote’s own image of the Golden Age at chapter XIII, where he describes 

a harmonious and primitive society based in ‘natural justice’ with no edifice of law. In his ‘historical’ 

account, as well as in his relationships with others, Don Quixote thinks that the law is unnecessary (as 

must be obvious to the reader from his encounter with Andrés and Haldudo). 

 

Contempt shown for law and king 

 

Irony pervades through all the witty exchanges of Don Quixote and the ‘galley slaves’ (galeotes), who 

emerge as sardonic wits. Each gives his ‘testimony’ in germanía (‘thieves language’),136 with 

Cervantes’s illustration of the men marked by a notable piquancy in character. They are picaros, 

modern in that their wilfulness is as much a condition for their living a peripatetic life as economic 

necessity. 

 

Don Quixote’s responses to the king’s rule show faith in power without law: the notion of equity 

contending with the strength of customary law and political officialdom. The juridico-political arm of 

the king offends his preference for justice according to classical political principles. Its version of the 

law is a drain on human free will, and its policing officers are myrmidons of low intelligence. His 

dedication to a vision of society rooted in a rudimentary, ‘early’ stage of community is relevant and 

                                                           
135 Maria DiBattista, “Don Quixote,” Homer to Brecht, the European Epic and Dramatic Traditions, ed. Michael Seidel & 

Edward Mendelson, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977). 
136 ‘[G]ermanía’ is the word used by González Echevarría, 2005, 58. 
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pressing in these encounters. Throughout the ‘galley slaves’ chapter the terms ‘force’ (fuerza), 

‘authority’ (autoridad) and ‘law’ (ley) are markers of Quixote’s challenge to the ‘statist,’ ‘decisionist’ 

authority of King’s Law. Hence, Don Quixote’s reference to the ‘rules of prudence’ made to the 

guards’ commissary in his civil request to have the prisoners set free. 

 

In effect, this reading adds comments on Quixote’s use of prudence (originally, Aristotelian 

phronēsis, later Ciceronian prudentia)137 to those found earlier in the chapter. We will regard 

Quixote’s contempt for law through chapter XXII as disgust for bureaucratic interference, and the 

king’s representatives as working by fixed routine without exercising intelligent judgment. More 

austere in his evaluation of prudent action, certainly than the calculative-practical partnership to yield 

virtue known as prohairesis 138, Quixote will not merely recognise virtuous behaviour as regarded in 

an ethics of communal life. In the ‘galley slaves’ encounter the reader observes Quixote’s need of a 

reputation for leadership, a byword for his knight-errancy. In Ginés de Pasamonte, the chief ‘galley 

slave’, is likewise seen his match in leadership, purely in possessing an assertive will. Through 

identifying the contrast of Quixotic ‘prudence’ and Ginésian resourcefulness, we will regard the 

episode’s humour as chiefly targeting ‘blind law’, and Ginés, for all his irresponsibility, will be of 

significance here, as an instance of the human will as selfish freedom, a value which ends in showing 

a more attractive face. Without a regard for alternatives, blind law is determinate over the lawful and 

unlawful activity of citizens, who prefer to give it the slip.  

 

In this section, therefore, I develop an analysis of the ‘galley slaves’ episode with emphasis to 

choice’s connection with virtue (in this case, prudence) and free will’s connection with personal 

responsibility; against which a contrasting ‘modern’ resourcefulness is considered according to the 

same ethics. 

 

                                                           
137 See prior section on Andrés and the cruel master. 
138 Aristotle’s notion of prohairesis is an activity of the ‘rational soul’. C.f. “Epictetus,” Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy. Published: Tue, Dec 23, 2008; substantive revision Tue Feb 19, 2013: http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epictetus/.  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/epictetus/
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Acts are voluntary, non-voluntary, or premeditated, but the law is “in the dark” 

 

To discuss ‘force’ (fuerza), ‘authority’ (autoridad) and ‘law’ (ley) as these terms apply to the freeing 

of the ‘galley slaves’ requires a quasi-theoretical overview. The ‘trial’ Don Quixote ‘hears’, as each 

prisoner take his turn to explain the causes of their predicament to him, ironically sets out the ‘case 

history’ in terms which subtly undermine the voluntary, non-voluntary and premeditated categories of 

legal hearings. In one particular case, Don Quixote announces that an elderly prisoner, in committing 

his particular petty crime (the prisoner had acted as a ‘go-between,’ a role half-way between arranger 

of love affairs and pimp), has done something of great benefit to a ‘well-ordered republic’ (a 

‘república bien ordenada’). Mentioning a ‘república bien ordenada’ now, as he does, ten chapters on 

from the Golden Age speech, shows how focused his mind is on a virtuous model of political life.  

 

Contrasting greatly to the utopian ideal, Don Quixote is obtuse to the prisoners’ focus on the profane 

world. Through their germanía as through their energetic use of irony, they convince Don Quixote of 

their unwilling and involuntary participation in the galley punishment (‘muy contra vuestra 

voluntad’139, says Don Quixote, p.169/230). Through focusing on the offended ‘free will’ of the 

galeotes Don Quixote exaggerates to himself the prisoners’ capability to reason, to emulate noble 

objectives or admit being deficient and seek correction. In the end, as Sancho is convinced, they are 

miscreants who commit crimes, a conviction into which he is unable to bring his master. 

 

Ultimately, Don Quixote’s ‘prudence’, providing the means of escapade, is an act against the law. In 

chapter XLV when the officers of the law, the ‘Holy Brotherhood,’ are seeking his arrest with an 

official warrant of several charges, this is borne home to him. It is worth mentioning here Don 

Quixote’s earlier contact with this branch of the law. In chapter XVI, staying at an inn, in the pitch 

black of night, Quixote and Sancho come to blows with a muledriver sharing their quarters. The noisy 

                                                           
139 That this experience must be ‘much against your will’. 
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fracas is enough to raise the suspicions of a lawman lodging at the inn. This man, a ‘holy brother’, 

cries out: ‘Stop in the name of the law! Stop in the name of the Holy Brotherhood!’ He enters the 

room shared by Quixote, Sancho and the muledriver, and groping around in the dark the man 

stumbles over Don Quixote lying senseless. Here it is stated that: ‘the officer did not stop saying: 

“You must assist the law!”’ After outcries of such ineffectuality the lawman quits and goes in search 

of a light, and the chapter ends symbolically with some fumbling efforts to ignite another lamp. The 

wry impact of the scene, which has the officer fumbling for unseen victims and absent perpetrators, 

the cast from an apparent murder, followed by his awkward attempt to ignite an obstinate lamp, 

cannot be lost on the reader as a caustic representation of law. The ‘lamp’ the officer is at pains to re-

light is the law in its authority over crime, an authority already revealed to be as empty as the 

impotent repetition, “you must assist the law, you must assist the law.”140  

 

When the ‘galley slaves’ have finally quit brutalising the unfortunate pair and taken their leave Don 

Quixote laments to his squire: 

“I have always heard, Sancho, that doing good to the lowborn is throwing water into the sea. 

If I had believed what you told me, I should have avoided this grief, but what is done is done, 

and so patience, and let it be a lesson for the future.” 

—Siempre, Sancho, lo he oído decir, que el hacer bien a villanos es echar agua en la mar. Si 

yo hubiera creído lo que me dijiste, yo hubiera escusado esta pesadumbre; pero ya está hecho: 

paciencia, y escarmentar para desde aquí adelante (p.173/234). 

What Sancho had ‘told’ (dijiste) his master is treated below, where the integral skill and willingness to 

listen to good counsel, integral to the prudent man (vir prudens) making decisions, is emphasized. The 

importance of irrational control over Quixote’s thought to liberate the ‘slaves’ becomes arguably as 

strong, if not stronger, than counsel, or thoughts to justice of positive, natural and divine law. 

 

                                                           
140  Other encounters with ‘law’ develop—at chapter XXI Quixote claims a requisitioned ‘helmet’ to be ‘licit’ (‘licitó’), the 

so-called helmet of ‘Mambrino’. Also ‘licit’ were the trappings to a donkey—these together belonging to the ‘helmet’s’ 

owner, a travelling barber—that petty larceny and affray brought to Quixote and Sancho to the loss of the unfortunate barber 

who flees away. With this act Quixote demonstrates his awareness of the concept of law and its offshoot concept of the 

‘licit.’ To be licit is to be not unlawful, and hence Quixote declares the ill-gotten gain of the basin-helmet to be ‘licit’. 
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2. The road symbolic of the law, the unreined horse symbolic of the will, the picaro symbolic of 

modern man ‘free’ according to economic necessity and his will 

 

In chapters XVII-XXII the narrative proceeds to acquire a stimulus and inner density from the 

embedding of plot connections within the novel. In particular, the events taking place on ‘the king’s 

road’ (‘el camino real’) seed the First Part of Don Quixote with density and substance. After the 

adventure of ‘Mambrino’s helmet’ at chapter XIX—a ‘helmet’ which will itself be put on trial in 

chapters XLIV and XLV—the pair, Don Quixote and Sancho, proceed to the king’s road: 

‘[R]emounted, and with no fixed destination, since it was very much in the tradition of 

knights errant not to follow a specific route, they began to ride wherever Rocinante’s will 

took them; behind his will came his master’s, and even the donkey’s… And so they returned 

to the king’s highway and followed it with no set plan or purpose in mind (p.157/216). 

[S]ubieron a caballo, y, sin tomar determinado camino, por ser muy de caballeros andantes el 

no tomar ninguno cierto, se pusieron a caminar por donde la voluntad de Rocinante quiso, que 

se llevaba tras sí la de su amo, y aun la del asno… Con todo esto, volvieron al camino real y 

siguieron por él a la ventura, sin otro disignio alguno (157/217).   

 

A harmony between man and beast presides, yet the transcending will of the horse, Rocinante, over 

the involuntary master, meek squire and submissive donkey is the lingering image. The attribution of 

‘free will’ to Rocinante brings to mind that animal nature has mastery here over reason; and, in 

proving rational acts, the hierarchy is, of course, here overturned from that of the ancient conception 

of the Platonic and peripatetic bi-partite soul. Can it also be surmised that Cervantes doubted the 

range and power of Stoic-Christian free will? Three chapters later we hear Quixote declaring ‘our will 

is free’ (‘que es libre nuestro albedrío,’ p167/227). Thus, while Don Quixote affirms the will, 

Cervantes’ craft to inverts the model of the soul posited by Aristotle, a pre-Stoic philosophy, not by a 

will as described by the Stoics.141 In giving this prior context, I aim to suggest that the modern will, 

which has its basis in the Stoic notion, sets individuals free to make choices based not on a virtue-vice 

dichotomy, but rather on a conception of freedom regardless of moral taint. Such an expression of the 

will is Ginés’s, an ex-picaro as are the men to whom he is chained.   

 

                                                           
141 C.f. Michael Frede, “Aristotle on Choice without a Will,” A free will: origins of the notion in ancient thought (Berkeley 

and Los Angeles, California: University of California Press, 2011), 19-30.  
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Criticism on chapter XXII, such as that of DiBattista and Quint, symbolises the road in the picaro life, 

and there is no doubt that this is what Cervantes intended. Not only is the king’s highway important 

for knowing the whereabouts of the escapade (for this road led directly south to a port harbouring the 

king’s galleys), but also any road mentioned in Spanish Golden Age literature was redolent of the 

picaro figure. The most famous picaro life was told in Lazarillo del Tormes, published in 1554 

anonymously. It was a celebrated picaresque tale, which purported to be autobiographical. Its impact 

was legendary. Otherwise Ginés de Pasamonte would not advise Quixote to read his ‘autobiography’ 

(his picaro ‘life’) or boast that it puts Lazarillo del Tormes to shame. 

Any reading of the ‘galley slaves’ scenes must emphasis how structural the picaros are in the plan of 

the episode. The image of the ‘chain’ at the commencement of the chapter, and the dispersal ‘in all 

directions’ of the picaro prisoners at its close, suggest the difference between a directive order which 

is ‘law’ and the subjective impulses of free, or picaro, will. The depiction of the ‘unwilling’ prisoners, 

‘strung together like beads on a chain’ (‘ensartados, como cuentas, en una gran cadena’), the image 

which begins chapter XXII, is one of how force and law directs its subjects. Since they follow ‘the 

king’s road,’ they are forced in a direction on two levels of significance, the road and the law.  

 

It is clear at the outset of the chapter that to ‘free’ these ‘people,’ it will be necessary to give them a 

definition hardier to the purpose, this end for Quixote is justice, which can only be brought about 

through the ‘prudent’ action. In order to take his rash act of justice, Quixote must force contradiction 

into commonly adduced terms, terms which support and strengthen the law and resist his self-

appointed endeavour to right perceived wrongs.  This forcing of contradiction to be rhetorically 

consistent to Quixote’s uses occurs in the form of dialectic. At the approach of the guards and 

prisoners to their resting place, Sancho and Quixote hold a dialectic of sorts on justice.  

 

Sancho and Quixote’s ‘dialectic’ regarding justice 

 

 “This is a chain of galley slaves, people forced by the king to go to the galleys.” 

“What do you mean, forced?” asked Don Quixote. “Is it possible that the king forces 

anyone?” 
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“I’m not saying that,” responded Sancho, “but these are people who, because of their crimes, 

have been condemned to serve the king in the galleys, by force.” 

“In short,” replied Don Quixote, “for whatever reason, these people are being taken by force 

and not of their own free will.” 

“That’s right,” said Sancho. 

“Well, in that case,” said his master, “here it is fitting to put into practice my profession: to 

right wrongs and come to the aid and assistance of the wretched.” 

“Your grace shouldn’t forget,” said Sancho, “that justice, which is the king himself, does not 

force or do wrong to such people, but sentences them as punishment for their crimes.” 

 

—Ésta es cadena de galeotes, gente forzada del rey, que va a las galeras. 

—¿Cómo gente forzada? —preguntó don Quijote—. ¿Es posible que el rey haga fuerza a 

ninunga gente? 

—No digo eso —respondió Sancho—, sino que es gente que, por sus delitos, va condenada a 

server al rey en las galeras de por fuerza. 

—En resolución—replicó don Quijote—, comoquiera que ello sea, esta gente, aunque los 

llevan, van de por fuerza, y no de su voluntad. 

—Así  es —dijo Sancho. 

—Pues desa manera —dijo su amo—, aquí encaja la ejecución de mi oficio: desfacer fuerzas 

y socorrer y acudir a los miserable. 

—Advierta vuestra merced —dijo Sancho— que la justicia, que es el mesmo rey, no hace 

fuerza ni agravio a semejante gente, sino que los castiga en pena de sus delitos (163-64/p.223-

24). 

As we have seen, Quixote is contemptuous of juristic terms (king or law) and the legal world’s 

mastery over the everyday world of people, chattels and places such as roads. Yet the ‘King’s road’ 

(el camino real) is only one of the possessions of the sovereign—more significant is the possession 

the law holds over prisoners whom Quixote insists on treating according to an Aristotelian posture of 

equity. In Sancho’s words—with their basis in everyday opinion142—the king himself is the 

implementer of law and justice. ‘This is a chain of galley slaves, people forced by the king to go to the 

galleys’ he observes without prompting. The statement is itself a classic Aristotelian definition 

(sullogismos), or syllogism, and conforms to type, as “an account which signifies what it is to be for 

something.” In constructing a definition a species is the focus, for species and not individuals have 

essences. A species is evident by stating its genus first followed by its differentia.143 Hence, Sancho’s 

statement is formed as a ‘syllogism’, and through generating a ‘definition’ Sancho has also challenged 

an interlocutor to respond: ‘This is a chain of galley slaves (species), people (genus) forced by the 

king to go to the galleys (differentia).’  

                                                           
142 Aristotle’s concept of endoxa. The Topics, (100b20, I, 167).  
143 “Aristotle’s Logic” (7.1 ‘Definitions and Essences,’ & 8.3.2 ‘Dialectic that puts to the test) Stanford Encyclopedia of 

Philosophy. Published Sat Mar 18, 2000; substantive revision Wed Apr 29, 2015. http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-

logic/.  

http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-logic/
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/aristotle-logic/
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Don Quixote dismisses the definition with an omission of the species and differentia particles. ‘Is it 

possible that the king forces anyone?’ he asks. Ceding ground, Sancho temporarily omits the species, 

focusing instead on the genus and broadening his account of the differentia: ‘these are people who, 

because of their crimes, have been condemned (my italics).’ The retreat permits Quixote to redefine 

the original syllogism to suit his own purpose, and, through treating justice in no terms save those of 

natural law, the matter of crime is entirely disregarded by Quixote from his side of the dialectic: ‘In 

short… for whatever reason, these people are being taken by force and not of their own free will.’  

 

In summary, neither Don Quixote’s nor Sancho’s ‘definition’, or ‘syllogism’, faithfully represents the 

vision of lawmen and ‘slaves’ approaching. Each will uphold a contrasting posture of justice. For 

Sancho, justice is the implementation of the law. His peasant sense of the matter is somewhat more 

sophisticated, for it makes a distinction between justice and its implementation. Quixote is seeking to 

legitimize his antiquated role; and, therefore, his understanding of justice is based on a model of 

equity in denial of law. This difficult notion of equity was observed by Aristotle as benefitting 

communal life, and then became a general condition for theories of justice. Equity formed an identity 

as the spirit of the law, conspicuous in its absence with heavy use of the lettered law as instrument.   

 

What is the King’s role in justice?  

     

Still, Quixote does not get it all his own way even though he claims a right of vocation (‘to put into 

practice my profession: to right wrongs and come to the aid and assistance of the wretched,’ 163).144 It 

is Sancho who has the last word, stating that his master should not forget justice in its relation to the 

king, for it is he who oversees the punishing of crimes against the laws of the nation. ‘Justice,’ Sancho 

states, ‘is the king himself (‘es el mesmo rey’).’ In such precise terms for a peasant, Sancho—who 

will become himself a trial judge and ‘hear’ law cases on ‘Barataria’ island in Part II—Sancho makes 

                                                           
144 —, aquí encaja la ejecución de mi oficio: desfacer fuerzas y socorrer y acudir a los miserable (224). 
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a presentable case for the requirement of the authority (auctoritas) of the law, and for the king’s 

embodiment of the rule of law, as the scholastic fathers argued. 

  

It is the king’s person who legitimates the justice of the law and does so in all instances where the 

king himself is absent. Therefore, Sancho counsels Quixote about justice and law as routinely 

performed in Spain. He believes that the galley slaves are forcefully restrained as necessary and 

proportionate according to their crimes. Moreover, Sancho prudently states that justice ‘is the king 

himself’ (‘es el mesmo rey’) and claims that kingly justice is without error, is not forceful but merely 

‘sentences’ (‘castiga’) to punish criminals as is correct for what they cause society with their crimes 

(‘delitos’). Seen in this light the purpose of the law is to restrain the bad forces of society from 

wreaking their wilful havoc. In the words of St Augustine, ‘the function of government is to enable 

“the good” to live more quietly among “the bad” (Epistolae 153:6).’ Thus, laws by the sovereign’s 

authority are pitted against the authority Quixote claims as the right of knights-errant, legislated in 

spirit by the virtuous. The justice of equity appearing here in this scene of the galley slaves brought 

the comment by Angel Ganivet, a twentieth-century Spanish diplomat and writer, that ‘Don Quixote’s 

decisions are based on “transcendental justice.”145  

 

To summarise before I proceed to interpret closely, Quixote commits an egregious act against a law, 

the law is the safe passage of the king’s prisoners to the place where they must serve out their 

sentence. Quixote rationale for commiting his act is that the law is a barrier to freedom, and his view 

of the matter entails a refusal to acknowledge the law as representing the king. Therefore, his offences 

are committed against the law and the king through defying his forces of the law. Thus, because he 

feels a quasi-divine appointment to restore equitas Quixote’s self-regard is affronted by sovereignty. 

                                                           
145 Alexander Welsh, Reflections on the Hero as Quixote (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1981), 51-52. Angel 

Ganivet expressed the same opinion [of Spanish predilection for justice based on value judgements] with approval and cited 

Don Quixote’s conduct toward the galley slaves as an example. “It is not that [the Spaniard] distrusts the impartial, 

intelligent interpretation of the judges, or that these are less upright than those of other countries where different methods 

obtain; it is simply that he will not abdicate his judgment to that of others. His revolt against the law does not arise from the 

corruption of his juridical sense; but, on the contrary, from its exultation.” Ganivet attributes this heightened juridical sense 

to the combined Senecan and Christian influences on Spanish culture… [He states] Don Quixote’s decisions are based on 

“transcendental justice.”’ 
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In this guise as ‘justicer’, it is stated that Quixote ‘represented a mythical age in which justice was 

possible without the help of lawyers and a bevy of legal briefs (Kagan, 1981).146  

 

Juridical and political interpretations of the galeotes (‘galley slaves’) chapter 

The hard facts of living under a king’s rule encouraged precautions against its infringement. In fact, 

the abstract determiner ‘king’ in every phase carried for the recipient all the force of its capability. 

This was what is known as the ‘manufactured myth’ of kings and power. Out of their sense of 

admiration, sense of fortune, of providence, or pessimistic outlook that a king is an intractable fact of 

life, the king’s legitimacy seemed to be as much a ‘mystification’ as a hard reality to his subjects. It 

was maintained through a state machinery incorporating varying means: 

How did kings, who were the managers of the state machinery in the sixteenth century, 

strengthen themselves? They used four major mechanisms: bureaucratization, monopolization 

of force, creation of legitimacy, and homogenization of the subject population (Wallerstein, 

p.136). 

 

[And:] 

 

Political organisms are always more stable to the extent that they achieve even partial 

legitimacy. There is much mystification in the analyses of the process of legitimation caused 

by an almost exclusive look at the relationship of governments and the mass of the 

population. It is doubtful if very many governments in human history have been considered 

“legitimate” by the majority of those exploited, oppressed, and mistreated by their 

governments. The masses may be resigned to their fate, or sullenly restive, or amazed at their 

temporary good fortune, or actively insubordinate. But governments tend to be endured, not 

appreciated or admired or loved or even supported. So it surely was in sixteenth-century 

Europe (Wallerstein, 143-144). 147 

 

Ernst Kantorowicz, whose work ‘track[ed] the appropriation of theological metaphors… for secular 

purposes…[specifically their use] for the crown (Kahn, 2014, pp.57-58),’ wrote extensively on the 

medieval juridico-political (even theological) grand notion of The King’s Two Bodies. 148 The ‘king’s 

two bodies’ meant the ‘political theology’ and ‘temporal authority’ residing in the king’s duality of 

                                                           
146 Richard L. Kagan, Lawsuits and litigants in Castille, 1500-1700 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1981), 

127. 
147Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World System I: Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the European World-

Economy in the Sixteenth Century (New York: Academic Press, 2011), 136.  
148 Ernst H. Kantorowicz. The King’s Two Bodies, A Study in Medieval Political Theology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 

University Press, 1957),132-137. See also Victoria Kahn, “Sacred Kingship and Political Fiction: Ernst Kantorowicz, Carl 

Schmitt, Ernst Cassirer, and Walter Benjamin,” The Future of Illusion (Chicago, Ill.: The University of Chicago Press. 

2014), 55-82. 
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personhood, i.e. the reality of the man himself and the fiction of his embodiment of the will (juridical 

or executive) of the state. Kantorowicz (c.f. ‘Law-Centered Kingship’) tracked the conceptual changes 

in medieval law as they impacted Aristotle’s original notion of ‘[t]he judge… in [his] capacity of 

animate justice’: ‘[h]ence, concludes Aristotle, “justice is something intermediate, and so is the 

judge,” who is the living justice’. Kantorowicz saw the mediaeval as completing the classical thought: 

in ‘interrelations between Law and Prince we find an antithesis of animate king and inanimate Law.’  

The king could, thus, do no wrong—and, even if his law seemed immoveable and unfair for 

penalizing the prisoners’ underhand solutions to intolerable conditions, so they prisoners complain, 

the king would not wear the error of this process. The presentation of justice in his person would often 

have little to do with the misdeeds of the law.  

 

Blindly pursuing his course (for effectively he is blind to the facts of law), Quixote’s perspective of 

justice has hit the mark. The ‘galley slaves’ as prisoners of the law are required to serve the king’s 

armada to answer the need of manpower. Their ‘name’ itself makes it apparent that their sentencing 

has wider implications; they are called galeotes, forzados (del rey), and Quixote calls them esclavos in 

his argument for their release. Their situation as ‘galley slaves’—as commonly translated—stems, at 

least in part, from a form of impressment which accessed powers of local authorities to litigate and 

sentence. Hence, though it is was not an invention, the term galeotes was chosen for Cervantes’s 

purpose for the same reason as baciyelmo (‘basin-helmet’), ventido-castillo (‘inn-castle’), or any of 

the multiple words in Don Quixote which signify their duality. Thus, the semiotic of galeotes, as the 

semiotic of these cervantine neologisms, brings forth a phantasmic duality to these objects of reality; 

and, the exercise even extends here to his people, who have also been objectified. The internal force 

of the police, and the external force of the king’s armada, scoured the nation for manpower, with 

incertitude a palpable result, the incertitude of jurisdictional powers and the incertitude of the welfare 

of the society’s lower classes.149 

                                                           
149 ‘As manpower needs grew, responsibility for fulfilling them was increasingly delegated by the Crown to local 

jurisdictions, usually in such a way as to leave doubts about who was in charge. Recruitment thus became an arena in which 

relative political power and the exercise of authority often were put to the test,’ in Ruth Mackay, The Limits of Royal 

Authority: Resistance and Obedience in Seventeenth-Century Castille (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 9. 

Throughout this study Mackay examines how subjects had the freedom to ‘obey, but not [necessarily] comply,’ with the 
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The myth of the king in the comisario’s retort 

 

Evident in the charismatic power of the word, ‘the king’, Quixote’s ignorance of the true authority of 

the land is derided in the comisario’s retort: 

“A fine piece of nonsense! [...] He’s finally come out with it! He wants us to let the king’s 

prisoners go, as if we had the authority to free them or he had the authority to order us to do 

so! 

—¡Donosa majadería! […] ¡Bueno está el donaire con que ha salido a cabo de rato! ¡Los 

forzados del rey quiere que le dejemos, como si tuviéramos autoridad para soltarlos o él la 

tuviera para mandárnoslo! (p170/231).     

 

The comisario’s insult, as also the repetition of little, collusive epithet ‘king’ in the mouth of the 

comisario here, enrages Don Quixote, for he has already dismissed it from his definition of justice. He 

persists in believing that king’s authority ends at natural and divine law, and so frustrated in the first, 

and ‘good’, course of action, ‘that what can be done by good means should not be done by bad’, Don 

Quixote alternates his plan and takes the second course, striking the comisario with sudden energy. 

‘Speaking and acting were all one’ (literally ‘saying and doing’ : ‘[y], diciendo y haciendo’) taken 

together are by-words for ‘prudence’.150 Events transpire so that Quixote’s impulsive attack on the 

comisario disarms that officer of the only gun possessed by the guards,151 who in turn are 

overpowered by the prisoners who assist Quixote and secure their escape. 

 

 

                                                           
king’s orders. For example, other means to fulfil quota of conscription were seized, and this could take the form of litigation 

with servitude on the galleys as a typical punishment. (On obedience and non-compliance see in particular 1-2, 24-5, 161; on 

litigation see 176, on the ‘alternative for impoverished knights’ to join the king’s service, see 143).   
150 “You are the cat, the rat, and the scoundrel!” responded Don Quixote. Speaking and acting were all one, and he charged 

so quickly that he did not give the commissary time to defend himself and knocked him to the ground, wounding him with a 

thrust of his lance, and it was fortunate for Don Quixote that he did, for this was the man holding the flintlock. 

—¡Vos sois el gato, y el rato, y el bellaco!—respondió don Quijote. 

Y, diciendo y haciendo, arremetió con él tan presto que, sin que tuviese lugar de ponerse en defensa, dio con él en el suelo, 

malherido de una lanzada; y avínole bien, que éste era el de la escopeta (170/231).  
151 It should be noted that there were a number of ‘flintlocks’ (‘escopetas’) at the chapter’s outset, whereas here it is stated 

that there was only one. 
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‘Prudence’ subject to intention in chapter XXII, with the knight’s intention given (the mock 

trial) 

 

Throughout this section I review the imprudence of Don Quixote to attack the comisario and the 

guards. I question ‘what is Don Quixote’s intention?’, and find that it is a good intention. How is it 

then possible that a good intention results in a bad act? Aristotle raises exactly this point at 1142b20-

30 of the Nicomachean Ethics, when he argues that if a deliberation is made for the right end, even if 

it includes a false premise it still begins from an intention to commit, and even results in, an act of 

prudence. It will be argued that the notion ‘prudence’ is contending at this historical juncture with 

‘resourcefulness’. This is visible in the gap between virtuous dianoia (choice; intention) and the 

dianoia which gives the bases of cleverness and resourcefulness. In this dissertation’s Chapter Three 

discussing the Galenic-aristotelian psychology that theorised how humans chose their objects of 

action, intention is linked to temperament. Here, the impact of Don Quixote’s choler is obvious152; 

else he would not have attacked the comisario and the guards and liberated the galley slaves.  I 

proceed now to remark that in terms of Aristotle’s notion of virtuous choices, the later Stoic-Christian 

understanding of free will is different in kind and provides for a whole gamut of decisions. 

 

In spite of Sancho’s wise counsel, Quixote was intent on freeing the prisoners on first sighting them. 

In the adventure of Andrés and the cruel master he was on the look out for a knightly deed’, this wish 

is not abandoned here. Later in chapter XLV Quixote will abrogate rights, exemptions and 

jurisdictional claims, on the slimmest of assumptions that knights are permitted these for their valor. 

mainly as an excuse for his criminal act of liberating the galley slaves. However, this is an account of 

the incident exempting Quixote from criminal offence retrospectively by claiming a duty to justice.  

 

 The liberation of the galley slaves follows Quixote’s appeal to the rational sense of the guards by 

calling attention to the fact that ‘one of the rules of prudence is that what can be done by good means 

                                                           
152 See Chapter Three above. 
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should not be done by bad’ (‘una de las partes de la prudencia es que lo que se puede hacer por bien 

no se haga por mal,’ 170/231), requesting the guards ‘to be so good as to unchain’ (‘sean servidos de 

desataros’) the prisoners and release them. Prudence, because it stands in relation to the calculative 

part of the soul, cannot fulfil its telos without dependence on virtue, and thus without its relation to 

wisdom.  

On the other hand the insight of the soul that we have mentioned cannot attain to this state 

[i.e. prudence] without virtue… For practical syllogisms always have as their starting-point 

‘Since the end or supreme good is such-and-such’…Now only a good man can discern this, 

because wickedness distorts the vision and causes serious error about the principles of 

conduct (C.f., 1144a23-35).   

 

As in his dialectic with Sancho, and the Golden Age speech of chapter XIII, the wisdom that Don 

Quixote possesses starts in equity. The noble intention discerned in the meeting on the road is equity. 

It begins with this ‘intuitive’ grasping of a truth (though in a manner of Aristotelian sullogismos). He 

extends his assistance to the prisoners even before he has heard their cases as in the course of the 

episode he will. Quixote, we remember, has already stated, ‘[i]n short… for whatever reason, these 

people are being taken by force and not of their own free will.’ There is nothing left to say, but ‘it is 

fitting to put into practice [his] profession: to right wrongs and come to the aid and assistance of the 

wretched.’ Via reasoning from a flawed deduction, having supposed certain things, Quixote’s action 

‘results of necessity’.  

  

Quixote holds a hearing of the Prisoners’ cases 

Quixote has listened to the galley prisoners’ table of offences and has registered all the information as 

a sort of proposition about where to place the full force of his decision. 

“From everything you have said to me, dear brothers, I deduce that although you are being 

punished for your faults, the penalties you are about to suffer are not to your liking, and you 

go to them unwillingly and involuntarily; it might be that the lack of courage this one showed 

under torture, that one’s need of money, another’s lack of favor, and finally, the twisted 

judgment of the judge, have been the reason for your ruination, and for not having justice on 

your side. All of which is pictured in my mind, and is telling, persuading, and even 

compelling me to… take the vow I took to favour those in need and those oppressed by the 

powerful.” 

 

—De todo cuanto me habéis dicho, hermanos carísimos, he sacado en limpio que, aunque os 

han castigado por vuestras culpas, las penas que vais a padecer no os dan mucho gusto, y que 

vais a ellas muy de mala gana y muy contra vuestra voluntad; y que podría ser que el poco 
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ánimo que aquél tuvo en el tormento, la falta de dineros déste, el poco favor del otro y, 

finalmente, el torcido juicio del juez, hubiese sido causa de vuestra perdición y de no haber 

salido con la justicia que de vuestra parte teníades. Todo lo cual se me representa a mí ahora 

en la memoria de manera que me está diciendo, persuadiendo y aun forzando… me hizo 

profesar… el voto que en ella hice de favorecer a los menesterosos y opresos de los mayores 

(169-170 ; 230-231).     

 

This is already highly unusual, even in this context as the boredom of the guards shown toward the 

ragged ‘knight’, and Ginés’s irritation with having to answer questions, indicate.  Don Quixote’s use 

of ‘memory’ (‘[t]odo lo cual se me representa a mí ahora en la memoria’), to situate what ‘has been 

the reason’ (‘sido causa’), and out of which to form his own judgement involves ciceronian prudence. 

Cicero says: “Prudentia is the knowledge of things that are good, bad, and neither good nor 

bad. Its parts are memory, intelligence, and foresight” (2.160 [De inventione]; 40).  

 

Cicero gave to prudence an immediacy which for Cicero constituted both speech and action linked by 

recourse to the ‘memory.’ However, Cicero has added to the Aristotelian phronēsis by making a link 

from sapientia to eloquentia, reuniting it with rhetoric which Socrates had divided from prudence: 

[Cicero] expounds on the civilizing force of rhetoric and the wise man and joins wisdom and 

eloquence: “Indeed, after long thought, reason itself has led me to this opinion most strongly, 

that wisdom [sapientia] without eloquence has been of little help to states, but eloquence 

without wisdom has never helped and has often caused too much harm” (I.I [De inventione]). 

This sentence reflects Cicero’s concern to unite rhetoric with philosophy, and particularly 

with the broader and more intellectually esteemed force of wisdom, sapientia. It later became, 

in John Ward’s words, “the ‘magna carta’ of the Humanists” as an authority for the goal of 

bringing humans out of barbarism to civilization through ratio and oratio (40-41).153 

This request for the guards to release the prisoners, which Quixote makes on the principle that virtue 

should not take a bad course if a good one is available, results in an angry altercation with the 

comisario who leads the guards.  

“I ask this quietly and calmly because if you comply, I shall have reason to thank you, and if 

you do not comply willingly, this lance and this sword, and the valor of this my arm, will 

force you to comply against your will.” 

—Pido esto con esta mansedumbre y sosiego, porque tenga, si lo cumplís, algo que 

agradeceros; y, cuando de grado no lo hagáis, esta lanza y esta espada, con el valor de mi 

brazo, harán que lo hagáis por fuerza. 

 

It is on the liberty of the will that Quixote has placed the point. Américo Castro, historian of 

Cervantes and Spain, nominated ‘continual conflict’ as the primary theme of the novel. 

                                                           
153 Both quotations drawn from Robert W. Cape Jr., 2003. Cape Jr. argues that Cicero compared political prudentia and 

philosophical sapientia. See particularly page 41 on this point.  
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In the scope of Cervantes’ novel the life of each character is seen as an insistent battle 

between his own plan of existence as a certain person and the counter-purpose of those 

opposed to his existence as that person. Each one brings the consciousness of his whole self 

into play in this battle (Castro, 85).154 

This theme of conflict, which Castro has rightly asserted is the most prominent theme of Don Quixote, 

is based on a categorical difference with Aristotle’s theorised virtuous society; the Spanish society 

was disharmonious rather than harmonious, and much like its picaros it was based on economic 

necessities and on the Stoic-Christian primacy of the will. 

With Stoicism, then, we get for the first time a notion of the will as an ability of the mind or 

of reason to make choices and decisions… The will thus formed and developed accounts for 

the different choices and decisions different human beings make… [T]he precise form in 

which the Stoics conceive of the will depends on their denial of a nonrational part or parts of 

the soul. Hence in this specific form the notion of a will was unacceptable to Platonists and to 

Aristotelians, who continued to insist on a nonrational part of the soul (Frede, 48). 

 

By distinction of its dianoia (choice), prudence contends with resourcefulness 

 

Aristotle reasoned that just as prudence closely resembled cleverness, so too did ‘natural virtue’ 

resemble ‘virtue proper,’ and thus it can be seen that a ‘disposition toward virtue’ is separated from 

‘virtue itself.’ 

This much, however, seems to be an observed fact: that just as a powerfully built man, if 

deprived of sight, is apt to fall heavily when he moves about, because he cannot see, so too in 

the moral sphere; but if the subject acquires intelligence he becomes outstanding in conduct, 

and his disposition, instead of resembling virtue, will now be virtue in the full sense. So just 

as in the case of the opinionative faculty there are two kinds, cleverness and prudence, so also 

in the moral character there are two qualities, natural virtue and virtue in the full sense; and of 

these the latter implies prudence (1144b10-16). 

 

  

Therefore, Don Quixote is like the ‘powerfully built man’ who because he is ‘deprived of sight’ is 

prone to ‘fall heavily when he moves about.’ Just as the powerful man causes harm so too has Quixote 

caused ‘criminal’ harm by releasing the galley slaves.  

 

                                                           
154 Américo Castro, 1977. 
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In this story of agency and authority, Sancho and the attending guards accept the legitimacy of ‘king’s 

law’ as ‘everything it ought to be’ (the legal and the political).155 ‘[T]he sovereign does not need to act 

like a prudential judge.’156 Rather, the judgment of the sovereign will always appear prudent 

regardless. Quixote does not ‘fear’ the political menace of the king like Sancho and the guards, their 

fear being a strong indicator of a sense of the dual powers of which the king is possessed. Just as 

Quixote’s agency is one formed in times of lawlessness where knights were ‘enfranchised’ to act as 

forces of justice, Ginés de Pasamonte shows modern free will of the dispensation from the Stoic and 

Christian converging, and he is well positioned in a society integrated through conflictual relations.  

 

Ginés is a self-fashioned individual who serves no master but himself. It is through the agency of 

Ginés that the outcome of Quixote’s act of ‘natural virtue’ will rebound to affect him with a greater 

visceral impact than the like episode of Andrés and the Cruel Master. Quixote professes an order of 

virtue. The negative mirror of such an order of virtue is the state of conflict which demands the 

imposition of law. What Quixote is loath to see is how virtue is obstructed by the proliferation of 

crime in society (because society is apt to deviate from a standard of goodness or justice). Each 

person in the episode ends in conflict with Quixote—and in an ambivalence of terms each of the 

prisoners in telling his case for Quixote’s judgement contend with him as well, viz. Ginés’s argument 

about ‘talent’ in the text below. 

 

In the following exchange Pasamonte insinuates the strongarming of the guards. While Quixote 

placed himself between the comisario and Ginés as peacemaker, it is important to pay attention to 

their difference of opinion on the matter of fortune—which in this encounter is linked to ideas about 

free will that separate Quixote from the officers of the law.  

“You seem clever,” said Don Quixote. 

“And unfortunate,” responded Ginés, “because misfortunes always pursue the talented.” 

                                                           
155 “[T]he Sovereign, by the mere fact that it is, is always everything it ought to be” [Rousseau]. Quotation from H. Kalmo 

and Q. Skinner, “A concept in fragments,” Sovereignty in Fragments: the past, present and future of a contested concept. 

(Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 8. 
156 Cascardi, 2012, 97. Cascardi here discusses the humanists’ usage of ‘controversial’ argument, and the subsequent 

political philosophy of Thomas Hobbes, which strongly opposed the usage of controversia, and therefore the requirement of 

a ‘prudent judge.’ Cascardi also writes one page later that ‘in Cervantes’ text… there is nobody who occupies the position of 

the sovereign.’ 
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“They pursue villains,” said the commissary. 

—Hábil pareces —dijo don Quijote. 

—Y desdichado —respondió Ginés—; porque siempre las desdichas persiguen al buen 

ingenio. 

—Persiguen a los bellacos —dijo el comisario.  

 

Ginés places emphasis solely on the talent of the individual to decide the outcome of fortune; in the 

Spanish original this word is ‘ingenio,’ something defined in Covarrubias’s dictionary of 1611 in the 

following way: 

We commonly call ingenio a natural force of the mind that inquires that which through reason 

and intelligence can be found through all sorts of sciences, disciplines, liberal and mechanical 

arts, subtle inventions and deceit (English translation). 

 

Thus, Ginés understands himself by a word which has a very modern aspect to it. 

 

Cleverness, as Quixote levels at Ginés (‘hábil pareces’), is according to Aristotle a style of the 

intellect closely approximate to phronēsis, yet it is the latter that is a virtue because although 

appearing similar it aims at an entirely separate end to that of cleverness (1144a24-35). Cleverness 

(the same as resourcefulness) is different to prudence in respect of choice (dianoia; intention), 

according to Aristotle, 1152a5-15). The choice made by the prudent person is virtuous, even though it 

may bring with it discomforts and the loss of goods because it chooses the rational part over the 

irrational. One of the impediments to virtuous acts could arise, therefore, in the confusion brought by 

a different psychology—free will. As mentioned above, the notion of free will drew from the Stoics, 

who denied a separate, irrational part to the soul, and through this denial made it possible that any 

desiring could constitute an act of will. 

 

The authority of the king’s name and the force of his police replace the environment of virtue in 

Aristotle 

 

In conclusion, justice is at once the efficient and the final causes by which Aristotle ‘society’ is 

epitomised. Thus, Quixote’s response to the crimes of the galley slaves (their faults as he puts it) is to 

focus on the inequity of their position. It has been argued that Quixote acts with a great disregard for 

the King’s law, a digest of which was continuously in the daily lives of citizens in some state 
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throughout the ages following Justinian. In its place, Don Quixote proclaims the order of knights 

errant (an order of virtue). Sancho makes clear in several places that a reasonable person is afraid, or 

at least put on their guard, when confronted with the Holy Brotherhood. For Quixote, the Holy 

Brotherhood is a modern, clumsily imposed bureaucracy of blind law. It would not, therefore, be 

reasonable to be afraid of them. It is in contempt of the terms ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ created by the 

medieval jurors for kings and their subjects that Quixote’s errors of action depend in this passage, and 

this contempt causes Quixote to deliberate and act imprudently.  

 

Don Quixote displays a real contempt for the hard facts of civic life, and a wilful blindness to the 

existence of law, guards, prisoners and the absolute decrees of the king. Instead of seeing these facts 

for what they are, Quixote treats the matter of the galley prisoners as one to be re-tried, with his own 

understanding and judgment as the court of that trial. As we discovered he has already made his 

decision in advance. He is not struck with the same fears and anxieties that hound people living within 

a political state. He does not show any regard for quotidian values in his society, nor does he concede 

authority to the king, for he cannot conceive of the king acting in an un-kingly manner by forcing 

people against their will. Therefore, he cannot conceive of the king’s political need of ‘galley slaves.’ 

Instead, as he informs the comisario when he requests the prisoners’ release, ‘there will be no lack of 

other men to serve the king under better circumstances’ (‘que no faltarán otros que sirvan al rey en 

mejores ocasiones,’ 170/231).  
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Chapter Five: Thinking Prudence 

Section I: Don Quixote’s Advice to Sancho.  

 

Introduction 

At the midpoint of Don Quixote Part Two, Sancho Panza is the newly appointed Governor of Ínsula 

Barataria. To ensure that he makes a good fist of it, Don Quixote decides to be his advisor. This first 

section of Chapter Five – Thinking Prudence, is about the nature and content of that advice. 

 

This is a landmark moment of the two-part novel. Since becoming the squire to Don Quixote Sancho 

has been promised an island to govern.157 That he now possesses such an island is comical and 

directly linked to Don Quixote and Sancho Panza being confronted in the second part with a novel 

written about their adventures in the first part, and with people who have read it. Two of these readers 

of Don Quixote Part One are the Duke and Duchess who welcome the knight and squire to their 

palace. Even after Sancho Panza leaves for Barataria, where we read of his adventures and princely 

‘wisdom,’ Don Quixote remains at the Ducal household where he writes letters of advice to Sancho. 

Throughout this long furlough in the novel, the Duke and Duchess elaborate courtly jokes and farces 

to denigrate the knight and the squire as the butts for their pranks; these range from a lengthy joke 

involving duennas with beards, these punished by an enchanter, and which can only be removed if 

Don Quixote and Sancho heroically take a flight on the wooden horse ‘Clavileno’; to beautiful 

maidens making Don Quixote believe they are in love with him. In this atmosphere of a court Don 

strives to perform at his best. He displays the manners of a sixteenth-century courtier, so it is natural 

that he appoint himself to the role of Sancho’s advisor when the squire succeeds to office. Into Don 

Quixote’s duty falls the decorum of penning letters of counsel, which show his rhetorical skill. 

Sancho’s replies to both the verbal advice and to the letters are slapstick and full of garbled proverbs 

(refranes). It is a contrast perfectly displaying Cervantes’s deployment of comedy made from the 

juxtaposition of high and low genres. 

 

                                                           
157 The promise was made in lieu of wages owed him by Don Quixote.    
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The argument I make in this part of my Chapter Five is that the medieval conceptualisation of 

memory, the high ideal of a memory trained in the correct way and filled with virtuous 

commonplaces, lies behind Don Quixote’s counsel to Sancho. This memory stands for a perfection of 

virtue and ratifies the blend of advice given. Chapters XLII and XLIII of the second part of Don 

Quixote, present two kinds of advice—for the mind, and for the body. I will solely concentrate on the 

advice given on the subject of Sancho’s mind in chapter XLII, with a discussion of the ending of 

chapter XLIII which concludes and contextualises Don Quixote’s erudition to Sancho as a species of 

‘wishful thinking’ for this peasant.  

 

On the literary sources for the advice, Anthony Cascardi has expertly provided a summation of 

influences which I enumerate below. Before proceeding to this, it is useful to discuss that the advice is 

a composition of the following two postures. The advice to ‘commend [himself] to God’ is the failsafe 

extended to Sancho at the close of chapter XLIII which is to be considered an Erasmian posture, and 

the advice to stock up in his memory wise commonplaces for retrieval as displayed by Don Quixote in 

his speech can be considered a medieval posture. Because of Sancho’s untrained memory (a memory 

the image of a sylvan wood), Don Quixote intervenes with an Erasmian Philosophia Christi which 

substitutes Christian piety (píetas) for the concepts of medieval memoria and habitus.158  Such results 

in the equation, if the person of untrained memory commits himself to God, God will guide his 

decisions. ‘Leave it to God, Sancho… and he will give you what suits best’ (57) Don Quixote states at 

the outset of his employing Sancho after the promise of an ínsula is made as earnest for the riches to 

come. Not warranted to produce the ordering of memory that habitus was, Sancho’s resort to proverbs 

invites a qualitative difference to be read between commonplaces and proverbs, for Don Quixote 

displays wisdom through commonplaces. Copia versus proverbs: the difference is stressed more on 

their usage than on simple content. Just as Quixote gives counsel to Sancho, he in turn receives 

counsel from the commonplaces he has stored in his memory, i.e. from his prudence. As one of the 

                                                           
158 The work relied upon by Cervantes for the advice imparted by Don Quixote to Sancho, Enchiridion militis christiani, is 

translated as Education of a Christian Prince. Scholarship on Erasmianism in Cervantes’s works is extensive; notable is the 

French born scholar of hispanicism, Marcel Bataillon, in his groundbreaking work Erasme y Espagne (1936). There, in 

appendix form, the work carries a discussion on Erasmus’s influence on Cervantes. 
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‘virtuous circles’ involving prudence, the conjunction of memoria with prudence works on the basis 

that one reveals the virtuous and rational aspect of the other. Therefore, I will interrogate the style of 

memory encouraged upon Sancho in chapter XLII, in order to demonstrate that one of the medieval 

pillars of classical prudence turned to trained rationality is satirised.  On the other hand, Sancho’s 

rejection of the rhetoric of memoria (and prudence), and subsequent unexpected success on the island, 

are proof of an emerging trust in discernment gained from personal experience.  

 

Body 

 

Before the ‘advice chapters’ the Duke has announced that the new governor of the island of Barataria 

is Don Quixote’s own squire Sancho Panza, so naturally Don Quixote takes the opportunity to provide 

Sancho some good counsel as an urgent duty. The advice giving chapters have, therefore, been 

generically divided into two main types of advice, which the text supports. Chapter XLII is advice for 

Sancho’s soul, the succeeding chapter is advice for Sancho’s body, or rather, advice to Sancho that 

has to do with his physical appearance and appetites. Anthony Cascardi reviews the overlapping 

discourses providing the source materials for these chapters: 

Cervantes may well have been aware that this humanist orientation roots in Aristotle’s ethical 

ideas about practical wisdom. And he was certainly aware that ideas about practical reason 

were tied up with a particular kind of literature, specifically, with the doctrinales de príncipes 

and more generally with the literature of advice to rulers and their counsellors that extends 

back to Cato’s Dicta, to Plato’s Statesman, and to the Paraenesis of the Greek rhetorician 

Isocrates (Cascardi, 2012, 147-148). 

In addition to Aristotle, Cato, Plato and Isocrates, Cascardi’s list of sources for the chapters of advice 

includes Xenophon, Castiglione’s The Courtier, Machiavelli’s The Prince, Francisco de Monzón, 

Antonio de Guevara’s Relox de príncipes, and many other ‘manuals of princely instruction, both 

‘Christian’ and otherwise (ibid 148).’ Cascardi’s remarks go on to presage the real influence, and real 

text of influence, which filters into Quixote’s advice—Erasmus and his Enchiridion militis christiani 

(Education of a Christian Prince), which was written in 1516 for Charles V when he was still young 

and not yet Emperor: ‘Don Quixote’s remarks read like a compendium of advice extracted from the 

Enchiridion, mixed with passages of the Adagia and the Apothegms.’ Indeed the Enchiridion of 
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Erasmus is sourced here by Cervantes, without notice, to shape and furnish the counsels given by 

Quixote. A run-down of this shape, as well as the procedure of the advice speeches, is as follows. 

Calling himself Sancho’s ‘Cato’ (tu Catón) Don Quixote first cautions Sancho to fear God, ‘because 

in fearing Him lies wisdom, and if you are wise you cannot err in anything’ (‘porque en el temerle 

está la sabiduría, y siendo sabio no podrás errar en nada,’ 730/832); next he warns Sancho that he 

must know himself (alluding perhaps to the injunction inscribed on the temple at Delphi). Although 

he had a crude upbringing, Sancho replies, ‘not everybody who governs comes from the lineage of 

kings’ (‘que no todos los que gobiernan vienen de casta de reyes,’ 730/833), Don Quixote asks 

Sancho ‘to hold a gentle mildness which, guided by prudence, may save [him]’ from encouraging his 

subjects to gossip about him (‘ejercitan con una blanda suavidad que, guiada por la prudencia, los 

libre de la murmuración maliciosa, 730/833). Fourth, Don Quixote reminds Sancho that he must take 

virtue as his vehicle. Fifth in judging legal cases he cautions Sancho not to be swayed by arbitrary 

concerns; and, last, he states that if Sancho ‘follows these precepts and rules’ (‘[s]i estos preceptos y 

estas reglas segues, Sancho…’ 732/834) good outcomes will transpire. 

 

It soon becomes plain that Sancho cannot follow ‘these rules and precepts’; moreover, he cannot even 

assume the task correctly, for he has no memory he complains. Thus, Don Quixote is now annoyed 

with Sancho, his annoyance beginning with the following exchange in chapter XLIII: 

“For now, this is what has occurred to me to tell you; time will pass, and my precepts will be 

appropriate to the occasion, if you are careful to inform me about the circumstances in which 

you find yourself.” 

“Señor,” responded Sancho, “I see very well that everything your grace has told me is good, 

holy, and beneficial, but what good will the precepts do if I don’t remember a single one?” 

“Por ahora, esto se me ha ofrecido, Sancho, que aconsejarte; andará el tiempo, y, según las 

ocasiones, así seran mis documentos, como tú tengas cuidado de avisarme el estado en que te 

hallares.” 

“—Señor—respondió Sancho—, bien veo que todo cuanto vuestra merced me ha dicho son 

cosas buenas, santas y provechosas, pero ¿de qué han de server, si de ninguna me acuerdo? 

(734/837).” 

The imperative the knight-counsellor gives to the squire-governor is that he should take care to 

commit to his memory each piece of advice. The reverse of this concern is undeclared, in that Sancho 
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is ineducable and his memory is unfit to take each segment of advice for appropriate keeping without 

confusion or loss. Sancho is neither well born, nor is he noble in his attitude to his mind. More 

regrettable still, for Quixote the instruction falls on barren ground. Throughout the two parts of Don 

Quixote, the complaint is asserted: Sancho’s lack of ‘virtue’ (not merely a lack of skill) is the greatest 

cause of the knight’s ire directed toward his squire. For the knight himself, the possession of a ‘good 

mind’ (‘la memoria’ in the original, 736/838), or rather ‘memory,’ is the mark of a prudent man. The 

importance of memory, here, cannot be understated: the Spanish word (‘memoria’) was used for 

intelligence, and this is found throughout the novel. Don Quixote himself has a badly ordered 

memory, because it contains a poor stock of information, and this indicates that his intelligence is in 

question when he engages with topics focusing on chivalry, since it is precisely these topics that have 

infected his mind. However, it does not even approach the unprofitable state of cogitating ability 

shown by his squire. 

 

As we shall see below, therefore, trying to teach prudence in terms of the copia, which must be 

learned and reduplicated, to one whose mind is untrained and therefore unprofitable, is an example of 

what I describe ‘quixotic prudence’ as medieval ‘recovery of memory’ (in contrast to ‘quixotic 

prudence’ as modern ‘chance of imagination’). However, it will be well to restate that Don Quixote 

recollects advice from out of Erasmus’s Enchiridion, and that there is a purpose in giving him all the 

copious flow of advice. For, just as Quixote dispenses wise commonplaces to Sancho, he is receiving 

them from that wise counsellor, his own memory, which is theorised to be a part of prudence. If 

Sancho cannot develop this mark of the superior man, Don Quixote has suggested that he will act as 

his memory through their exchange of letters ‘if you are careful to inform me about the circumstances 

in which you find yourself.’ 

 

In preparing Sancho for his Baratarian governor role, Don Quixote gives two set speeches of advice. 

The first is concerned with traditional regime principum genre focusing on how the king makes 

choices. The venerable regime principum genre was instituted across Europe humanist circles as its 

transliteration into each nation’s vulgar tongue indicates: doctrinales de príncipes and ‘mirror of 
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princes’ are two examples. It was organically grafted on the ‘twinned concept consilium et auxilium 

[which] took hold in the feudalized parts of Europe as the fundamental principle of a vassal’s 

obligations to his liege’ (Mitterauer, 129).159 [I will follow Anthony Cascardi’s usage of doctrinales 

de príncipes]. In his chapter study of Don Quixote’s ‘Advice to Sancho’ on the eve of his taking 

Government of ‘Barataria’ (DQII, XLII-XLIII), Cascardi compares Don Quixote to Renaissance 

humanists.  

Always the accomplished rhetorician, Don Quixote proceeds to speak in the language of the 

Renaissance humanists. His advice to Sancho harkens back to a time when questions of 

politics were articulated in relation to an underlying account of the virtues of character... Don 

Quixote’s advice to Sancho suggests that governing requires a special kind of intelligence, a 

form of ‘practical wisdom’ (phronēsis) that can be best described in terms of the qualities of 

character of the ruler (149). 160   

Through incorporating the phronēsis of Aristotle into the genealogy of the doctrinales de príncipes 

tracts, Cascardi reinforces the agenda of ad fontes classical virtue pursued by the humanists, and 

Erasmus in particular.  

The advice about humility and the avoidance of flattery, the remarks about the prince as an 

embodiment of the law, and the comments on the avoidance of war and about the virtue of 

clemency, are all thoroughly Erasmian in character. As distilled in Don Quixote’s advice, 

these precepts revolve around two interlocking principles: that good governance begins in 

self-governance, and that the political virtues are consistent with the ideals of Christian 

humanism (Cascardi, 149). 

To contemplate what the Christian humanism conjunction of Erasmism, the advice tradition and the 

practical wisdom tenet, means: first of all, humanism took to heart Cicero’s call to reunite eloquent 

rhetoric with philosophy, a call expressed as an apothegm in Cicero: Nihil enim est aliud eloquentia 

nisi copiose loquens sapientia (‘Eloquence is nothing else than wisdom speaking copiously’). The 

humanists’ love for this nostrum is well known.161  

In attempting to achieve this eloquent expression of wisdom, humanism developed in several 

ways, encouraging the study of grammar, the huge growth in epistolary literature (letters), the 

use of dialogue as a literary technique, translations from Greek to Latin, an emphasis on 

moral philosophy and theology and an interest in historical interpretation (Arnold, 5). 

                                                           
159 See Literature Review 
160 See also entire Chapter Six: “Politics Brought down to Earth” in Cascardi, 2012. 
161 Both Latin and English versions of this quote come from Arnold, 2011, page 5 and page 257. See Arnold also for the 

popularity of Cicero’s sentence. 
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However, to simplify Renaissance humanism to only these bounds would miss a considerable 

influence: the influence of medieval models of memory. This influence is demonstrated at the 

beginning of Don Quixote which was discussed in Chapter Three. We return to the final part of the 

advice giving chapters, however. Here is the text of Don Quixote’s ‘erasmian’ advice to Sancho to 

‘commend himself to God.’ Don Quixote’s statement is second, following Sancho who speaks first. 

“[I]f your grace thinks about it, you’ll see that it was you alone who gave me the idea of 

governing, because I don’t know any more about the governorships of ínsulas than a vulture; 

if you think the devil will carry me off because I’m a governor, I’d rather go to heaven as 

Sancho than to hell as a governor.” 

“By God, Sancho,” said Don Quixote, “simply because of the last words that you have said I 

judge you worthy of being the governor of a thousand ínsulas: you have a good nature, and 

without that no learning is worthwhile; commend yourself to God and try not to wander from 

your first purpose; I mean that you should have the firm and steady intention of doing the 

right thing in everything that happens to you, because heaven always favors virtuous desires.” 

—[S]i vuestra merced mira en ello, verá que solo vuestra merced me ha puesto en esto de 

gobernar: que yo no sé más de gobiernos de ínsulas que un buitre; y si se imagina que por ser 

gobernador me ha de llevar el diablo, más me quiero ir Sancho al cielo que gobernador al 

infierno. 

—Por Dios, Sancho—dijo don Quijote--, que, por solas estas últimas razones que has dicho, 

juzgo que mereces ser gobernador de mil ínsulas: buen natural tienes, sin el cual no hay 

ciencia que valga; encomiéndate a Dios, y procura no errar en la primera intención; quiero 

decir que siempre tengas intent y firme propósito de acertar en cuantos negocios te ocurrieren, 

porque siempre favorece el cielo los buenos deseos (737/839). 

Don Quixote proves himself to be a good erasmian in this one concluding phrase in the advice giving 

chapters, more than any other. Until this juncture his advice had followed the Enchiridion in form, for 

‘[t]he way to virtue,’ 

Erasmus says in his Enchiridion Militis Christiani of 1504162, depends on two things: first, to 

‘know yourself’; secondly, to act ‘not according to the passions, but the dictates of reason’. 

Nothing is harder, Erasmus agrees, but then ‘no reward is greater’. For it was with a view to 

higher pleasures ahead that actual hardships should be surmounted. As Plato has written 

‘whatever is excellent is also hard’.163  

As we saw above, Don Quixote formulates these counsels in his first speech of advice. Yet, in his 

final advice Don Quixote overturns all of the preceding, adhering to a ‘Deum sequere’ impulse as 

                                                           
162 Publication dates for this work differ, yet all place it in the early fifteen hundreds.  
163 Quoted by Arnold, 2011, 110 (n.18, 274). Arnold (274): “[Q]uoted in H. Van Ruler, ‘The Philosophia Christi, its Echoes 

and its Repercussions on Virtue and Nobility’ in Christian Humanism, pp. 235-263. Here at p. 235.” 
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Erasmus had. The Christian impulse on erasmian prudence, or sapientia, annulling inadvertently hard 

won habitus in favour of piety. Pride in self-accomplishment the high-medieval habitus had promised, 

was nonetheless pride, so piety was favoured. For Don Quixote a different rule is needed: the rigours 

of training his memory are simply beyond Sancho. When chapter forty two begins, the Duke in mock 

advice to Sancho praises his memory which will guide his practical reasoning, the joke of the Dukes 

seasons all of the advice that follows: 

“You, Sancho, will be dressed partly as a lettered man and partly as a captain, because on the 

ínsula I’m giving you, arms are as necessary as letters and letters as necessary as arms.” 

“I don’t have many letters,” responded Sancho, “because I still don’t know the ABCs, but it’s 

enough for me to have the Cristus in my memory to be a good governor… 

“With so good a memory,” said the duke, “Sancho cannot err in any way.” 

—Vos, Sancho, iréis vestido parte de letrado y parte de capitán, porque en la ínsula que os 

doy tanto son menester las armas como las letras, y las letras como las armas. 

—Letras—respondió Sancho—, pocas tengo, porque aún no sé el A, B, C; pero bástame tener 

el Christus en la memoria para ser buen gobernador… 

— Con tan Buena memoria—dijo el duque—, no podrá Sancho errar en nada (729/831). 

 

It is voices of the elites, such as the Duke, that treated classical knowledge with an elite flippancy; and 

rhetorical topoi, such as the debate between arms and letters, takes a ridiculous form as the half-half 

costume recommended by the aristocrat. Since wisdom is the equal of an educated person, no more 

nor less, he can pay lip service to the sobriquets Don Quixote expresses with great reverence. The 

Duke’s flippant exchange with Sancho should not go by without mentioning how remarkably similar 

its end is to the advice chapters. Namely, the similarity of the return to faith as the single reason 

Sancho has to be a good governor and his being commended for this display of fervour. The end of 

the advice giving speeches is a natural conclusion therefore, as Sancho is re-examined according to 

the new Erasmian formula that a simple trust in God far outweighs a bad memory. When he 

commences his governorship, through no effort of his own, no difficulty of training his nature toward 

virtue, nor filling his mind with formulae toward that end, he is deemed ready.  
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While Erasmus shared all of the attributes of Ciceronian inspired humanism, it was under the title 

philosophia Christi that he developed a perspective that he considered a form of philosophy. 164 

Therefore, the influence of Christian faith here to Erasmus’s independent brand of Renaissance 

humanism would seem to forego taking the influence of prudence and memoria seriously.  Like those 

humanists who shared his faith, certain of the tenets and foci he took from the classical authors were 

remodelled under the faith he professed. The virtue of prudence and the desired role for the memory 

are accommodated to a piety (píetas) sought by the confessing individual. Additionally, the erasmian 

principle in these chapters stands as indicators for the mentality possessed by Don Quixote as 

formative, not for his particular brand of virtuous character, which is active and pugnacious not 

recessive and meek, but rather the advice he gives to one who cannot attain that high standard. 

 

For all his presumptive behaviour that he would display as governor, Don Quixote’s annoyance with 

Sancho therefore, comes mainly as a result of Sancho’s spilling forth with inapposite proverbs. Don 

Quixote’s annoyance grows at the inadequacy of all of these ill-serving proverbs (refranes), and for 

his own wasted delivery of a well-considered and well-ordered speech based upon the retrieval of the 

commonplaces he had carefully stored away in his memory. In communicating these to Sancho, he 

has communicated something additional: the act of retrieval should signify to a person of similar 

moral and social standing that Don Quixote is virtuous, for he has trained his memory through 

habitus. Possessing the commonplaces, as he does, and making use of them correctly according to the 

appropriate topic, he shows that he is wise, and being wise, that he is prudent. There is more to state 

about what wisdom is accessed by Sancho, as we should remember that these chapters are 

introductory to the section in part two of Don Quixote where Sancho takes up his governorship, and 

though he ultimately fails he is wise in part. However, on the problem of Sancho’s proverbs as 

considered from a different angle, there is nothing wrong with their content per se, and, in a copybook 

maxim, ‘There is a proverb in our Spain, one that I think is very true, as they all are, for they are brief 

maxims taken from long, judicious experience’ (335, DQI:XXXIX) Don Quixote shows his underlying 

                                                           
164 See Arnold section on Desiderius Erasmus, specifically sub-section title ‘The Christian Humanist,’ 106-108.  
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approval. Yet, diction of one or another kind form both views: on Don Quixote’s side are the carefully 

stored commonplaces whose retrieval display his assured virtuous character as only he could 

arduously place them within to serve the purpose of each moment of decision; to the other extent, 

Sancho’s haphazard flight of proverbs with ill-informed purpose brings the observation that for 

unlearned governors their actions can be adequately referred to any adage which will serve for 

justification in the moment.  

 

The later successes of his governorship indicate that Sancho need not rely on a good memory and the 

commonplaces established by the best minds through arduous personal discipline. Again, Don 

Quixote’s prudence meets defeat and is treated satirically. Yet, the satire too stings knowledge as a 

matter of a trained memory (improved through habitus) on the promises that prudence follows as a 

natural adjunct to this. To state the tradition of virtue which regards men’s effect on their own mind 

through Letters, as scholastics and humanists alike did, is to uphold the conventional viewpoint. That 

convention would have declared a ‘virtuous circle’, so that as Quixote counsels Sancho he is 

counselled in turn through his prudence from habitus, and in time Sancho as acolyte had learned to do 

similarly. However, when we see the flaw in the argument, and that Sancho easily passes the test by 

two learned nobles, when Sancho unwittingly replaces habitus with piety, we understand that that 

tradition also combines contemporary dogmas (such as the post-tridentine strictures) as well as 

fashionable intellectual priorities (Erasmism). 

 

Conclusion 

 

Therefore, the two prerogatives are held in equilibrium by Erasmus, and by Don Quixote, in the 

advice chapters, first by the injunction to ‘fear God’ before all other considerations—‘because in 

fearing Him lies wisdom, and if you are wise, you cannot err in anything (‘has de temer a Dios, 

porque en el temerle está la sabiduría, y siendo sabio no podrás errar en nada,’ 730/832)—and, 

second, in the injunctions to ‘know thyself’ and to submit to reason.  
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The first major study of Erasmism in Cervantes was made by Marcel Bataillon in an appendix to 

Érasme et L’Espagne (1936).165 Throughout that study of Erasmian Cervantes Bataillon pointed to the 

‘pauline’ attributes in Erasmus and Cervantes, commented on the ‘croyant éclairé’ spirituality of both 

authors, and pointed to Erasmism in Cervantes as constituting more of a style than content. This 

connection of style is not without interest, as Bataillon established some groundwork on what makes 

Cervantes’s style so engaging, stating that Cervantes knew how to interleave the rhetorically 

grounded speeches of his hero with grace notes of simple, folkloric speech: ‘Tous les éléments 

folkloriques donnent à son style ces touches de simplicité drue qui ravissent le lecteur parmi des 

grâces plus rhétoriques (824).’ This is related to the question of pleasing an audience by infusing 

speech with humour—indeed, as old a question of orality such as Plato’s discussion of it in the 

Phaedrus. A further quality that both Erasmus and Cervantes shared is namely, the express 

disapproval for ostentation for its own sake: ‘Cervantès aime la pointe qui dégonfle les discours plein 

de vent (823).’ For Bataillon is convinced that Erasmian traces lingered in Spain throughout the 

period of Cervantes’s own formative years. However, the powerfully inhibiting influence of the 

Council of Trent of the early 1560s ensured any erasmian texts were greeted ambivalently. 

By the 1560s the last of Erasmus’s contemporaries had passed away and the last session of 

the council of Trent in 1562-3 abandoned, in effect, any Erasmian ideals (Arnold, 116). 

It is therefore instructive to read Bataillon’s comment that ‘les exigences de la nouvelle orthodoxie 

tridentine ne l’obligeaient à une prudente réserve (828).’ This was the ‘prudente réserve’ that Don 

Quixote himself was urging upon Sancho in the form of ‘mildness’ (‘suavidad’).  Finally, Bataillon 

informed the reader that ‘Cervantès a participé à l’esprit historique et critique de l’humanisme 

chrétien (828)’. In his representation of the Spanish author as a proto-erasmian Christian humanist, 

Bataillon suggested Cervantes possessed a personalized éthique, and that this ethic consisted in 

‘forgiveness’ and ‘resignation’: 

L’esprit de ses livres ne tranche pas moins sur la conception de la vie qui s’étale dans le 

théâtre à la mode. Il est d’une humanité plus haute, plus compréhensive. En face du sauvage 

                                                           
165 The appendix consists of thirty pages only in a very large work on Erasmism in Spain. These are pages 819-49. 
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honneur, de ses exigences souvent sanguinaires, il dresse une éthique moins instinctive, 

encline au pardon et à la résignation (824).166 

  

 

There remains a connection between wisdom and prudence (a connection made originally in 

Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, Bk VI), which likewise will not go away. See for instance the 

injunction to fear God for wisdom’s sake, and shortly thereafter advice on prudence, the 

complementing part of the rational soul as remarked upon here by Don Quixote  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
166 At page 837 Bataillon adds the following on this point: ‘Tout se tient dans cette oeuvre, où l’improvisation hâtive va de 

pair avec la persévérante méditation. L’évangélisme qui affleure dans les discours de Don Quichotte nous donne la clef de 

cette morale ennemie de la vengeance, qu’illustrent tant d’histoires typiquement cervantines. L’humanisme répandu dans les 

livres de Cervantès nous devient intelligible si nous savons que c’est un humanisme chrètien transmis au romancier par un 

maître érasmisant.’  
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Chapter Five: Thinking Prudence 

Section II: Quixote’s Discourse on Arms and Letters. Rhetorical argumentation  

(in utramque partem) as consensus (scientia civilis) DQI:XXXVII-XXXVIII   

 

In Chapter Five, my discussion has involved analysing three episodes from Don Quixote in order to 

investigate three instruments for ‘prudential reasoning’. At the same time, I demonstrate the Baroque 

uncertainty concerning any hopes for precision and excellence of these instruments. In the first section 

on Don Quixote’s advice to Sancho, I investigated the importance of memory, taken especially from 

the influence of Aquinas and medieval scholasticism, in the training and display of prudence. There, I 

wrote that in the use of a posture from Erasmus, Cervantes gave Quixote and the Duke admiration for 

a quality which Sancho displayed to them: a piety (píetas) sought by the confessing individual, which 

for erasmian humanists was a quality passing even the virtue of prudence and the desired role for the 

memory in developing and displaying virtue. 

  

In Chapter Five’s final section on Don Quixote’s adventure in the Cave of Montesinos, I will 

investigate the resource of knowledge attained via the neo-platonic striving for perfection through the 

service of a guide. The pertinence of allegory, where a real time and place are not at issue, introduces 

a warrant to defy the gravity of time, place, fact and even consciousness, as thematicised through 

Quixote’s encounter with a counsellor, Durandarte, who is external to these preventions on the hero. I 

develop in this section links made in neo-Platonist philosophy to the divine, demonstrating how this 

tradition posits wisdom as beyond or outside of the language spoken or practices performed in 

society, and more importantly for the episode of Montesinos how this elevation to wisdom occurs 

outside of standard time—therefore, implying temporality is a dimension of prudence for the virtuous 

person to enter. 

  

In the current section, I analyse and explain Don Quixote’s ‘discourse on arms and letters’ in order to 

verify its use-value beyond formal rhetoric—specifically, as a product of in utramque partem 

[literally – ‘argument from both sides’] where the objective of argumentation was a sense of decorum, 

of finding the right answer in the aggregated arguments. This deliberative oratory had an almost 
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universal application, as its purview was to bridge rhetorical considerations with prudential decision 

making linked by an internalised vision. The ‘vision’ within, brought about by a blindness to surface 

concerns, had its decorum in both endeavours, the rhetorical and the prudential, the scientia of one at 

play in the conscientia of the other. The analysis will proceed to first summarise the scene; second, to 

suggest factors in deliberative oratory which make it formally akin to prudence; third, to suggest what 

determining factor a revealed scientia civilis (which direction or collective action the community 

would choose to take) had for humanist deliberative oratory; and finally, to conclude by analysing 

Quixote’s peroration utilising the topoi of armas and letras (‘arms and letters’), which was 

undistinguished from ‘the classroom debates in utramque partem in which fledgling humanists 

displayed their erudition and ingenuity.’ I analyse the speech as a ‘dialectical inquiry’ by Don Quixote 

made on the part of his audience of nobles and clerics.167 Then, I ask why Don Quixote is compelled 

to proceed with this schoolroom debate. 

  

 

Firstly, to provide a brief summary of Don Quixote’s speech, the scene and the characters who make 

his audience.168 The speech takes place at Juan Palomeque’s roadside inn in chapters XXXVII and 

XXXVIII of part one of the novel. It is prandial: it occurs at lunch, and it addresses the guests at 

Palomeque’s inn ‘according to the identities by which they appear in [Don Quixote’s] imagination.’169 

This factors in the strangeness of the speech, for as I seek to reveal it is not strange in itself, but rather 

it is strange in that Don Quixote imagines the event and its audience to be nearly legendary. “Who 

would judge and believe that we are who we are?,”170 is Quixote’s gallant incipit. His defence of the 

actions of the ‘Princess Micomicona’, the identity of whom Sancho had exposed as false, has reached 

it audience, the highborn nobles, his interlocuteurs.  

                                                           
167 James J. Supple, Arms versus Letters (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984), 82. 
168 Arguments on arms versus letters are encountered at different moments of the novel, not simply being the subject of the 

speech itself. For example, “The good soldier achieves fame through obedience to his captain and others in command”; here 

during the time spent at the Cave of Montesinos episode, DQII: XXIV, which is discussed at length below, Don Quixote also 

argues there for the superiority of arms over letters ( DQII: XXIV). Likewise in DQII:VI, Don Quixote states that there are 

two paths by which men become honoured and rich: arms or letters. 
169 See Cascardi, 2012, 91.  
170 ¿[C]uál… que juzgue y crea que nosotros somos quien somos ? (399). 
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The ‘Princess Micomicona is’ alias of the character Dorotea, and others amid the company are: Pedro 

Pérez and Nicolás, La Mancha’s priest and barber, who had initially schemed that taking disguises 

they could bring Quixote back to the village171 and are now dissembling about their ‘sudden’ 

undisguised appearance at the inn, an act of refuge, blaming their need for safety on the fiction that 

they were victims to ‘robbery’ by the galley slaves. Also at the inn are the nobles Cardenio, who is 

lately recovered from a madness which brought on his own identity loss, and the duplicitous Fernando 

along with their ladies, the Dorotea already met and Luscinda, fiancées now travelling with them.172 

There is also Quixote, of course, and Sancho, as well as Juan Palomeque, the innkeeper, and his 

household. 

 

The identities of the audience are important, as the style of ‘discourse’ depends upon opinions, as 

though the trust that his listeners share the opinions of his speech will provide what is needed in order 

to establish a common ground. Since half of the company are playing a role, what trust can be put in 

the opinions they share between them? Thus, the reader wonders about persons present under false 

pretences, how true their opinions might be, and beyond that the identity of the speaker, of whom a 

season of madness has radically shifted, so that an everyday identity is left behind and a heroic role is 

elected. Does his elective affinity for chivalry mean the opinions of his speech and his delivery of it is 

altered? Since the speech is partly made to demonstrate the superior position of knight errantry in the 

form of an argument contrasting it to dry scholarship, the answer is very much yes.  In the speech it is 

implicit whenever Don Quixote’s conclusions are that ‘arms’ excel ‘letters’ in their service to the 

state; that their presence in the ‘real’ world should be through the actions of knights. And where it is 

not implicit, he states it explicitly. Don Quixote’s opinions on the topic are infirm from the feigned 

identities not only taken by his audience, but also the imaginary, unuttered, identities he assumes for 

one and all. 

                                                           
171 The priest and the barber had rejoined Quixote on the road in alias with borrowed clothing from the same inn to which 

the entire party returns, however the innkeeper’s wife makes them return the items of costume she had lent them prior. 
172 The stories involving Cardenio, Fernando, Dorotea and Luscinda, take up a large section of the First Part. Their reuniting 

as betrothed couples (Cardenio and Luscinda, and Fernando and Dorotea), and its recounting involves betrayal, 

misunderstanding and great modesty and loyalty on the part of the women. 
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As the in utramque partem form is used, Don Quixote hopes to discover a scientia civilis consensus 

between those present. This is a primarily rhetorical practice drawn from the toolkit of sixteenth-

century humanism, presented ‘sceptically’ here by Cervantes, yet otherwise indicating a fine 

admiration for humanism. What is indicated by this practice of prudential rhetoric for Cervantes to 

cast it in such a dubious light? 

 

Faced with a dichotomy, in the sense of apparent opposites, the rational and virtuous person of the 

sixteenth century turns to the art of persuasion, which is the exercise of the prudential faculty. In other 

words, prudence becomes ‘rhetoric of prudence’.  In her study of Renaissance humanist rhetoric, 

scepticism and prudence, Victoria Kahn writes: 

Contradiction for these authors is not a logical scandal, but a sign of rhetorical possibility. 

Scepticism is conceived of not as a threatening relativism, but as an occasion for action (Kahn 

27).173 

The very popular Renaissance debate about ‘arms and letters’ is the topic of Don Quixote’s in 

utramque partem discourse. His ‘from both sides’ debate is held against himself as he examines 

which of ‘arms’ and ‘letters’ is superior.  

 

The basic structure of this ‘alto, e difficil problema’ is dependent on the allegation and 

counter-allegation of examples and ideas chosen to support the claims to total superiority of 

the military or literary profession—or, conversely, to show that neither profession is 

incompatible with the other (Supple, 1984, 73). 

 

James J. Supple points out that the composition of these speeches was either ‘done methodically... 

where the arguments on both sides are organized in separate sections, [or] sometimes in a more loose-

knit dialogue form (73).’  If we pursue this thought, we might conclude that for much of the speech 

Don Quixote is not concentrating on what he wants to say, but rather he follows lines of argument 

which ‘are almost unfailingly the same’ as many prized exponents of the speech rehearsed or penned 

earlier: 

Besides citing authorities and examples, the authors of Arms and Letters discussions also 

advance more recondite arguments. It is argued, for instance... which of the two professions 

did most to further the cause of justice, which was superior in the hierarchy of the arts, and 

                                                           
173 Kahn, 1985. 
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which was responsible for the destruction of the Golden Age. Yet, despite the proliferation of 

arguments and counter-arguments, none of the various discussions ever manages to be 

decisive. Thus, introducing his own treatment of the topic late in the sixteenth century, 

Gabriele Zinano describes the Arms and Letters question as ‘non ancora decisa, ma per molti 

anni disputata’. In this, of course, he was quite right: the debate had not been settled, and 

could not be settled, by such methods. Each argument and authority was so exactly 

counterbalanced by another that, saving the bias of the individual writer, no conclusion was 

possible. More seriously, the debate was in many ways a false one since both Arms and 

Letters may generally be said to be necessary for the well-being of all but the most primitive, 

or the most perfect, societies (Supple 74). 

 

José Antonio Maravall too wrote on the arms and letters topic where ‘homogeneity between arms and 

letters’ was displayed, in that both are seeking virtue.174 However, if both are seeking virtue, he stated, 

only one (arms) can make virtue secure through the bringing of peace. [DQ: “peace is the greatest 

good that men can desire in this life” Cascardi, 86: ‘Each of the two possible pathways in life that 

Don Quijote considers, the life of a soldier and the life of a student, is weighed in this light’.] In his 

speech, Don Quixote’s beginning is to consider the poverty that both the student and the soldier fall 

into in their quest for the honour of virtue and the merit that comes as a result. This poverty, or ascesis 

(as Maravall terms it), is the path to virtue through abnegation, which is why Don Quixote begins with 

it as his first point. 

 

Don Quixote mixes into his speech several classical sources, which he again quotes partially or 

wholly verbatim from the store of his memory, and he speaks from a set formal structure. Thus, he 

displays the both the first and second steps of Cicero’s rhetoric, inventio and memoria. He builds his 

speech in such a way as to reach a ‘conclusion’, however it is in keeping with in utramque partem that 

he presents argument and counter-argument as though it were vital to his listeners to know the 

outcome. As Quixote is attempting to convince his listeners the style of the speech signifies more than 

the content. Working to self-persuasion and cajoling others to consensus, he confirms why knight 

errantry is superior, and calls upon the judgment of his listeners that the worth of knight errantry for 

the present times will be seen.  

 

                                                           
174 As Maravall gives particular attention to in the study, Utopia and “Counterutopia”.  
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In utramque partem speeches come under the category of deliberative oratory (as noted earlier). 

Quentin Skinner remarked on the impulse to classify in humanism, no more so than in their adoption 

of the classical notion of there being three genera of speeches, the demonstrative, the deliberative, and 

the judicial.175 Skinner notes that Aristotle’s division into three genera in his Rhetoric was duplicated 

and reinforced by Latin writers, the most prominent of whom was Cicero. Thus, as Skinner attests, the 

Renaissance humanists made the same genera distinctions through their reception of the Ad 

Herennium. On the second genera, the deliberative, Skinner has this to say: 

The second form of address to which the classical rhetoricians address themselves in the 

genus deliberativum… [Aristotle’s] implication that an orator who deliberates must in effect 

be counselling was subsequently taken up by all the leading Roman writers on the rhetorical 

arts. They further accept that, in the words of the Ad Herennium, the purpose of offering such 

counsel is normally suasio or dissuasio, to persuade or dissuade someone from acting in some 

particular way… The point on which everyone agrees is that deliberative oratory represents 

the central and inescapable idiom of scientia civilis. As Cicero puts it at the start of the De 

inventione, ‘it is in the giving of an opinion in political argument that the deliberative genus 

has its characteristic place’ (Skinner 43-44). 

Skinner nominates the usage of deliberative oratory by the humanists as an early modern practice of 

scientia civilis, and such scholarship of the Renaissance humanists’ civic activism is representative 

(viz examples of Guillaume Budé and Disiderius Erasmus). There is a contrasting claim that such 

debate, as the debate over arms and letters, had become classroom set pieces. Discussing the 

‘ideological shift’ that this form of speech met within the period, Supple makes its importance of 

greater than simply classroom use. Two groups, he states, engaged and contended with the arms and 

letters speech to end in discord: 

It is, I think, this ‘ideological shift’ which is the fundamental inspiration for the widespread 

interest in the Arms and Letters topic in the Renaissance. Many of the writers concerned are 

certainly indulging in rhetorical display… but they are also examining a topic which was as 

popular at the courts frequented by the nobility as it was in the classroom debates… The 

topic’s appeal to both groups derives from the fact that it reflects so well the clash of interests 

between them. Filled with their new enthusiasm for study, the humanists wanted to persuade 

the nobles to cultivate Letters as well as Arms, but many of the more conservative noble 

d’épée resented the new demands which were being made upon them and clung all the more 

ferociously to the prestige of the military ideal (Supple, 82). 

 

                                                           
175 Quentin Skinner, Reason and rhetoric in the philosophy of Thomas Hobbes (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 

1996). See in particular his section entitled ‘The elements of classical rhetoric’, 40-51, and his chapter entitled ‘The Means 

of Persuasion’, 111-138.  
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Quixote’s reactionary desires are brought forth. Like the nobles d’épée, he clings to the military ideal. 

Yet, in the very act of attempting to shape the desire, and woo the loyalty, of the audience, he shares 

in the enthusiasm for study, the central fixation of the humanists, their love of letters. 

 

The in utramque partem speech is literary in form, although it had Protagorean origins which 

stemmed from the Pre-Socratics, as Anthony Cascardi discusses.176 Nevertheless, this widespread 

speech had been formed for one such as Don Quixote, a noble and an amateur scholar, through an 

earlier humanist epoch where rhetorical argumentation and the accompanying topoi of letras et armas 

was highly regarded.  Don Quixote’s ‘wise speech’ expresses his ability to speak according to a 

discipline, suggesting that he can say what needs to be said in any given situation, yet conforming the 

matter of his oratory to a debate which ‘non ancora decisa, ma per molti anni disputata’. 

  

That reduction of deliberative oratory to inflexible set-forms was possible could not be further from 

its beginning. Victoria Kahn discusses the link rhetorical argumentation had to prudence through 

analogy. She writes: 

The consideration of which figures or forms of argument are appropriate to the end of the 

persuasion (leaving aside for a moment the question of the ethical status of that end) is 

analogous to the choice of means by the prudent man… Both Cicero and Aristotle realized 

that the rule of decorum is only formal if it is not referred to some ethical standard (De off. 

1.27.94; NE 1142b 30-35) (Kahn 31). 

Hence to think in this way was akin to thinking prudentially, and for classical philosophy and rhetoric 

commonality was simple and clear. Both had common opinions as a starting point, and whether a vir 

civilis or a vir prudens sought to persuade others to act, or himself alone, he measured his reasoning 

according to the decorum that he recognised through an ‘inborn disposition’ (Aristotle) or through 

‘innate ideas’ (Cicero; see Kahn, 31, on this point). It was the analogy uniting eloquence and prudence 

that was the leavening factor, persuading Renaissance humanists that philosophy and rhetoric could 

reunite. Looking askance at Aristotle’s banishing of the Sophists, as well as Plato’s condemnation of 

                                                           
176 See the chapter ‘Controversies’ in Cascardi, 2012. 
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the realm of opinion, they praised rhetoric because it supplemented and improved, drawing persuasion 

and action together:  

Thus, whereas Plato condemned the realm of opinion as deceptive and illusory, Aristotle 

granted it a positive status in its own right, and this is important because the contingent realm 

of opinion is the realm in which persuasion and action can take place. Furthermore, in this 

realm practical reason takes precedence over the precepts of theoretical speculation, for there 

can be no science of particulars (see NE 1104a 5-10, 1141b 15ff). On the basis of these two 

assertions, one could then argue—as many of the humanists later did—that the literature that 

is appropriate to this realm should not be identified with the static representation of 

transcendental ideas, but rather with the dynamic activity of persuasion (Kahn, 32-33). 

Thus, according to Cascardi, controversial argumentation had a purpose, and this was to ‘overcome 

theory’s apparent inability to reflect on the many facets of the practical world.’177 As much a set-piece 

for classroom debate as it was favoured at court, the Renaissance humanists loved the arms and letters 

topic as the deliberation gave great potential for display of erudition and ingenuity. According to a 

line of influence—Quintillian, the Humanists, Cervantes—such set-topics and rhetorical 

argumentation bore a relationship to prudential judgment. Yet, fame is the driving motive behind such 

persuasion, a well-accepted reason for which anyone compelled by a speech, or seeing the example of 

a heroic and virtuous person, would wish to emulate their achievements. This reaction of the listener 

to such a speech is based in the perception that merit will be recognised, that persuasion seeks to 

influence the will of the auditors to favour virtue. Thus, Maravall states the following: 

The tension and even outright opposition which could occur between the concepts of honor 

and reputation, that is, between one’s own inner value and the external appreciation of it, was 

resolved in definitive harmony for sixteenth-century Spaniards on the basis of a Christian 

providential vision of history. In this view, sooner or later merit will be recognized, whatever 

the difficulties against which it may have to struggle (Maravall 81-82). 

 

 

Maravall discusses the well-known topoi throughout his book: 

Virtue, thus, was the goal of arms as much as of letters, regardless of the exceptions to this 

rule which might occur. The very possibility of comparing arms and letters (which is, as we 

know, a frequent topic of humanist literature) indicates that for humanism they possessed a 

basic homogeneity, for only similar things can be compared (Maravall 98). 

 

                                                           
177 ‘[T]he underlying rhetorical practice [behind DQ’s inquiry was]… designed to resist the formation of a unified set of 

views (doxa) about the way things are or ought to be. It was conceived as one way to overcome theory’s apparent inability to 

reflect on the many facets of the practical world.’ See Cascardi, 2012, page 83. 
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This homogeneity exists behind the style of controversial argumentation, as there were a limited 

number of set debates to prosecute.  Yet, for Cascardi the speech on arms and letters by Don Quixote 

was ‘symptomatic of an absence of prudence’ precisely because it was “over-controversialized” 

(Cascardi 87; 88). 

 

This training in the controversia argumentation, and the precise subject matter which forms his 

discourse, indicates that Don Quixote uses language which is in part a social production. This social 

production can be seen from one angle sociologically as the production of language, and guidelines on 

the use of this language, as hegemony of a certain class. Seen in another light, this social production is 

the scientia civilis. Therefore, we will not find it unusual when we read that he is commended by 

members of his audience when he speaks to what pleases them, or to what they recognise; neither, is 

the reader surprised when he starts to bridge the similarity between the soldier and the knight, creating 

an encomium to knighthood which rankles the educated nobles hitherto receptive to the speech. Unto 

that point, Don Quixote had spoken universally. When he abruptly makes his segue to knight 

errantry—although he announced his intention to do so in introducing the topic—he nullifies the 

aspects of his speech praiseworthy to noble persons of his social milieu. Returning to the speech, 

however, in terms of its ‘social production’, we also find that Don Quixote, through speaking 

controversially, is conducting a kind of thought experiment of a significance apprehended by 

humanists who wanted to see eloquence and prudence reunited. Owing its commonplace opinions to 

his virtuous habitus— as produced out of the copia he committed to his memory—Don Quixote 

conducts his discourse internally, examining his own thoughts and testing them against their opposing 

proofs. Yet, the discourse is also external, as a speech act which courts the shaping and pruning 

remarks of the educated audience. In both of these functions of the speech, Don Quixote’s ‘Discourse 

on Arms and Letters’ is seeking to ascertain the ‘truth’ of the ‘how best to live the good life’ argument 

which he has presented under the limited categories of ‘arms’ and ‘letters’.  

 

The position on such a speech taken by the fiercest advocates of deliberative oratory, is that with 

prudence it shares a fruitful re-ordering of contingency, and like prudence it seeks options that 
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conform to a decorum. In his Brutus, Cicero wrote: “For no one can be a good speaker who is not a 

prudent thinker. Thus, whoever devotes himself to true eloquence devotes himself to prudence.”178 

Moreover, to prove that he meant all discourses when he discussed eloquence, in the De oratore 

Cicero wrote: “Eloquence is one… regardless of the regions of discourse it is diverted into.”179 

Rhetoric was valued so highly in the Renaissance that it was often retained as a discipline to study 

when other of the arts had been occasionally sidelined in programs of humanist education. Rhetoric 

deliberation from in utramque partem promotes the role of eloquent language to alleviate dilemmas 

—both in its oral and written manifestations. The exactitude between such deliberative rhetoric and 

prudence is their formal likeness, their difference being only the absence of an ethical objective. Once 

this is engaged, rhetoric and prudence are identical. 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, episodes of Don Quixote have been examined that engage with the epistemology of 

prudence. In the first of these episodes, Don Quixote’s advice to Sancho, the notion of habitus 

memory and the advice to princes tradition has been investigated. In the arms and letters speech 

section, the prudence to rhetoric connection in the humanism of the Renaissance has been 

investigated. Thus, each of these chapters is developed against the background of Renaissance 

knowledge, as forming a distinct epistemology for prudent actions. Each, therefore, demonstrates the 

type of thinking which ‘guides’ Don Quixote.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
178 Quoted in Kahn, 29 
179 Una est enim… eloquentia quascumque in oras disputationis regionesue delata est. Cicero, De oratore III. V. 23 
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Chapter Five: Thinking Prudence 

Section III: The Cave of Montesinos. Allegory as Truth and Platonic Wisdom 

DQII: XXII-XXIV 

 

Plan 

In concluding with section three of Chapter Five, we shall make a full circle, for Don Quixote will 

receive his own ‘advice to the prince’ from the enchanter Montesinos. 180 However, it is his ‘fantasy’, 

or imagination that supplies his wisdom. This subterranean interruption to his adventure surprises 

with an out-of-time and out-of-place counsellor: the enchanter Montesinos, a figure from the Spanish 

tradition of chivalric balladry.181  The cave, itself a site of hypostasis from the real world, and 

Montesinos’s otherworldly knowledge, draw comparisons to the Platonist account of reality. This 

analysis on Don Quixote’s adventure in the Cave of Montesinos is epistemic in melding of neo-

platonic dream, medieval allegory, moral symbolism and a theory of time.  

 

The adventure of the cave of Montesinos: early modern dream theories 

The adventure of the Cave of Montesinos occurs in chapter XXII of Don Quixote Part Two at the 

point where Don Quixote descends into the cave, and continues in chapters XXIII and XXIV when he 

re-emerges and recounts of all that he has seen and learnt in the cave. In chapter XXIV, the narrator 

Cide Hamete Benegeli interrupts to give a scholium182 stating reasons for doubting the tale with the 

few points to be made in its favour. The Montesinos episode is called the ‘narrative epicentre’ of the 

second part.183 Carroll B. Johnson has written that the ‘adventures at the Cave of Montesinos (II:22-

23) are of crucial importance’, imputing several readings the adventure inspires (Johnson 65).184 In 

                                                           
180 While suggesting Montesinos’s advice shall continue at some unknown stage to come, Don Quixote also alludes that his 

duty will be to contribute vital knowledge back to Montesinos and the other enchanted people in the cave. 

“He told me that over the course of time he would inform me how the spell on him, and Belerma, and Durandarte, 

as well as the others who were there, was to be broken” (612) 

“Díjome asimesmo que, andando el tiempo, se me daría aviso cómo habían de ser desencantados él, y Belerma y 

Durandarte, con todos los que allí estaban” (709) 
181 Montesinos and Durandarte are central heroes in the Spanish, and not the French, ballads that recount the story of 

Charlemagne (See Don Quixote, Edith Grossman trans., 606; Cervantes, 2005). 
182 Cide Hamete Benegeli is the supposed translator of the original ‘Don Quixote’. 
183 Juan Bautista Avalle-Arce, ‘Background Material on Don Quixote,’ 1984, 131.  
184 It has been variously interpreted as a parody of the prophetic dreams of classical epics and the allegorical dreams of 

medieval tradition, as an encounter with the inconsistencies of chivalric romance, as a kind of initiation rite, or simply as the 
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one such reading, the dream interpretative possibilities of the episode are itemised by Diana de Armas 

Wilson.185 De Armas Wilson seeks to reinterpret the Cave of Montesinos dream according to not only 

the dream analysis of Sigmund Freud, but also the second century ‘oneiro-critic’ Artemidorus of 

Daldis, whose writing on dreams was spread farther and another time period’s reception of it tried. 

Another study of Renaissance vision and ‘visions’by Stuart Clark posits the moral and symbolic 

viability on the one hand, or the epistemological on the other, as possible readings of early modern 

dreams. Amongst many ancient and early modern examples, he introduces two authors whose works 

fuse with postures in the sixteenth century: Sextus Empiricus with scepticism and Artemidorus with 

moral symbolism.186  Clark states: 

It is possible, therefore, to speak of two main forms of dream commentary—the moral and the 

symbolic (or Artemidorian), and the epistemological—belonging to two traditions. However, 

it is never the case that moral and epistemological considerations are entirely separate, 

without influence on one another. And what the intellectual debates about vision surveyed in 

this book suggest is the possibility of their convergence (Clark, 308).187 

In my analysis I stress the crossthreading of moral symbolism and epistemology, and emphasize the 

Neo-platonic links to both. The Cave of Montesinos adventure, therefore, can be seen through its 

modelling of sixteenth-century dream interpretation, or as a Cervantean plying of medieval allegory—

the one other essential interpretative methodology so far not mentioned.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
result of breathing some kind of noxious gas in the cave. It is also Don Quixote’s coming to terms with the new, enchanted 

Dulcinea created by Sancho. The dream is inhabited by the farm girls from II:X, whom Don Quixote now accepts as 

Dulcinea and her maidens. This suggests that Sancho’s Dulcinea has percolated down to his unconscious, that he now 

believes in her as Sancho had hoped he would immediately in II:X. This also means that Don Quixote has at least partially 

regained control of the creation myth of Dulcinea from Sancho (Johnson, 65). 
185 Diana de Armas Wilson, “Cervantes and the Night Visitors: Dream Work in the Cave of Montesinos,” Quixotic Desire : 

Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Cervantes, ed. Ruth Anthony El Saffar & Diana de Armas Wilson, (Ithaca : Cornell 

University Press, 1993). 
186 Artemidorus’s work, Oneirocritica (‘The Interpretation of Dreams’) was translated and published in multiple editions in 

the early modern European world. See Stuart Clark, Vanities of the Eye: Vision in Early Modern European Culture (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 2007), see pages 300-328. 
187 Several times throughout the relevant chapter, ‘Dreams: The Epistemology of Sleep’ (including his footnote 27 which 

links Artemidorus to scepticism), Clark makes the link between ancient interpretation of dreams and scepticism, stating: 

Above all, there is the attention given to dreams in the sceptical tropes of Sextus Empiricus... [as] further examples 

of the kind of irreconcilable dilemmas (or paradoxes) that drove the true sceptic towards ataraxia. Dreaming and 

wakefulness were simply two of the many contrasting conditions in which the world was experienced—that is, 

seen in relation to something, not absolutely (Clark, 306). 
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The medieval technique of allegory in the adventure of The Cave of Montesinos 

 

Jon Whitman calls this sharing of medieval allegory and dream interpretation ‘the allegorical 

problem’.188 In the literary theory this ‘allegorical problem’ overlaps with the dream interpretation in 

both its ‘symbolic’ Artemidorian form and its epistemological form, as Clark makes evident, or in the 

Artemidorian or the Freudian, as de Armas Wilson shows. All of the approaches claim ‘to discover 

the truth hidden beneath a text (Whitman 3)’. The ‘allegorical problem’ relayed by Whitman, is 

considered to be its ‘obliquity’.  

If allegory intriguingly suggests its own promise, it also revealingly displays its own 

problems. The basis for the technique is obliquity—the separation between what a text says, 

the ‘fiction,’ and what it means, the ‘truth.’ This very obliquity, however, relies upon an 

assumed correspondence between the fiction and the truth... The more allegory exploits the 

divergence between corresponding levels of meaning, the less tenable the correspondence 

becomes.  Alternatively, the more it closes ranks and emphasizes the correspondence, the less 

oblique, and thus the less allegorical, the divergence becomes (Whitman, 2). 

Whitman demonstrates that obliquity in the allegorical interpretation is necessary so that ‘truth’ can 

manifest itself by a process of correspondence and divergence. Two traditions of allegory exist—

‘each attempting in its own oblique way to express the truth (Whitman 3)’— yet it must be 

emphasized that they are not rival traditions. The first of these traditions is allegorical interpretation, 

and the second is allegorical composition which has another name, personification. On the divergence 

of the two, Whitman observes: 

In procedure, personification is virtually the inverse of allegorical interpretation. While 

interpretive allegory moves, for instance, from the fictional Athena [who, to speak to a man, 

descends to earth from the sky] to the underlying meaning of ‘wisdom,’ compositional 

allegory begins with ‘wisdom’ itself, and constructs a fiction around it. Nevertheless, in 

personification too we can see that same pull between an initial correspondence and an 

increasing divergence… The more personal attributes we give our personification, the more 

we turn it first into a mere character type of wisdom, and finally into a wise individual 

(Whitman, 4-6). 

If we regard the Montesinos Cave tale as belonging to the second allegorical tradition, following this 

thread we will establish Don Quixote’s time underground as a compositional allegory, or 

personification.  By establishing the ‘increasing divergence’ of the account as Don Quixote’s over-

eagerness to impress his listeners that in the cave he touches proximal ‘wisdom from ‘the next world’ 

                                                           
188 Jon Whitman, Allegory: The Dynamics of an Ancient and Medieval Technique (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987).  
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can be posed as an elliptic attempt to clothe his ‘reasoned nonsense’ (‘los concertados disparates’) as 

a personification.189 

 

Reading plot and binarism in the Montesinos allegory 

Having unto this point little success in what is his third sally out into the world, Don Quixote meets a 

licentiate, known in the text as the Humanist Cousin. The inessential and nonsensical pursuit of 

knowledge by this Humanist Cousin catalyses Don Quixote’s impatience with contingencies that 

brings about his sudden plan to visit the Montesinos Cave.190 At this juncture, Don Quixote is eager to 

win a battle over contingencies, over the status quo foist upon him by the world, by Sancho Panza’s 

litany of proverbs and trick of faking Dulcinea, all of which bring the knight to close to mundane life. 

Don Quixote’s trip to the Cave of Montesinos is replete with disparate inversions.191 An important 

inversion is the cave itself, affecting in its connotation of Platonist lore. In the Republic, Plato had 

classically given the cave analogy of the prisoner there being someone released from a false 

understanding of ‘reality’, a process which was completed by his ascent to the surface world to see 

reality for what it truly was, and not the false shadow play projected onto the cave wall. The cave is 

analogy for Plato’s doctrine of the line where ‘the world of forms’ situates at an apex, ‘what things 

represent’ situates below this apex, and further down the line situates ‘beliefs about the world’, and 

which sets ‘illusions’ at the lowest level. The connection between the episode of the cave and platonic 

philosophy is indicative in the theme of inverted order, i.e. a descent to obtain ‘wisdom’ (as use of the 

hypostatised cave demonstrates). Don Quixote descends into a world outside time, and into an 

expansive space which is greater in dimension than the cave mouth. The belaying rope easing him 

down into the cave stops and the text records the littleness of the opening. 

                                                           
189 Sancho states Don Quixote “went down to the next world (al otro mundo)”  

 “Your grace was better off up here when you had all your wits, just as God had given them to you, always saying 

wise things and giving advice, not like now, when you’re saying the most foolish things that anybody could 

imagine (612).” 

‘Bien se estaba vuestra merced acá arriba con su entero juicio, tal cual Dios se le había dado, hablando sentencias 

y dando consejos a cada paso, y no agora, contando los mayors disparates que pueden imaginarse (709).’ 
190 In fact, he has actually lost ground and somewhat lost his spirit for adventure, troubled as he is by the dismaying result of 

‘meeting’ an enchanted Dulcinea in chapter X. Erich Auerbach gives the landmark reading of this ‘meeting’ in his ‘The 

Enchanted Dulcinea’. 
191 On inverted order: the Cave of Montesinos has a similar theme of inversion as the upturned order of the pre-medieval 

world of William Shakespeare’s King Lear, in which King Lear becomes a ‘fool’, and is accompanied to the psychological 

space of the wild heath by his truth telling Fool, who is more ‘noble’ than he. 
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If Don Quixote’s descent into the cave is allegorical, then it shares with all allegorical composition the 

hazards of description. The Montesinos story’s allegorical divergence takes the tale far from a simple 

symbolic ‘wisdom’. Included are apparent contradictions: the cave itself is taken as a sacred site; the 

cave’s hidden entrance conceals bad omens of ‘nocturnal birds’ which, disturbed, alarm Don 

Quixote192 causing him to wish for a bell-attachment to the rope193; the name of his enchanter and 

‘guide’, Montesinos, indicates a mountain suggesting an eminence inverted; Don Quixote ‘proves’ his 

tale through depictions of bodily sensation which confirm for him the reality of the experience; the 

matter of Durandarte’s heart has the storied presence of legend and lore,194 and it also registers the 

cardinal virtue of courage. Having been cut out of the chest of Durandarte for envoy to Belerma, the 

beloved, the heart is confirmed as ‘mummified,’ and it is wrapped in ‘a delicate cloth’ carried by 

Señora Belerma who is not beautiful as the legend attests, but ugly. To end this list of allegorical 

contradiction, there is an unexamined plenitude which has not all been told in ‘the infinite things and 

wonders that Montesinos showed to’ Don Quixote (611), a piece of rhetoric just as occurs in the 

closing verses of the scripture of John from the Bible. 

 

To discuss plot, Don Quixote is lowered by his companions into the crevasse, descends to the lower 

level mouth of the cave, there halts suspended before the mouth, and falls asleep. Throughout the 

account, Don Quixote displays his ‘peaceful’ state, his ataraxia. When he wakes he now stands in a 

‘beautiful’ meadow. He first confirms his waking state, then a ‘sumptuous’ crystal palace appears 

before him, two large doors opening to deliver forth ‘a venerable ancient’. This is Montesinos, of 

                                                           
192 Large crows and rooks [‘nocturnal birds’ as written further down] fly out of the cave, knocking Don Quixote down:  

‘[I]f he were as much of a soothsayer as he was a Catholic Christian, he would have taken this as a bad omen and 

refused to go down into such a place (602).’ 

‘[S]i él fuera tan agorero como católico Cristiano, lo tuviera a mala señal y escusara de encerrarse en lugar 

semejante (699).’ 
193 His wish for a so-called ‘dead ringer’ bell-attachment suggests his fear of going into his grave alive. 
194 Hearts take on symbolic value in the tale. For example, why is only he, Don Quixote, worthy of transport to this 

enchanted world? Because of his ‘invincible heart and wondrous courage’ (i.e. Christian faith and Greek courage; 606). This 

shift of the question of heart to the question of brain symbolic of the importance of reason being overtaken by Christian 

theological emphasis placed on faith. Another instance: we read that without his heart Durandarte cannot believe or hear the 

avowal of Montesinos that he carried out his sacred duty of friendship to Durandarte. Final in this list of example, the tale 

records that naturalists state the man with a larger heart has greater courage (which of course is suppose to reflect well on 

Don Quixote). 
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course. After embracing the knight, Montesinos tells him of the sad history of the enchanted persons 

within the cave. Don Quixote is shown a ‘downstairs chamber’ with a ‘marble sepulchre’, its typical 

sculpted knight lying stretched out full on top. However, unlike the usual ‘bronze’ or ‘marble’ or 

‘jade’ statuary knights, this knight is real, confirmed by his ‘hairy and sinewy’ features which are 

verified to Don Quixote’s close inspection. This is Durandarte, Montesinos’s friend and fellow knight. 

The tale of Durandarte’s heart is now recounted. Following his personal command to Montesinos, the 

heart is cut out of his body and presented to Belerma. In turn Belerma, seen from afar with her ladies’ 

maids, first arrives before Don Quixote. She laments her fate personally to the knight. At the end of 

the adventure Don Quixote ‘falls asleep’ again, and is raised in his sleeping state out of the cave and 

up to ground level where his companions awaken him. Waking, he makes the following declaration: 

“May God forgive you, friends, for you have taken me away from the sweetest life and most 

pleasant sights that any human being has ever seen or experienced. In truth, now I realize that 

all the pleasures of this life pass like shadows or dreams, or wither life the flowers in the 

field. O unfortunate Montesinos! O gravely wounded Durandarte! O luckless Belerma! (603-

04).” 

—Dios os lo perdone, amigos; que me habéis quitado de la más sabrosa y agradable vida y 

vista que ningún humano ha visto ni pasado. En efecto, ahora acabo de conocer que todos los 

contentos desta vida pasan como sombre y sueño, o se marchitan como la flor del campo. 

¡Oh desdichado Montesinos! ¡Oh mal ferido Durandarte! ¡Oh sin ventura Belerma! (700-01).  

In context this scene is the end and culmination of the Montesinos episode. In the story’s chronos, 

however, this declaration is the outpouring of the tale to the companions. The language of Plato’s 

cave dweller—“now I realize that all the pleasures of this life pass like shadows or dreams” (my 

italics)—is succeeded by other platonic samples, with for instance the statement that he awoke in a 

place the most superlative “that nature could create or the most discerning human mind imagine”.195 

This ‘discerning human mind’ (la más discrete imaginación humana) is wisdom in the person of 

Montesinos—the allegorical personification of ‘wisdom’. There is no doubt that Don Quixote 

composed Montesinos as Cide Hamete Benegeli confirms it (614). Therefore, stands the question, 

what cherished ideal or ideals is Don Quixote allegorising?  

 

                                                           
195 [Q]ue puede criar la naturaleza ni imaginar la más discrete imaginación humana (702).  



184 
  

The history recounted in the Montesinos tale unifies both the beliefs posed by Don Quixote prior, the 

prophesied present and future, and the implicit request of assistance by Quixote to Montesinos and 

Montesinos to Quixote. In his own ‘history’ Don Quixote takes his experience in the cave onward, 

drawing upon it as a vade mecum to sustain him as a knight. For Don Quixote is the only worthy 

knight to gain entrance to the magical kingdom beyond the mouth of the cave,196 and the inverse 

summit with Montesinos promises further insight as though Quixote were a philosopher-king received 

into the cult of Pythagoras.   

 

Montesinos, or ‘wisdom’ personified 

This personification conforms initially to reader expectations of what personification does as the 

reader recognises and responds to the literature of the sacred site, the chivalric romance and the 

virtuous platonic guide. Soon one then another signifier will undercut and contradict those 

expectations. In the record of the event told by Don Quixote to Sancho and the Humanist Cousin the 

visceral bodily matters satirise the Platonism instilled through the episode. Plato’s archetypal soul, 

divided into reason, spirit and the appetite, or the ‘psyche writ large’ philosophical tradition from the 

ancient Greeks, show the neo-Platonist ‘tendency to associate different levels of the text with different 

levels of the world’, where these world levels are in turn associated with the tri-sections of the human 

self. In the interpretation of the allegory (in the form of a ‘dream’) what Don Quixote is offering to 

Sancho and the Humanist Cousin both of whom are either too uneducated or too pedantic to 

recognise. When the virtuous initiate is elevated to the world of forms (or descended into it in this 

case) it should be through the purity of the intelligence, and not the viscera of the body. Don Quixote 

confirms his trip to the underworld in terms which collect an unimpeded intelligence together with 

bodily and empirical confirmation of being alive: 

I awoke and found myself in the midst of the most beautiful, pleasant, and charming meadow 

that nature could create or the most discerning human mind imagine. I opened my eyes wide, 

rubbed them, and saw that I was not sleeping but was really awake; even so, I felt my head 

and chest to verify whether it was I myself or some false and counterfeit phantom sitting 

there, but my sense of touch, my feelings, the reasoned discourse I held with myself, verified 

                                                           
196  “[F]or an undertaking like this, Sancho my friend, was intended only for me” he says. 
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for me that, there and then, I was the same person I am here and now. Then there appeared 

before my eyes a… (605). 

 

—[D]esperté dél y me hallé en la mitad del más bello, ameno y deleitoso prado que puede 

criar la naturaleza ni imaginar la más discrete imaginación humana. Despabilé los ojos, 

limpiémelos, y vi que no dormía, sino que realmente estaba despierto; con todo esto, me tenté 

la cabeza y los pechos, por certificarme si era yo mismo el que allí estaba, o alguna fantasma 

vana y contrahecha; pero el tacto, el sentmiento, los discursos concertados que entre mí 

hacía, me certificaron que yo era allí entonces el que soy aquí ahora. Ofrecióseme luego a la 

vista un… (702). 

In this passage Don Quixote was really awake, as seen through the means of the senses. Verifying that 

he was really the same person, in then recounting his tale to Sancho and the Humanist Cousin, he 

establishes that everything experienced throughout this adventure ‘scientifically’ happened to him.  

 

Platonic Guides and Quixotic Enchanters       

The Montesinos Cave adventure fulfils a preoccupation of Don Quixote. For this episode redresses the 

topic of enchantment by presenting the hero himself caught up in this topic as a ‘real’ scenario with 

‘real’ persons.  The strange workings of enchantment and time have been widely discussed in critical 

writings on Don Quixote, with the thread of neo-platonism often mentioned.197 In Chapter Three, 

using Wilfred Bion’s psychoanalytic theory of thinking, I argued that Quixote, himself driven to 

frustrations by the manner in which he thinks, and the content of his thoughts, is so much at the mercy 

of an omniscience and omnipotence in his cognition that he invents his enchanters. 

  

While dreams and the hypostasis of time are regular readings of the tale, the personification of 

abstract ideas in the person of Montesinos, an enchanter supposedly at one remove from Merlin, is 

developed in links made in the tale to neo-Platonist philosophy and the “the next world”. This 

demonstrates how this tradition posits wisdom as beyond the language spoken or outside of practices 

performed in society.  More importantly for the episode of Montesinos, the ‘elevation’ to wisdom 

occurs outside of standard time. This fact instils it with a platonic purpose and design. Therefore, 

                                                           
197 Of writers dealing with enchantment in Don Quixote the most cited has been Avalle-Arce (1976). On time see Harry 

Sieber, “Literary Time in the "Cueva de Montesinos”, MLN, 86, no. 2 (1971); https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2907623.pdf, 

268-273. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/pdf/2907623.pdf?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
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investigating the personification of abstract values can suggest Don Quixote’s inheritance of medieval 

(sacred) allegory, Neo-Platonist philosophy, and the Aristotelian-Ciceronian prudence tradition. 

Notwithstanding, the ‘wisdom’ that Quixote receives from Durandarte is the veracity of his story. He 

composes ‘Montesinos’ for his adjudication that Quixote’s history is true. 

 

Wisdom has become synonymous with truth and, as Whitman has valuably shown, allegory conceals 

truth in a fictional form. Thus, Don Quixote emerges from the cave, tells the tale, and points to its 

truth when criticised: 

“Since you love me, Sancho, you speak in this fashion,” said Don Quixote, “and since you 

have little experience in the things of this world, all things that are in any way difficult seem 

impossible to you; but in the course of time, as I have already said, I shall recount to you 

some of what I have seen down there, which will make you believe what I have recounted 

here, whose truth admits neither argument nor dispute (614).” 

—Como me quieres bien, Sancho, hablas desa manera —dijo don Quijote—; y, como no estás 

experimentado en las cosas del mundo, todas las cosas que tienen algo de dificultad te 

parecen imposibles; pero andará el tiempo, como otra vez he dicho, y yo te contaré algunas de 

las que allá abajo he visto, que te harán creer las que aquí he contado, cuya verdad ni admite 

replica ni disputa (711). 

 

Apart from being a figure of ‘wisdom’ bestowing ‘truth’, other abstract values longed for by Don 

Quixote, are perhaps, an equal friendship (of two wise nobles, or of two knights), loyalty such as is 

displayed in the friendship of Montesinos for Durandarte, acknowledgement (of his own ‘invincible 

heart’), and insightful knowledge [as one encounters in a dream] that, for example, in the story of 

Dulcinea, while not betraying him herself, there is a betrayal somewhere. Don Quixote may sense this 

betrayal, unconsciously, and could equally be attending to Sancho’s betrayal in Part Two, chapter x. 

 

Prudence as bookends; time and enchantment 

 

 In the context of the discourse of prudence, the Montesinos Cave adventure is neatly preceded by an 

event which has a new form of prudence as its centre and climax, and neatly bookended by Cide 

Hamete Benegeli’s scholium, which calls for the reader to be prudent (i.e. discerning) in his 
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interpretation of the Montesinos episode. This is the wedding of Camacho in chapter XXI, where the 

unwilling bride, Quiteria, who truly love Basilio, is to marry Camacho. While Don Quixote and 

Sancho look on, Basilio enacts a lover’s ‘suicide’ in front of all the wedding guests, though his death 

is not instant. As he succumbs to death he moves Camacho to pity him, for he has committed the 

grave act for love. Petitioned to excuse a union between the dying Basilio and Quiteria of so little a 

duration, Camacho allows Quiteria to take the wedding vows with Basilio, as, after all, he will be 

shortly dead. However, once the two lovers are married in the sight of the wedding audience, the 

sword upon which Basilio had run himself through is shown to have not passed through his body, but 

being a flexible sword, had passed through a tube which had been cleverly and tightly fixed around 

his midriff. Although Camacho is amazed and angry about the trickery of Basilio, Don Quixote 

defends the desperate action of Basilio: Camacho is rich but the only possession of Basilio is his love, 

Quiteria. Moved as he is by this eloquent, martial challenge made by Don Quixote in defence of 

Basilio and Quiteria’s right, Camacho reasons that Quiteria would not have loved him and he and his 

followers are thereby consoled. The chapter precedes to the wedding revelries for the happy couple, 

moving Don Quixote, Sancho and their new acquaintance, the licentiate, to celebrate in ‘Basilio’s 

village, for poor men who are virtuous and intelligent can also have people who follow, honor and 

assist them, just as the wealthy have those who flatter and accompany them (596).’198 There in 

Basilio’s village, Don Quixote is praised for his armed valour and oratory, as ‘they deemed his 

intelligence equal to his courage, considering him a Cid in arms and a Cicero in eloquence (597)’.199 

Meanwhile, Don Quixote and Sancho converse about Basilio’s act, asking ‘was it simply a fine piece 

of deception?’ Don Quixote, who perceives that someone uneducated might take Basilio’s actions for 

deceptions, states definitively that:  “They cannot and should not be called deceptions… since their 

purpose was virtuous (597).”200  

 

                                                           
198  [L]a aldea de Basilio, que también los pobres virtuosos y discretos tienen quien los siga, honre y ampare, como 

los ricos tienen quien los lisonjee y acompañe (693). 
199  [Y] al par de la valentía le graduaron la discreción, teniéndole por un Cid en las armas y por un Cicerón en la 

elocuencia (694). 
200  —No se puedan ni deben llamar engaños… los que ponen la mira en virtuosos fines (694).  
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These words linger before the Montesinos Cave chapter, asserting the new Spanish attitude to 

prudence and action—for Pyrrhonist scepticism had passed into popular thinking (as discussed above 

in chapter three)—and they provide a bridge between Basilio’s virtuous deceit at the ‘wedding’ of 

Camacho, and the charge of deception or self-deception which in the recounting of the Montesinos 

Cave adventure is levelled at Don Quixote. The Montesinos episode will end with incredulity, coming 

both from the Humanist Cousin and Sancho Panza. This incredulity carries over into chapter XIV, 

where in the margin, ‘in his own hand’, Cide Hamete writes the following of the adventure’s 

plausibility: 

‘I cannot believe, nor can I persuade myself, that everything written in the preceding chapter 

actually happened in its entirety… the reason is that all the adventures up to this point have 

been possible and plausible… But it is not possible for me to think that Don Quixote… would 

lie… Moreover, he recounted and told it in all its circumstances and details, and in so short a 

time he could not fabricate so enormous a quantity of nonsense; if this adventure seems 

apocryphal, the fault is not mine, and so, without affirming either its falsity or its truth, I write 

it down. You, reader, since you are a discerning person, must judge it according to your own 

lights, for I must not and cannot do more (614).’ 

“No me puedo dar a entender, ni me puedo persuader, que… todo lo que en el antecedente 

capítulo queda escrito: la razón es que todas las aventuras hasta aquí sucedidas han sido 

contingibles… Pues pensar yo que don Quijote mintiese… Por otra parte, consider que él la 

contó y la dijo con todas las circunstancias dichas, y que no pudo fabricar en tan breve 

espacio tan gran máquina de disparates; y si esta aventura parece apócrifa, yo no tengo la 

culpa; y así, sin afirmarla por falsa o verdadera, la escribo. Tú, letor, pues eres prudente, juzga 

lo que te pareciere, que yo no debo ni puedo más (711). ” 

Cide Hamete’s precise word in Spanish, is not ‘discerning’ but rather ‘prudente’, and, thus, he enjoins 

the reader to interpret the allegory of the cave for himself.201 Furthermore, it is the matter of time—

raised here by Cide Hamete in his remarks on the plausibility of the story over against the duration it 

would take to fabricate it—which establishes the third vital way this episode has been discussed. 

Harry Sieber wrote on ‘Literary Time in the "Cueva de Montesinos"’, building there on the work of 

Frank Kermode, who isolated three ancient and medieval concepts of time: chronos, kairos, and 

aevum. Using these terms, Sieber helpfully constructed the relation to time for the enchanted in the 

cave, and for Don Quixote: 

These characters neither eat, drink or sleep; day and night follow one another without aging 

                                                           
201 It is certainly not something the Humanist Cousin is equipped to do, as that philologist has isolated only a few things of 

no moment in the tale. One of these is the saying ‘Be patient and shuffle the deck’, which Durandarte states, a saying the 

Humanist Cousin will use to establish the date of playing cards to have been in the age of Charlemagne. (Durandarte, 

Montesinos, and the other enchanted persons in the cave, have lived there for five hundred years since the age of 

Charlemagne). 
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those who populate that world. The opposite of kairos is chronos in this context, and there are 

examples of its presence within the time of Don Quijote’s vision. Even though the characters 

are suspended in time, Don Quijote reports that fingernails, beards, hair, etc. grow as if the 

characters were alive. Cervantes is playing with these outer edges of aevum where both the 

eternal and the temporal intermingle. Don Quijote is witnessing a temporal fragmentation, a 

coming-apart of his own internal world. Don Quijote’s consciousness of time comes directly 

from literature and as such is simply a result of his reading too deeply. He has been totally 

possessed by the text. Part of his insanity consists in his perception of the “world” through 

literary time. But there is more to his experience in the Cave of Montesinos. He seems to 

move beyond and outside himself in seeking a fixed temporal perspective from which to 

reaffirm his identity and self-possession. While in the vision he is free from the time of the 

world and is able to accomplish his “impossible” task… without interruptions from outside 

his own consciousness (Sieber, 272). 

 

 

Per Avalle-Arce, we must see the Cave of Montesinos episode positioned through an act of authorial 

intent on Cervantes’s part. Don Quixote has already made his plans to visit the nearby cave,202 which 

is reputed to be impressive and well worth seeing. Before departing “Camacho’s wedding”, Don 

Quixote and Sancho await a guide who will take them to Montesinos.203 

The guide who has been recommended to Don Quixote and Sancho is the Humanist Cousin who 

represents a humanism which has become impoverished through wasting its talents proving 

inessential facts to be either true or false.204 Don Quixote scathingly comments:  

[T]here are some who exhaust themselves learning and investigating things that, once learned 

and investigated, do not matter in the slightest to the understanding or the memory.” (DQ II : 

XXII, 601)  

—[H]ay algunos que se cansan en saber y averiguar cosas que, después de sabidas y 

averiguadas, no importan un ardite al entendimiento ni a la memoria. (698). 

The allegory, which is the Cave of Montesinos adventure, is unlikely to be interpreted well by the 

Humanist Cousin. He will not know that Don Quixote is returning to a consoling philosophy (of 

chivalric romance). Why does he return? He returns because he needs to re-access his purpose. 

                                                           
202 Cueva de Montesinos is an actual cave visited by tourists unto this day. 
203 A guide to a guide; already we are dealing with the ‘great theme’ the Renaissance took from Plato: the Platonic wisdom 

of the ‘philosopher king’.  

‘The insistence on the prince’s ability to distinguish between appearance and reality is the great theme taken from Plato, 

and a main preoccupation of the educational program (Ryan, 303-4).” 
204 Carrol B. Johnson has written the following about the Humanist Cousin: 

A character our heroes meet at these festivities agrees to guide them to the famous Cave of Montesinos. He is 

simply called “the cousin,” and he belongs in a series with Don Diego de Miranda. As Don Diego represents the 

decadence of the hidalgo class, so the cousin represents the decline into absurdity of humanistic scholarship 

(Johnson, 65). 

See also Don Quixote, 599-600, ‘he responded that his profession was being a humanist’. The humanist cousin is full of 

abstruse and useless knowledge; his response to Don Quixote’s proposed journey into the cave is:  

 “I beg your grace, Señor Don Quixote, that you observe carefully and scrutinize with a thousand eyes what you 

find inside: perhaps there are things I can put in my book Transformations (602).” 
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Chapter Six: Communicating Prudence 

Section I: Don Quixote’s Discourse on the Golden Age 

 

“In a Golden Age the right thing to do is obvious: ‘good is as visible as green.’” C.S. Lewis 

  

In Don Quixote the hero knight holds a handful of acorns205 in contemplation while lunching with 

Sancho and some goat-herdsmen. Instantaneously, he transports his listeners into the Golden Age of 

Ovid, Virgil and Hesiod, declaring that ‘this evil, iron age’ represents a fall from that ‘gloried age’. 

The opening words of this famous speech are these (in the original Spanish): 

 

—Dichosa edad y siglos dichosas aquellos a quien los antiguos pusieron nombre de dorados, 

y no porque en ellos el oro, que en esta nuestra edad de hierro tanto se estima, se alcanzase en 

aquella venturosa sin fatiga alguna, sino porque entonces los que en ella vivían ignoraban 

estas dos palabras de tuyo y mío (128).206  

 

A standard translation of the passage (found in Don Quixote, part one, chapter XI) is the following by 

Edith Grossman (2003): 

 

“Fortunate the age and fortunate the times called golden by the ancients, and not because 

gold, which in this our age of iron is so highly esteemed, could be found then with no effort, 

but because those who lived in that time did not know the two words thine and mine.” 

 

This chapter explores the section of Don Quixote’s ‘Golden Age Speech’; however, I would like to 

pause momentarily to look at the first and fifth words, the singular and plural ‘dichosa/s’, which 

translators besides Grossman translate as ‘happy’ or ‘blessed’.207 The reason to linger over this word 

dichosa, is that by the formality of the genre of golden age literature the speech is connected to the 

classical political tradition’s good of felicitas, or ‘happiness’ or ‘blessedness’. To explain this focus 

                                                           
205 ‘Le trujeron.’ 
206 [D]icha, happiness, chance, luck; didioso,-a, happy, fortúnate, blessed. Heath’s Modern Language Series. Selections from 

Don Quixote by Miguel De Cervantes Saavedra, ed. J.D.M. Ford (Boston, U. S. A. D.C. Heath & Co., Publishers, 1908), 

p160. 
207 One such is made by J.M. Cohen in his translation (1950), which commences with the words, ‘[h]appy the age and happy 

the times on which the ancients bestowed the name of golden (85).’   
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on felicitas an understanding of the underlying view of politics and the good life as Aristotle had 

defined it is necessary.  

 

In his Politics Aristotle had asserted the primacy of the good as the telos of natural human 

communities growing into states.208 In his view what political life constituted was a form of public 

reasoning where the community’s telos was a unifying good. Such a form of public reasoning is 

established here by Don Quixote when he explains his purpose in the concluding words of the speech: 

“to defend maidens, protect widows, and come to the aid of orphans and those in need (77).”209 As 

Aristotle conceived it, through a natural process ably assisted by public reasoning the state (polis) 

aspires to self-sufficiency and the good life.  

1252b27 For all practical purposes the process is now complete; self-sufficiency has been 

reached, and while the state came about as a means of securing life itself, it continues in being 

to secure the good life. Therefore every state exists by nature, as the earlier associations too 

were natural.  

 

Aristotle’s idea that humans naturally congregated into greater corporations of social life is framed in 

his “celebrated description of man as a politikon zōon, ‘an animal that [naturally] lives in a state, 

polis.’” For Aristotle, this higher form of social life in the polis means simply a ‘complete conception’ 

of ‘the good’. 210 Therefore, an ethicalism in principle in political philosophy from the classical period 

to the Renaissance immutably joined personal virtue with one’s duty to achieve the collective good. In 

medieval-scholastic writings, the Christian good that bound the community formed in the likeness of 

the divine will to the public’s will; hence a theological inflection mattered though it originally had 

not. Sixteenth century Europeans such as Juan Luis Vives no longer invoked the ‘complete 

conception’ of the Greeks and Romans, to be found in their public spheres; but rather sought the 

felicitas of theology.  Structures of power were simply too powerful—small communities had no 

                                                           
208 The word ‘state’ here is anachronistic for the word politeia, from polis. However, polis suggests a city, and as I argue 

farther down, there is an absence of cities. Another, and perhaps more preferable, term is koinoniai, meaning ‘communions’.  
209 “[P]ara defender las doncellas, amparar las viudas y socorrer a los huérfanos y a los menesterosos” (129). 
210 (Introduction, Politics, 1992, 37). 
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chance of developing as Aristotle theorised but developed within the church and monarchy integrated 

into Aristotle’s model. 

 

Evidently, the behaviour humans actually enacted, catalysed by a fresh mentality in the new age of 

adventure and religious wars, shaded the drive of politics and supplanted an ethical theorisation with 

more, by now, ‘objective’ studies. Machiavelli was an early provocative example, for his ‘vírtu’ was 

not virtue, or even a force to mitigate the summum bonum but instead a resource for astute, political 

brinkmanship in society. With the passage of time an absence of a high standard in public ethics, and 

a narrowing of felicitas as the paradigm of public reason, were spoliating factors. Unless it had a 

central good at which it aimed none of the several polities Aristotle details in his Politics would work. 

If it took the central good as its collective telos, its natural function would emerge and follow its 

course. If not, it would become one of the bad forms of that polity. 

 

Justice was in Cicero’s words what a state cannot maintain itself without, so the establishment of 

justice secured the state and its goods, its benefits. Justice was the virtue par excellence as we shall 

see in chapter XI of Don Quixote, Part One.  In an atmosphere of at times sceptical realism Spanish 

society read about itself in Cervantes’s novel, and contemporary believed, and late readers believe, 

that Cervantes’s character Don Quixote must have belonged to this world. That real society had 

instituted into law divisive prejudices that could only thrive beforehand in usage and custom. This is 

the foil to the golden age speech of Don Quixote. A defunct justice ‘in these our detestable times’ 

encourages a laudation to that mythical age of gold because the age of justice is still ‘so highly 

esteemed’. Concerning these two traditions, they are discontinuous in that the tradition of deliberating 

politics in a public forum is not a literary effusion in the manner of texts on the golden age.211 In his 

account of the ancient golden age, Don Quixote’s first word is ‘happy’, a word that conveys to the 

educated reader thoughts of golden age literature as well as the classical felicitas. Anthony Cascardi 

(2012) might read Quixote’s discourse of a ‘golden age’ world as ‘impossible’, yet he nonetheless 

                                                           
211 DQI:XI Quixote’s Golden Age Speech; Quixote as Pauline hombre nuevo (also: Platonic influences); Materials for 

Theories of Nature/Natural Law Theory (Hesiod, Lucretius, Aristotle, Plato among others) 
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puts the speech into a special category as it ‘serves to establish a hypothetical standpoint from which 

to survey’ all that ‘a republic would have to correct.’ Suchs writing reveals a debt to the erasmian 

humanists who also cloaked ‘wisdom’ ‘under the veils of fiction and folly’ (Cascardi, 53). For it is 

exactly with this method that Disiderius Erasmus and Thomas More wrote their utopias making use of 

polemical and utopian devices. To this purpose, Cascardi quite rightly states: ‘[w]hat the reader 

requires in all such cases are the tools by which to interpret ‘foolish’ political wisdom (53).’212 This 

style is what political theorist Leo Strauss called ‘esoteric writings’. Such writing operates at the 

textual level and by genre, and adoption of the esoteric tradition is the best way of reading Don 

Quixote, with the caveat that no reading answers all the problems of the text. 

 

The Golden Age paradigm as public reason  

 

Two specialists of Spanish literature have written the landmark texts on political utopianism and 

classical political frameworks in Don Quixote. These are of course José Maravall and his Utopia and 

Counterutopia in the “Quijote”, and Anthony Cascardi and his Cervantes, Literature and the 

Discourse of Politics. Both texts give extensive appraisals of the golden age discourse, its utopianism 

and the sixteenth-century climate of political thought, whether humanist or subaltern in character.  

Cascardi comments that Don Quixote’s Golden Age vision is akin to the political philosopher’s ‘state 

of nature.’ 

As far as Don Quixote is concerned, however, the principal attraction of the Golden Age lies 

in everything that it does not include... Don Quixote’s attraction to this vision allows 

Cervantes the opportunity to explore the preconditions of politics, free from prior 

assumptions, and exempt from the pre-existing conditions that impinge on the historical 

world. Indeed, the vision of the Golden Age is akin to what later political philosophers would 

come to call the ‘state of nature. (Cascardi, 2012, 63.) 

 

                                                           
212 Erasmus’ ‘Sileni of Alcilbiades’ ‘parable’ (itself drawn from Plato’s Symposium) demonstrates the idea that what is apparent 

is not necessarily actual, as well as the idea that no single point of reference, no single perspective exists, from which to judge 

politically. One has to find one’s way by reading the signs. Likewise, this is entailed in the idea of the docta ignorantia, which 

Cascardi depicts Don Quijote to be.  
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In kind, Cascardi depicts Don Quixote as a ‘pauline’ new man (hombre nuevo),213 reflecting 

Maravall’s similar statements in his chapter ‘The Utopia of Natural Reason’. Hinting at the quixotic 

project of invoking a republic (c.f. p51 and passim), Cascardi argues this project is connected to the 

line of erasmian humanists who he entitles the ‘school’ of ‘civic humanism’.214  Thus, he argues 

Cervantes’s reworking of past literature invites the reader to envisage a ‘discourse about the whole’ in 

‘fragments of pre-existing discursive frames’ (Cascardi, 28). Such discourse constitutes an 

intermediary abstraction ‘of which the polis is itself an image.’215 It is within this image of the polis 

that Cascardi believes Cervantes had had an encounter with humanism. To this end, Cascardi 

understands that the myth of the golden age is ‘inadequate as a political ideal because it negates the 

world for more than just ‘theoretical’ reasons (61),’ and he points to Cervantes’s own indicated 

incertitude of such an ideal. In Cascardi’s view the myth of the golden age is little more than a 

hypothetical condition for the creation of a society, marked as it is by absence of prominent features 

shared by all early modern societies. An inequality of power and wealth, a scarcity of material goods, 

and an interest in private property as opposed to co-ownership and co-operation are the putative 

inequities.  

 

In Don Quixote’s vision such inequities are stripped away in order to provide a paradigm of public 

reason and it is restated that public reason is prudence achieved in the political domain. Even though 

Quixote’s vision is idealised fiction, its share in other such paradigms is well established. Thus, 

classical political tradition and the literature of the golden age, and ‘utopias’ such as Sancho’s 

                                                           
213 ‘But Don Quixote is himself already a version of the hombre nuevo—albeit shaped according to models from the past—

who has completely refashioned himself according to noble ideals. The real trouble is that he has no new world to accompany 

him. On the contrary, the contemporary world seems to be in a state of decline.’ Cascardi, 2012, 51. 
214 Here, Cascardi builds on the extensive scholarship devoted to quattrocento Italian ‘Republicanism’. Cascardi’s interest 

stems from the high standard of personal virtue found in ‘civic humanism’ and ‘Republicanism’ there, and this is obvious 

when modelled against a textbook definition: 

Though republicanism has meant many different things, a republic can be usefully defined as a government of 

citizens, rather than subjects, who share in directing their own affairs… Being governed by a king requires little 

virtue; the laws, backed by the threat of force, keep subjects in check. Governing oneself, in contrast, requires 

considerable virtue. Where citizens themselves have a hand in the laws and in the use of force, they must remember 

their duties and check themselves. For this reason, republicanism requires virtue. Virtue, however, understood as the 

capacity and willingness to restrain or sacrifice oneself for the common good, does not come easily.  Therefore, 

republican politics is, to borrow political theorist Michael Sandel’s phrase, a “formative politics” that uses public 

moral education and other means to form virtuous citizens. (317-18). 
215 See Cascardi on the need for abstracting through means of ‘dialogue, image and myth’ in polis formation. Cascardi, 2012, 

28. 
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Barataria Island, which I discuss in the next section, are more than similar. They all have in common 

an idea of justice based in a common sense of right, a common morality. If we discover that the 

golden age utopia relies solely on natural law justice, the classical political tradition was equipped 

with other, equal forms of public reason as adjuncts to natural justice. Taking up Cascardi’s argument 

that the golden age world lacked authenticity—the inequality of power, the scarcity of material goods, 

and the holdings of private property driven by self-preservation of actual society—we come to realise 

‘[i]t is fashioned by removing every problematical relationship and every controversial force from the 

world' (Cascardi, 60).   

 

Don Quixote can verify in his own self those virtues that establish the society’s felicitas. The golden 

age vision is strangely authentic, as with its aura he strips away the images and constructs taken as 

given civic institutions and replaces them with the solitary figure of the knight. His famous ability for 

second sight—able to see one thing as another, a basin as a helmet, a windmill as a giant—operates to 

reify an historical institution—the partnership between ‘man’ and nature—as a private concern of 

honour, nobility and a justice he boasts only he can bring about. Justice, chief of the virtues that had 

motivated the Greeks, is prior to historical time, valuing thereby its communion with the ‘morality of 

laws’. In this way, looking at the acorn, at the rustic, imbecile goatherds, he fantasizes an imaginary 

republic and a learned symposium. I proceed now to analyse his golden age speech drawing from 

textual and generic conventions of literary and political theories.   

 

What is Don Quixote’s Golden Age vision like? 

 

In the speech’s first swell of praise to the golden age, Don Quixote gives his audience the key to its 

name. He tells them that it was not due to the ease of obtaining gold, though confirming this in an 

aside, but rather he states its lustre as the absence of the two words, ‘thine’ and ‘mine’. ‘In that 

blessed age,’ he boasts, ‘all things were owned in common’, and with this primitive socialism 

resulting simply and naturally from its abundance of supplies. Therein shifts Don Quixote’s focus to 

detailing these supplies. The goatherds are told that the river and water systems were overbrimming 
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and delicious, that rocks held plentiful honey from bees, these insects described as clever agents who 

had ‘established their colonies’ and freely granted to ‘any hand the fertile harvest of their sweet 

labor’. Bees had a powerful and long-lived presence as the blazon of virtuous and devoted political 

society.216  

 

Next in the telling is how the cork trees, through ‘courtesy’, ‘shed the wide, light bark with which 

houses... were covered as a protection’, the last word, protection, again doing more description work 

until its strict provision of shelter a few words later. Where Don Quixote says ‘protection’ inspires 

one to contemplate how people have probably always built barriers and bulwarks against animals and 

armed men.  The final fertile abundance mentioned is that of the soil, which he calls ‘the merciful 

womb of our first mother’. Unviolated by the plough in this time before time, implying the time 

before agriculture, instead ‘without being forced, [she] offered up, everywhere across her broad and 

fertile bosom, whatever would satisfy, sustain, and delight the children who then possessed her.’ No 

more secure than in this edenic dawn Don Quixote dilates on women’s liberty, which he has linked 

unmistakeably to his prior remark. Women, he argues, ‘could [unmolested] wander from valley to 

valley and hill to hill’ and could at their discretion refuse or accept sexual advance. For clothing they 

wore vines or burdock leaves, and looked, he asserts, every part au courant as contemporary ladies of 

the court whose apparel was modern and who wore cosmestics. ‘Maidens,’ he terminates the main of 

his speech, ‘in their modesty wandered.. wherever they wished, alone and mistresses of themselves, 

without fear that another’s boldness or lascivious intent would dishonour them, and if they fell it was 

through their own desire and will (77).’ Don Quixote’s conclusion then laments that now ‘no maiden 

is safe’, that all people alike suffer in the ‘iron age’, despite infinite precaution, including prudent 

                                                           
216 See Cascardi, 63: The ‘state of nature’ can incorporate wholly ‘natural’ republics, such as the community of the bees that 

Don Quixote glancingly mentions in chapter XI, perhaps with Alonso de Castrillo again in mind: ‘In the fissures of rocks and 

in the hollows of trees diligent and clever bees established their colonies, freely offering to any hand the fertile fruit of their 

sweet labor’… Castrillo in fact offers a gloss on Virgil that highlights the intelligence and orderliness of the hierarchy of the 

bees, suggesting that it is a model for relations between rulers and citizens. The topic was, in fact, an ancient one made famous 

by Aristotle, and later noted by Hobbes when tracing the beginnings of civil government.   
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withdrawal, innocent ‘maidens are brought to ruin’. Giving moment to this disastrous present, Don 

Quixote arrives at his favourite topic: the urgency for knights. 

 

It was for their protection, as time passed and wickedness spread, that the order of knights 

errant was instituted: to defend maidens, protect widows, and come to the aid of orphans and 

those in need. This is the order to which I belong.. (77). 

—Para cuya seguridad, andando más los tiempos y creciendo más la malicia, se instituyó la 

orden de los caballeros andantes, para defender las doncellas, amparar las viudas y socorrer a 

los huérfanos y a los menesterosos. Desten orden soy yo.. (129). 

 

His personal quest wound around institutional justice, the New Testament’s definition of justice from 

James 1:27 is paraphrased.217 With a few phrases more he introduces the justice type most aligned 

with his vision of the golden age, being ‘natural law’, yet with the citing of scripture he engages with 

the thinker whose critique did most harm to the classical ideal of public reason: Saint Augustine. 

Commendably Cascardi reads the scene, laying the ground for an insight that the ‘golden’ time before 

the ‘institutional fall’ must be in order that he might seize the honour and inaugurate its first public 

institution, the order of knights errant.  

  

 

Speculative negation: Golden Age vacated of contemporary evils 

 

Cascardi describes the Golden Age speech as a ‘speculative negation’ because of ‘its negation of 

existing conditions’: inequality of power, scarcity of material goods and avarice for private property. 

Other existing conditions are also absent and these are raised by Maravall in connection to the speech; 

in keeping, I will argue that the city, and with it city life, are absent. According to Maravall the 

contemporary society circa 1600 ‘rests on three fundamental pillars, each containing secondary lines: 

a standing army, a monetary economy, and administration by experts, that is, bureaucracy (37).’ 

Maravall noted how hateful these three pillars were to Quixote because they dissolved any demand for 

                                                           
217 There are a modest abundance of verses in the scriptures adjuring the believer to protect the orphans and widows. 
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knights, and rid them of privileges. It is no surprise that Don Quixote in his adventures remains in 

continual warfare with each civic pillar. The ephemeral gutting of these conditions permits the 

‘construction of a world from a hypothetical stance’ which accounts for the oft-discussed markers of 

utopianism in readings of the chapter. Cascardi pays close attention to the speculation of this 

‘politics’:  

The analytical perspective it offers is achieved by a process of speculative negation (‘what if 

we were to take away selfishness, private property, the need for work, etc.’). It is ‘speculative’ 

not so much because it is the product of an intellectual musing but because it aims at the 

construction of a world from a hypothetical stance. This is one of the forms in which Cervantes 

asks Plato’s question about what the just city ought to include and, just as in Plato, it turns out 

that the most ‘appealing’ city may not be the most just… Indeed, Cervantes seems to have some 

sympathy for Cicero’s view that there could be nothing more baneful than the equal distribution 

of property (Cascardi, 61). 

 

The polis was the site of classical political philosophy, so it is noticeable that in Cervantes’s Don 

Quixote, unlike in some of his other works (Riconete y Cortadilla for example), city life is absent 

from the scenes of daily life. Américo Castro takes this absence as constituting for Quixote an 

attraction to ‘transience’. For Castro, Don Quixote’s quest too has implications that the society of this 

time inhibited a meaningful life, as noticed in this following: 

Society, the real society in which Cervantes lived, was not of interest insofar as it was either 

good or bad; it was, however, definitely felt to be uninhabitable. It was necessary to leave 

society, to limit oneself to an indirect knowledge of it, to remain outside its compass. To live 

meaningfully, the hero sets out upon the roads, comes into contact with wayfaring people, and 

confronts them as God might will. Unpopulated areas, grazing lands, country dwellings like 

the ducal palace, or inns, places of passing and not for permanent residence now exert a 

powerful attraction. Don Quijote goes out to encounter a world of transience because he needs 

to escape the stability he leaves behind. Cervantes and his personnages pursue a world of 

movement and travel, a spatial and temporal replica of the same slippery and open style that 

made it possible for literary material to flow into the lives of Alonso Quijana and so many 

others (Castro, 134). 

 

Such scarcely populated, ‘transient’ or impermanent abodes seem lacking of the vital civic structures 

for the polis: a corporation of a sizeable dimension, which includes political institutions and centres of 

power. On the other hand, Castro is specific with his meaning when asserting Quijote is escaping 

social stability for sites of ‘transience’: ‘Don Quijote goes out to encounter a world of transience 
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because he needs to escape the stability he leaves behind.’ In taking flight from the city, situations 

between people are simpler, more ‘natural’, and therefore a tacit charge that the city has not worked as 

the site of political organisation is conveyed. Though it is usual to ground a theory of a society in a 

public reason ideal of justice,218 for both Cascardi and Maravall the speech and its vistas of organic 

simplicity and natural abundance are part of what was a wider fervour for ‘natural principles’ in late 

century Spain. Maravall saw a desire for social reform so ‘that heroism (moral as well as military) 

will be a principle of life’. Yet, Cervantes also permits the reader to ‘see that the project is 

impossible’, not only through Don Quixote’s failures, but also through cruel words invented for his 

creation like ‘quijotadas’ (quixotic acts) as Maravall indicated (189). Maravall’s writing is replete 

with the vast secondary literature of the period, which idealized such elements as the country, the 

inner self, chivalric warfare, nobility, and the contents of the late century utopias.  

 

If in Maravall the ‘utopianism’ is localized to life under Phillip II, in Cascardi the ‘quixotic project’ is 

tied to literature’s place in the state, and owes its debt to the writers of antiquity and the 16th century. 

Both infer the same motive force since both discover models emulating the classical age. Cascardi 

applies sixteenth century political theory expressing potentials in government, politics, leadership, the 

integration between soul and body politic, and other equal political discourses accessible to a astute 

readers. When discussing the Golden Age vision of chapter XI, for example, Cascardi brings up 

fantasy and imagination’s fruitful employment by both politics per se and early modern politics 

specifically. It is fantasy’s grasp that saw Don Quixote choose to ‘reconcile’ discordant elements in 

this pastoral society, in harmony, free of conflict, as one of his political ‘discourses’. In terms of its 

place in the epoch’s psychology of the mind, fantasy works to shake up the mind for gainful results. 

Thus, Juan Luis Vives wrote these remarks in his Renaissance theory on the internal senses: 

The activity of imagination in the soul is analogous to that of the eyes in the body: it is as the 

opening of a receptacle, which is memory. Fantasy conjoins and separates those things which 

imagination has received as single and simple. I do not ignore that many confuse these two 

activities, i.e., they call imagination fantasy and vice versa, and some believe that they are the 

same function. To us it seems more appropriate to our aim and more suitable to instruction to 

distinguish them... Fantasy is marvellously free and disengaged. It invents, reproduces, 

                                                           
218 As has been commented above: Don Quixote’s Golden Age vision has justice at its core. 



200 
  

combines and dissolves everything it wishes. It conjoins the most distant things, and separates 

the most united. Therefore, if it is not controlled and bridled by reason, it shakes up and 

disturbs the mind as a storm stirs up the sea... (Quoted by Loreno Casini in his ‘Renaissance 

Theories of Internal Senses’, 149).219 

 

Therefore, we must take care when we discuss fantasy and imagination. Such imagination begins in a 

search for origins, because it’s the overriding belief of such virtual worlds that human society’s 

origins were peaceful, ungoverned by passions and just; that means a turn toward the utopian 

elements in a society and a disregard for history, since the latter is a record of conflicts. The literary 

scholar Wolfgang Iser has this to say about the pastoral as mirror world to the historical: 

Difference, then, marks the boundary between the two worlds, and at the same time it is again 

inscribed into each of them. In this way both worlds have dual references. The artificial pastoral 

world relates simultaneously to an ideal state and to a historical world, but always in such a 

way that the latter is refracted as the reorganization of the former. The historical world also 

appears both as what it is and as what it ought to be. The one world gains its significance only 

by functioning as a mirror, and the other by being refracted in the reflected image. Neither is 

fulfilled simply by what it denotes, for only their interaction can unfold the implications of their 

references. (Iser, 47-48)220 

 

At first reading, Don Quixote’s vision of the Golden Age is pastoral and ahistorical. However, 

through the interaction between this idealised world and the knight’s own created world he claims to 

serve and protect, Don Quixote’s need to recast his own society is his own reaction to the ‘real’ world. 

In place of the total justice and the harmony now lost forever to ‘the iron age,’ Don Quixote 

constructs a visual paradigm of justice, his own forum of public reasoning.  This pictorial backdrop 

mirrors and accounts for what is called the ‘institutional fall’, the fall from a state of innocence into 

history and the political resolve to forge strong institutions everafter. Don Quixote has taken this 

view, recasting himself as principle knight in an institutional order whose sole duty is to correct 

present evils.  

Don Quijote attempts to construct a historical genealogy of decline in order to explain a moral 

shift. Indeed, he invokes ‘history’ not just in order to explain the course of decline itself but, in 

                                                           
219 Loreno Casini, “Renaissance Theories of Internal Senses,” Sourcebook for the History of the Philosophy of Mind, ed. 

Simo Knuuttila & Juha Sihvola, (Springer Science + Business Media: Dordrecht, Holland, 2014), 149. 
220 Comment – see specifically Wolfgang Iser, The Fictive and the Imaginary (Baltimore : J. Hopkins University Press, 

1993), where he speaks about the pastoral as encoding two worlds at the same moment, the real (historical) and the 

imaginary (Golden Age), from page 45. 
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turn, to explain himself—i.e., to explain why he, the knight who appears to be a historical 

anomaly, is in fact a historical necessity. The knight errant who is supremely out of step with 

the world, must exist because of the changes that history has brought about… This is about as 

clear a self-accounting as any that he gives throughout the book, and it underwrites his 

‘quixotic’ political project: to remedy the injustices of the present by reviving the ‘Golden Age’ 

(Cascardi, 69). 

Cascardi recognises a tension of competing demands in the speech. Thus, Don Quixote’s role is 

turned on its head; from being antiquated and tangential to social purposes, he is placed at society’s 

centre with his speech’s sudden claim, to his immediate audience of Sancho and the goatherds, that he 

possesses authority and expects to give service: this is all quite unexpected and strange.  

 

 

Don Quixote’s discourse of justice and truth  

 

Central to the knight’s vision is justice at its centre, and we now turn to look at this and ask: is it 

ideally placed in a firmly grounded law?  In this section on Augustine’s critique of the justice ideal of 

public reason, I am following ideas in the chapter in a book of solicited chapters on ethics’ place in 

philosophy. The chapter is ‘Paradigms of Public Reason: reflections on ethics and democracy’ by 

David R. Rasmussen, in Questioning Ethics: debates in contemporary philosophy, edited by Richard 

Kearney and Mark Dooley, 181-198.221 Although the essay title and collection sound focused on 

modern ethics, David R. Rasmussen’s topic covers three periods of public reason formation, these 

belonging to Aristotle/Cicero, Augustine, and Thomas Hobbes. It the first two periods which concern 

this essay, although the third is situated at a nice proximity of less than fifty years after publication of 

Don Quixote. 

It will be argued that to chronicle his vision of the political good of justice Don Quixote has selected 

(if unwittingly) a notional ‘age’ pre- paradigm of public reason in law, so constituted by Aristotle and 

Cicero, and from his vantage point of current humanism he engages an edenic world containing a 

barely detected Augustinian dispraise of civil society.  

                                                           
221 David R. Rasmussen, “Paradigms of Public Reason: reflections on ethics and democracy,” Questioning Ethics: debates in 

contemporary philosophy, ed. Richard Kearney & Mark Dooley, (London: Routledge, 1999), 181-198. 
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Germane to this reading is the following text from the speech: 

 

There was no fraud, deceit, or malice mixed in with honesty and truth. Justice stood on her own 

ground, and favour or interest did not dare disturb or offend her as they so often do now, 

defaming, confusing, and persecuting her. Arbitrary opinions formed outside the law had not 

yet found a place in the mind of the judge, for there was nothing to judge, and no one to be 

judged (77). 

—No había la fraude, el engaño ni la malicia mezcládose con la verdad y llaneza. La justicia se 

estaba en sus proprios términos, sin que la osasen turbar ni ofender los de faavor y los del 

interese, que tanto ahora la menoscaban, turban y persiguen. La ley del encaje aún no se había 

qué juzgar, ni quién fuese juzgado (129). 

 

It is interesting to see Cervantes fusing imagery from the Bible and other texts into this passage. Like 

the proverbial wheat and tares sown together in this present, evil generation of the world, prior to their 

intended salvation or burning ‘at the end of the age’, in late century Spain, ‘this age of iron’ ‘fraud, 

deceit [and] malice’ have been ‘mixed in with honesty and truth’. Justice is personified as a strong 

woman who ‘stood on her own ground’, a fierce figure whom two other personified qualities, favour 

and interest, do not dare to approach. Don Quixote’s thoughts move forward to the figure of the judge, 

a natural embodiment. The word chosen to begin the sentence is ‘arbitrary’, a freighted term in a period 

of arbitristas, a group of intellectuals seeking to influence the King and his court. Immediately, Don 

Quixote links the figure of the judge to a timely, public controversy. His words raise the doubt that these 

‘[a]rbitrary opinions’ have seeped into the judge’s mind like the ‘contagion’ of sexual ‘corruption’ 

undoing contemporary women of whom he revisits and places in the effusions of the speech. Thus, the 

mind of the judge is susceptible to the court of popular opinion, or vogues among the intelligentsia. 

Importing the figure of the judge into this scene works to ‘preterition’, the rhetorical figure meaning a 

passing over, or omission, by introducing a positive notion slyly even as the speaker insists it contains 

no substance to his case. Don Quixote does this when he states, ‘for there was nothing to judge and no 

one to be judged,’ a mention amid the eloquence of his speech and gaining notice for its ‘passing over’. 

Yet, there is a real importance to this ‘passing over’, for in his fantasy the role of judge would be his to 

take. In the novel’s reality, Sancho Panza solely takes the role on the Island of Barataria in Part Two. 
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I will shortly discuss this figure of the judge as a key person in Don Quixote’s utopian vision in the next 

section of Chapter Six. The idea of the judge recurs in Don Quixote in several key moments, none more 

so than when Sancho is appointed ruler and judge of Barataria. Before I proceed there, I conclude by 

discussing the ‘institutional fall’ into history and the necessity for practical reason.  

 

The ‘institutional fall’ and Augustine’s pessimism that there can ever be felicitas  

 

Either the ‘institutional fall’ is seen optimistically or it is seen pessimistically. Aristotle considers the 

‘primacy of the good’ in the public sphere and practical reason causal to this achievement, as I discussed 

in Chapter Two. Cicero, too, regarded law as the ‘common weal’ of the people, thus underwriting the 

statement justice is equal to the public good. The ‘common weal’ based on justice found in nature is the 

great theme of Don Quixote’s speech. Not as apparent, however, is the cynicism about human potential 

as the spur of the disgust Don Quixote feels toward his age. For Don Quixote constructs his world less 

out of his reason than out of his fantasy. If we consult Juan Luis Vives’s account of the ‘internal senses’, 

we deduce that his ‘imagination’ is producing images from classic texts (from Hesiod, Ovid and Virgil) 

from the ‘receptacle’ of his memory. In that sense, he has retreated from a realistic attempt to reform 

his society in preference for a reformation of words and pictorial nostalgia. This nostalgia (which 

Maravall identified in the episode) would seem optimistic about human behaviour. However, its 

retrogressive idealization can be considered having its basis in an aversion to ‘this age’ and the 

dilemmas constantly pressurizing life there. David R. Rasmussen calls this view ‘Augustinian 

cynicism’, stating the following: 

 

Augustinian cynicism, or, perhaps better, realism, permeates early modernity as it attempts to 

wrestle with the establishment of a public order. If we were to date the emergence of modernity 

with the seventeenth-century attempt to ground politics, it appears that this attempt owes more 

to Augustinian realism regarding human nature and human institutions that it does to 

Aristotelian optimism regarding the human capacity for politics (184).  
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What is the critique of Augustinian cynicism that usurps Aristotelian optimism? It is that neither humans 

nor the law are adequate to the task of morally improving themselves or their society. It is put in the 

following terms: the function of government is ‘to enable “the good” to live more quietly among “the 

bad” (Epistolae 153.6).’ 222 Rasmussen, himself, formulates it in these following terms: 

 

Augustine’s critique, admittedly directed more at Cicero than at Aristotle, questions, from a 

theological point of view, the possibility of achieving the good life in a finite political context. 

Given their propensity for evil, human beings do not have the capacity to generate the basic 

common will-formation which would be necessary to develop a legitimate commonwealth. At 

the same time Augustine attempted to undermine the idea of the good life presupposed by 

Aristotle both on the ground that felicity was not attainable on this earth and on the 

assumption that there could be no public good available to reason. Thus, he found the belief 

in human capacity and good human institutions, central to the classical paradigm, both naive 

and impossible (188). 

Vocalizing the cynical disgust of contemporaries, the words of Quixote criticize prevalent evils of the 

age. It also happens that these words duplicate the Augustinian cynicism which affected late sixteenth 

century political thought. Augustine’s critique, ‘[of] achieving the good life in a finite political 

context’, is levelled at the times. To do this himself, Don Quixote must raise covers to facts with the 

backdrop of an embossed golden age whose articulation may only find its cameo in dreams, but 

whose force lives on in the bucolic purity of the goatherds.   

In Maravall’s discussion of Don Quixote’s idealized mission in the speech, he observed: 

But above this historical level there is [in Don Quixote] a heroic, Christian ideal with its own set 

of values, principally justice and peace understood in a universal, Augustinian sense (190). 

 

If Maravall is correct to state Cervantes looks back to Charles V and his time, it is because of the 

‘connection to a traditionalism [missing] from the entire life and society’ which followed afterward 

(191). 

                                                           
222 See H. Arendt, who has two statements on this: 1. ‘Compare Plato’s statement that the wish of the philosopher to become 

a ruler of men can spring from the fear of being ruled by those who are worse (Republic 347) with Augustine’s statement 

that the function of government is to enable “the good” to live more quietly among “the bad” (Epistolae 153.6).’ 2. ‘The 

substitution of making for acting and the concomitant degradation of politics into a means to obtain an allegedly “higher” 

end—in antiquity the protection of the good men from the rule of the bad in general, and the safety of the philosopher in 

particular, in the Middle Ages the salvation of souls, in the modern age the productivity and progress—is as old as the 

tradition of political philosophy. Arendt, 229.  
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Through his constancy of speech (the naive ideological) and ‘feat of arms’ (the delusional practices) 

Quixote makes a world that can never exist. Certain factually present, historical changes include 

“refeudalization” (where lesser nobles wanted to improve status or return to “nobiliary privilege”: 

Maravall, 97) and the impossibility of reactionary return: both occur in the novel’s descriptions. 

Though Don Quixote does not use language like ‘feudal’ it is implied by his entire style of existence.  

 

Maravall argues that sixteenth-century transformations increased mobility and fostered escapism to 

dream worlds because of a mirroring increase in frustration and anxiety (183). He calls the modern 

changes ‘the current of life’ and states these were the cause of anxiety and frustration. In turn, Don 

Quixote’s speech can speak to a refeudalised dream of the age of Charles V, as well as a magical, pre-

time ‘land of green ginger’ as it emphasizes an accessible return to nature and a return to the land, the 

country village life of times before. While he concedes that ‘Spain never produced a complete, 

systematic utopian work (179)’, Maravall nonetheless finds that Don Quixote borrows from Thomas 

More’s ideas. As for Cervantes himself, Maravall states that ‘Cervantes’s proximity to…[any] 

conception of reality…[was] based on transcendence and final causality, a conception therefore less 

Renaissance than… scholastic-medieval, especially in those who write about human affairs (181).’ On 

the same page, Maravall repudiates a writer for adducing ‘too much Platonism’ in utopian thinking 

(which in Maravall’s eyes is always too linked to reality for that), but I leave these debates to one 

side. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter proposes that the fiction of Don Quixote is not understandable without the social and 

political endeavours grouped until that time under the name of ‘political philosophy’. When Quixote 

discourses on the Golden Age of mankind, he is carrying his listener back into the grey of time 

through Ovid and through Hesiod and Virgil and reiterating a classical primal scene. Thus, ‘nature’ 

has its own heroic tale to tell as natures parens et humani generis opifex (Erasmus) or natura creatrix 
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(Lucretius) but ultimately as aequius autem erat Natura (Cicero).223 The understanding of ‘natural 

principles’ comes to us through classical and early modern political philosophy; this is understood to 

be instrumental in setting up a political authority. This means, whereby the originating order is upheld 

as the standard for the contemporary order, as a view of ‘history’ that cycles, rather than ascends and 

descends to the present age, and as a proof of hierarchy, any disruption to ‘history’ of ‘natural 

principles’ lessens the ‘natural constitution’ universally honoured. The result is a biform problem 

between the state of a natural government and the virtue of the citizen. First, in Plato and Aristotle’s 

writings it is said to have existed, as well as in the dialogues of Cicero, and in later manuals of 

government; this realisation of ‘virtue’ rested on a common and harmonious integrity felt between 

individual and society. Yet, Augustine was so successful at inspiring doubt of this felicitas, that it was 

never recuperated but always felt the stinging pessimism of his attack. This is arguably at work in 

Don Quixote’s golden age speech. Secondly, what Cervantes had to say about these interrelated 

ideals, he chose to say through the esoteric meanings he placed in his popular novel in the wiliest 

fashion. ‘Does society precede the individual, or does the individual precede society?’ suddenly 

becomes his question. We never know if Don Quixote believes he can possibly cause such a society to 

exist, or whether he will stumble upon it and become its protector. Why is our representative a knight, 

for what government is he representative, does reality change as an outcome, and what does he say 

about felicitas in the polis? What does Cervantes have to say to this or to the supposed guides found in 

the state of nature? These are questions without an answer, and though the informing texts purport to 

have one, we remain as bewildered as the goatherds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
223 ‘Nature is the parent and provider of humankind’; ‘Nature the creator’; ‘However, Nature was (is) more impartial.’ 
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Chapter Six: Communicating Prudence 

Section II: Sancho Panza as Governor of Barataria 

 

 

 

Iustitia est constans et perpetua voluntas ius suum cuique tribuens. Iurisprudentia est 

divinarum atque humanarum rerum notitia, iusti atque iniustia scientia. 

Justice is the constant and perpetual desire to give to each one that to which he is entitled. 

Jurisprudence is the knowledge of matters divine and human, and the comprehension of what 

is just and what is unjust. 

Justinian Digest224 

“Justice in the big things only. For the rest, just mercy.” 

Notebooks, 1951-1959 (Volume 3), Albert Camus, Ryan Bloom 

“What is truth? said jesting Pilate, and would not stay for an answer.” 

Essay I. Of Truth. Francis Bacon 

 

 

 

Don Quixote and Sancho Panza are now situated at the house of the Duke and Duchess, who we first 

meet in chapter XXX of Part Two of Don Quixote, and with whom we will not part until chapter LX. 

The reader witnesses the bestowal of governorship of the “Isle of Barataria” upon Sancho Panza, the 

humble novice to Don Quixote. Ever since the first reference by Don Quixote that one day there 

might be a need for Sancho to become emperor of an ínsula earned in the lee of Don Quixote’s valor, 

Sancho has striven after this high post, incessantly pestering the knight with the topic. The reader of 

the first part understood that this prospect is a flight of fancy. In this Baroque pantomime of false 

appearances the peasant squire’s ambition has now come true. Yet any power on the ínsula must be 

direct over ‘his people’ (the ‘islanders’) however, and not the stuff of dreams. The ducal scheme to 

create a simulacrum around him complicates everything, and this complication impels the narrative 

motive of Barataria. Although the frame is deceptive, the reader in her armchair wonders ‘will Sancho 

                                                           
224 Also known as Justinian’s Code of The Corpus Iuris Civilis or Body of Civil Law. 
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be a classic emperor ruling without restraints, will he govern similarly but with a sixteenth-century 

twist, an expanded court, or will his model be the magistrate who must adjudicate conjointly as he 

governs?’ Notwithstanding the fraudulence of the Barataria realm, we overall learn that his 

government endures owing to the consent of the people. He is therefore a leader whose effectiveness 

precedes a consent flowing naturally after, but whose end comes with failure or a greater tyrant’s 

caprice. It is being part of a game that complicates the particulars so; the hint that he can never be 

certain that if he wins at this game he will take full possession of his promised office as emperor.  

 

I interrogate the Baratarian episodes, where Sancho’s experience is apprentice-governor and 

magistrate. To accomplish its aims this chapter is divided into four sections. The first gives a political 

account of Barataria, explicitly stating its utopian form and features before recognising the merging of 

an Aristotelian framework with the ínsula world. The second section forms a close reading of the 

court cases, questioning whether Cervantes’s view of prudence is applicable to either law or 

leadership? The third recognises leadership and the precedent of one type in particular. Sancho Panza 

is asked to assume leadership, and this section will propose that Sancho is being measured against the 

juris prudentes, or ‘wise judges’ of the sixteenth century. Finally we pose the question ‘is Barataria 

the culmination of Don Quixote’s vision of a Golden Age republic?’, followed by the related question 

‘why is it Sancho Panza and not Don Quixote who is given a public role to demonstrate his prudent 

virtue?’ After Don Quixote has yearned for such a role, it seems a cruel hand to deal Sancho Panza 

the honour of making a public test of prudence instead and not the knight of the (ever more) sorrowful 

countenance. 

 

The political account of Barataria 

 

The court steward of Barataria greets him on arrival with these words: 

“It is an ancient custom…, Señor Governor, that the man who comes to take possession of 

this famous ínsula is obliged to respond to a question that is somewhat intricate and 

complicated, and from his response the people can weigh and measure the intelligence of their 

new governor, and either celebrate or mourn his arrival (747).” 
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—Es costumbre Antigua… señor gobernador, que el que viene a tomar posesíon desta famosa 

ínsula está obligado a responder a una pregunta que se le hiciere, que sea algo intricada y 

dificultosa, de cuya respuesta el pueblo toma y toca el pulso del ingenio de su nuevo 

gobernador; y así, o se alegra o se entristece con su venida (850).225 

 

The ‘somewhat intricate and complicated question’, itself a tautology to test his nous, is in fact a 

series of judicial cases brought before Sancho in a court scenario, and he is asked to present a verdict 

to each one. With his ‘judgement’ redressing the dilemma of the thing and proving his intelligence 

(ingenio), Sancho is not told he will lead the ínsula as magistrate. Instead, a silent court recorder notes 

the evolution of the cases and sends the record to the Duke. Though he can never be sure that his role 

is secure, he must decide court cases brought before him which are more ludic than real, each sharing 

in the style of a game or test of his abilities. Sancho must strive to master challenges of intellect 

before he can master the ínsula. The great complication is that in his role is an apprentice-governor, 

who must reckon with the riddles of logical paradox and evasion, Sancho has barely begun before the 

twists and turns that bring about his demise as governor occur. On the second case being concluded, 

he states: 

“And now we’ll see if I have the brains to govern a whole kingdom (750).” 

—Y ahora se verá si tengo yo caletre para gobernar todo un reino (853). 

 

 

The account of Barataria owes no small debt to utopian literature, which at the second part of Don 

Quixote’s publication (1615) was already a century old. Though a popular topic to write about, the 

project of utopia is explored without fuss, though with a great deal of humour, in Sir Thomas More’s 

classic work Utopia (1515),226 where a discussion between the traveller Raphael Hythloday and 

                                                           
225 The exchange concludes as follows: 

“Go on with your question, Señor Steward, and I’ll answer the best I can, whether the people go into mourning or 

not (748).” 

—Pase adelante con su pregunta el señor mayordomo, que yo responderé lo mejor que supiere, ora se entristezca 

o no se entristezca el pueblo (850). 

  
226 Thomas More. Utopia, trans. Paul Turner, (London: Penguin, 2003; 2nd edn.). 

 



210 
  

‘More’ touches upon the finer details of a newly discovered island’s society and government. The 

island, the society and government, along with the details are entirely made up of ‘whole cloth’. The 

essential details from Sir Thomas More’s work are that a utopia is a vision of society as perfect as it 

can be, informing on how society runs, finitely written in the form of literature known as a ‘novel’, 

and ensuring that everything there makes an appeal to the highest values known to the author. These 

values are at that time stymied in the culture of the society from which it has been engendered, and of 

which it is a mirror image as it shows that society in reverse and stands as its searching condemnation. 

The appeal to higher values is the most confusing aspect of a utopia, for the reader’s response will 

either be to perceive the work as altruistic and functional, or idealistic and impossible. It will have 

been considered as an olive branch extended to common men and women, or as a great gulf fixed 

between these and that class of noble who produced and enjoyed it. 

 

When speaking of the details of a utopia, a number of defining facets to the genre persist, from 

communal eating and sleeping halls, to regimented work hours, to eugenicist mandates on breeding 

and euthanizing. Suffice to say, Sancho Panza’s “Isle of Barataria” suggests many facets and appears 

a utopia never quite fulfilled. Instead, it features a Catholic Aristotelian political framework favouring 

domestic life of family, faith of the Christian religion, work, property and public order with the 

overall intention that the society under these conditions may pursue and achieve a collective 

happiness, as far as gainsaying its eventuality may suffice. The notoriety occurring regularly to 

utopian authors and their works partakes of the distance, or animadversion, they display to each of 

these features of the Aristotelian framework of sensible government. Many, if not all, of Sancho’s 

“laws” are furbished to increase and not decrease these customary rites of society. When he thus rails 

against vagabonds and racketeers, in his hope to stamp out all forms of fraud, he equally hopes to 

support the poor in his great ‘Constitution’, and in his taking ‘such good care of orphans and maidens 

in need (751)’ his achievement is scriptural in its justice.227 

Cervantes’ narrator assures the reader that Sancho’s ordinances, titled The Constitution of the 

Great Governor Sancho Panza, were considered so wise that they continue to be observed in 

                                                           
227 See the Epistle of James, Chapter 1, verse 27. 
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Barataria to this day (DQ II:LI). Among those governor’s ordinances is the creation of a 

specific justice for the poor, ‘not to follow or harass them, but just to investigate to be sure 

that they are truly poor…’ (Byrne, 93). 

Utopian themes include an ironic tone, often ascending into a humorous playfulness with names, 

roles, rationalisations, bodily functions, costumery, civic duties and corporal punishments, chiming 

with the commonplace societal presumptions while flouting them. Platonic dialectical method works 

after this fashion, and the account of Sancho’s time on Barataria shares in what Hans Georg Gadamar 

calls the ‘the suspended, ironical quality which characterizes Plato’s method.’228 

 

Finally, there are two odd features of these episodes. First, is the law trial brought before governor 

Sancho which involves a hypothesized country where dire things occur, where ‘hanging judges’ are 

the powers, and where ‘truth’ is so prized that the virtues of proportionate mercy and liberty are 

overturned. This country approaches the worst kind of utopia, a dystopia, and illustrates Sancho’s 

rulership in negative relief. Second, it is intriguing that after all his hopes and ambitions, Don Quixote 

never has a rôle in public decision making the like of Sancho’s. Later, in the third part of this section, 

it serves well to discuss the kind of leader Sancho is supposed to be, a juris prudens. I also make a 

brief account of the rise of sixteenth-century juris prudentia, as well as signal the nature of this 

‘liberal art’.229 However, it is important to recall the advice Sancho receives from Don Quixote on the 

eve of his governorship, which I turn now to do. 

 

As developed at length in Chapter Five section I above, Don Quixote’s advice to Sancho on the eve of 

this government uses the classical organ of prince’s advice granted to the political science of its day: 

public sphere ‘prudence’. As described there, Don Quixote’s first set of advice to Sancho adjures the 

squire to stock wisdom in his memory, with the quotations and composition of his speech 

demonstrating this vividly. Then Sancho is told in a second speech that all errors in words or physical 

                                                           
228 Hans Georg Gadamar, Plato's Dialectical Ethics: Phenomenological Interpretations Relating to the Philebus, trans. 

Robert M. Wallace, (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1991), 14.  
229 Jurisprudence was the first of the social sciences to be born. Of all men, judges and legislators were the first that found 

themselves compelled to seek a clear and conscious knowledge of the principles according to which human beings live 

together. Such knowledge of the foundations of society was first acquired by learning to distinguish right and wrong. This 

preceded by a long way any merely theoretical curiosity and was produced by the necessities of life (Wurzel, 289).  
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behaviour will reveal him not fit to rule the court. If that occurred, he would lose the public’s support 

for his office. In spite of all appearances to the contrary Sancho proves to his master that he is 

suitable, as he fears God and in fearing God lies wisdom. Both Don Quixote and the Duke find this to 

be sound cause for the appointment. 

 

Wisdom in jurisprudence was recognised at the time as an elevated ‘science’ featuring both terrestrial 

and divine facets. The judgements given by governor Sancho concern this ‘science’, thus what do they 

say about him? In this close reading section of the chapter I ascertain what can be viewed by the 

reader of Cervantes’s application of prudence at the public level? In this interpretation I endeavour to 

show the simple thought behind Cervantes’s account of a ‘village on the Danube’.230 As with the 

advice to princes episode, Sancho succeeds when he applies Christian mercy in combination with his 

‘innate potential’.231  

 

The Duke and Duchess ‘distinguish’ Sancho Panza with high honours for the motive of ridiculing and 

reproving the squire and his lord Don Quixote. In doing so they separate them and selectively test 

their respective greed and ambition driven by vanity. This motive is driven by idleness born of life’s 

extravagances. When Cervantes’s narrator, Cide Hamete Benengeli, breaks his account of Sancho’s 

Barataria the Dukes’s palace is the locality to which he reverts. 

  

The merest village on his lands has been, by the Duke, made into the ‘island’ anticipating its worthy 

leader governor Sancho. Each joke in this large hoax jests upon one of Sancho’s vices – the island 

government is a slight at his ambition; the lawsuits at the court make sport of his impatience as more 

and more testily he desires dinner; ‘the banquet’ presided over by Sancho’s personal doctor (the 

duke’s agent) is levelled at the insatiety of his greed for food; and the final arrival of a letter from the 

Duke warning of an invasion that the Duke’s servants instantaneously enact is a slight at his 

cowardice and natural fear for self-preservation. After this parade of hoaxes, Sancho is cured of his 

                                                           
230 The utopian Village of the Danube account written by Antonio de Guevarra inspires the episode on Barataria. 
231 Anthony J. Close, A Companion To Don Quixote (Woodbridge, UK; Rochester, NY: Tamesis, 2008), 224. 
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ambition, though impatience, greed and cowardice persist. He leaves for the ducal palace and the 

comforting assurance of friendship. Until that recovery of humility, Sancho is caught in the theatricals 

of the Duke and Duchess. Sancho is crucial to their elaborations, occurring not only to the squire but 

also the knight from whom he has been separated. Thus he exists in a world of reticulated falsehoods. 

 

Many critics have expressed unexpected delight at Sancho’s elevation from figure of common sense 

mixed with folly into a figure of wisdom with his new role. Anthony J. Close (2008) writes: 

The factors adduced half-jokingly by Cervantes to explain the prodigious transformation of 

naïve, impertinent, ignorant, jocose Sancho into a paragon of judicial wisdom hardly suffice 

to explain it. They are: the stimulus of office, his master’s precepts, divine inspiration, 

Sancho’s innate potential (Close, 224). 

If the contemporary models are witness, it is indeed strange that Sancho is Barataria’s judge. Justice 

was classically viewed as the good of the state, the uppermost virtue of a political society. Its 

established worth was unparalleled in forming a good society. Therefore Sancho’s first tasks as 

governor are not without reflected merit, though the examples he meets with are bizarre. Here are the 

three ‘cases’ Sancho is presented. The steward has just spoken about ‘the somewhat intricate and 

complicated question’, for the people’s own judgment to ‘weigh and measure the intelligence of their 

new governor.’ 

 

The cases presented to Sancho 

 

After taking the judge’s seat at the courthouse Sancho is presented with the first of his ‘judgements’. 

It involves a con-artist ‘peasant’ and an equally shrewd tailor. In the tale of the tailor the peasant came 

as client to his premises, and there, presenting a piece of fabric for inspection, asked whether it was of 

size to make a cloth head cap. The tailor confirmed it was, whereat the peasant pressed on to know if 

two cloth caps might be made and again the tailor’s confirmation induced a new demand, repeated 

over with more hats added each time by the peasant. At five hats to the cloth piece a bargain is struck, 

and the peasant leaves the cloth to return the next day for collection of his hats with fee payable to the 

tailor. The story’s particulars now known to all, Sancho interrupts to address the peasant: 
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“Is this all true, brother?” asked Sancho 

“Yes, Señor,” responded the peasant, “but your grace should have him show you the five caps 

he made for me.” 

“Gladly,” responded the tailor. 

Then, taking his hand out from under his cloak, he showed five caps placed on the five 

fingertips of his hand… (748).” 

—¿Es todo esto así, hermano ? —preguntó Sancho. 

—Sí, señor —respondió el hombre—, pero hágale vuestra merced que muestre las cinco 

caperuzas que me ha hecho. 

—De buena gana —respondió el sastre. 

Y, sacando encontinente la mano debajo del herreruelo, mostró en ella cinco caperuzas 

puestas en las cinco cabezas de los dedos de la mano… (851) 

This event causes an outburst of mirth in the courtroom, however Sancho is himself sombre and 

reflective. There is a historical context to the matter. Tailors as a group—or, rather, “guild” of which 

the tailor is a participant—were treated in the period with a degree of notoriety for stealing sections of 

cloth from clients' orders. Therefore, the case of the peasant and the tailor is a zero-sum game of two 

players, each vying to win either wealth or goods from the other. Sancho’s judgement that the peasant 

should lose his cloth and the tailor his fee eliminates this warring. 

  

Sancho’s second judgement is on the case of ten escudos and two old men. One of these has loaned 

ten escudos to his friend, the other vowing he has returned the money. Needless to repeat all 

particulars of the loan, the pivot of the case is the whereabouts of the gold escudos in the real 

courtroom, where all are present, rather than in the non-specific locality of the story. As it turns out, 

the gold coins are hidden inside the walking cane or staff of wood, which the accused hands to his 

friend during his solemn affidavit. When Sancho ‘discovers’ this the onlookers ask how “their 

governor… [the] second Solomon” did so. When ‘[t]hey asked him how he had deduced that the ten 

escudos were inside the cane’,232 this was his response: 

[H]e responded that when he had seen the old man who was taking the oath give the walking 

stick to his adversary to hold while he swore his oath, and then swear that he had really and 

                                                           
232 su gobernador… [el] nuevo Salomón… Preguntáronle de dónde habiá colegido que en aquella cañaheja estaban 

aquellos diez escudos… (853). 
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truly given him the money, and then, when he had finished his oath, ask for his walking stick 

back again, it occurred to him that the money he was being asked for was inside the cane. 

From which one can deduce that those who govern, even if they are fools, are occasionally 

guided by God in their judgments; besides, he had heard the priest in his village tell about 

another case like this one, and he had such a good memory that if he didn’t forget everything 

he wanted to remember, there wouldn’t be another memory like it in all the ínsula (750). 

[Y] respondió que de haberle visto dar el viejo que juraba, a su contrario, aquel báculo, en 

tanto que hacía el juramento, y jurar que se los hábia dado real y verdaderamente, y que, en 

acabando de jurar, le tornó a pedir el báculo, le vino a la imaginación que dentro dél estaba la 

paga de lo que pedían. De donde se podía colegir que los que gobiernan, aunque sean unos 

tontos, tal vez los encamina Dios en sus juicios ; y más, que él había oído contar otro caso 

como aquél al cura de su lugar, y que él tenía tan gran memoria, que, a no olvidársele todo 

aquello de que quería acordarse, no hubiera tal memoria en todo la ínsula (853). 

Sancho’s quick inference, his ability to tell the real from the calculating “truth”, the true word from 

gestural deception, recognises his native ingenuity for detecting flawed details and his memory for 

tales from the Catholic exemplary story tradition, a tradition of village peasant life. This is evident in 

the lines dealing with Sancho’s ‘memory’, a memory for such stories as this one taken from The 

Golden Legend (Legenda aurea) by Iacopo da Varezze (1228?-1298), which he overheard in the 

rendition or reading aloud given by the village priest.233 In an earlier chapter we regarded the habitus 

training undertaken by Don Quixote and other nobles, and which was a memory claimed as necessary 

to produce virtue and specifically the virtue of prudence. Sancho’s memory is other: unlike a trained 

habitus, his memory ‘forgets everything he want[s] to remember.’     

 

Sancho’s judgement on the third case is the ‘verdict concerning the herder’s purse’ (749).234 This 

involves a woman claiming to have been violated by a well-to-do swine-herder ‘with clean hands’, 

before his counter-claim that her only grievance is a prostitute not having been paid enough. Because 

of the dispute ‘his purse’ is therefore forefeit should he lose. The woman loudly enters the courtroom 

crying for “justice” not once but twice. Sancho sending her away as a test causes the second entrance. 

                                                           
233We can understand Sancho’s great ability in discrimination further if we see how Sancho has taken in a great deal of the 

law aurally just as he absorbed exemplary tales from the medieval fable tradition through the church. In one case, that of the 

termagant woman who fought harder for the herder’s purse than she did for her own virtue, the heuristic appears in Norte de 

los Estados by Fr. Francisco de Osuna.233 Moreover, these medieval morality tales are enhanced or supported in Cervantes’s 

text: Sancho has already told us that he heard one of these from his village priest, the tale of the loan of ten gold escudos 

hidden in the walking staff; here, the priest’s story goes back to a popular life of the saints.  
234 la sentencia… de la bolsa de ganadero (851)  
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When the herder brings her back, which action causes her to cry for justice the second time, she 

struggles manfully with the herder. The woman is shown to have held onto the ‘herder’s purse’ with 

more virtue (strength) than her own claimed virginity (a claim received with scepticism), and she is 

ultimately judged by her effort in the one and that lack of effort in securing the other. This case is 

different to the first and second cases as it concerns less a logical puzzle to be worked through than a 

matter of common opinion – the woman’s questionable purity of motive. Unlike the first two cases, 

the ingenuity is in Sancho’s deliberation, active rather than discursive, than in the case itself. In the 

end the plaintiff and the defendent are both obviously rogues, albeit the woman is seen to have caused 

more wrong through her avarice and prostitution. She is henceforth banished from the village on pain 

of whipping. Close writes that ‘[Sancho’s] ideal of the good ruler is reflected in [his] straight-from-

the-hip, no-nonsense, equitable settlement of cases and his zealous stamping out of vagabondage and 

racketeering (222).’ Viewed from a modern perspective the case carries misogynist overtones, though 

the banishment of the woman exemplifies Sancho’s fierce peasant hatred of untrammelled 

fraudulence inside the economy.   

 

Sancho’s greatest judgement comes in chapter LI. Before I proceed to it, it will be useful to recollect a 

part of Don Quixote’s advice to Sancho. In a gathering together of fine words upon justice and 

judgement, Don Quixote states, ‘…do not bring the entire rigor of the law on the offender, for the 

reputation of the harsh judge is not better than that of the compassionate one (731),’235 and this theme 

of mercy’s place in judicial concerns is invoked several times. In particular, it is found in the 

following, longer directive of Don Quixote: 

Consider the culprit who falls under your jurisdiction as a fallen man subject to the conditions 

of our depraved nature, and to the extent that you can, without doing injury to the opposing 

party, show him compassion and clemency, because although all the attributes of God are 

equal, in our view mercy is more brilliant and splendid than justice (732).  

—Al culpado que cayare debajo de tu juridición considerale hombre miserable, sujeto a las 

condiciones de la depravada naturaleza nuestra, y en todo cuanto fuere de tu parte, sin hacer 

agravio a la contraria, muéstratele piadoso y clemente, porque, aunque los atributos de Dios 

                                                           
235 [N] no cargues todo el rigor de la ley al delincuente, que no es major la fama del juez riguroso que la del compasivo 

(834). 
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todos son iguales, más resplandece y campea a nuestro ver el de la misericordia que el de la 

justicia. 

The successful adjudication in the final and most involved case set before Sancho rests in just such an 

application of mercy. In his mercy he does not simply acquit the accused, but also succeeds in 

bridging the seemingly incommensurable aspects of the case. Beforehand, Sancho, who has now 

endured not eating a meal for a lengthy time, has his food again reduced by the specious advice of his 

‘doctor’, and ‘supplied’ ‘with his hunger and his preserves he began to judge that day’s cases 

(791)’.236 The story told to Sancho ‘by a stranger’ involves a lord’s lands divided by a very large river, 

which in turn is bridged so that the inhabitants of these lands might cross over. The story is a 

rescripting of the features of Sancho’s time on Barataria, reduced to the minimum. It is also a gross 

distortion of the vision in Don Quixote’s Golden Age speech. There, ‘justice’ is impeccable and no 

judge is necessary—and, if a judge were necessary he would not be corruptible. Susan Byrne (2012) 

writes on Cervantes’s protagonist and the contrast of the legal and litigious age to the Golden Age. 

Cervantes’ protagonist praises the Golden Age as a time when ‘capricious law’ (ley de 

encaje) such as that exercised by contemporary magistrates did not exist (DQ I:XI), and 

advises Sancho to avoid governing Barataria in such a manner (DQ II:XLII). However, the 

knight also recognizes the law’s failure to treat all fairly and recommends equity in penalties 

meted out (DQ II:XLII) (Byrne, 106).  

The public trust is weakened in contrast, not by capriciousness but by officiousness, and there is no 

equity granted in the case of the oath-taking stranger. Here on the storied island, a permanent court of 

sessions presides and four judges are prompt to sentence anyone who lies to hanging. 

  

Of all the cases, the reader knows that at its essence the case of the bridge and the gallows is a 

pregunta (an enigma), for it follows an enigma’s way of being spoken allusively. At face value, 

Sancho is burdened with an intractable problem. At the heart of a menacing land is an absolute regard 

for the truth, so that a sole, minatory law reigns. A nameless ‘lord’ (un señorío) and ‘owner’ (el 

dueño), a mysterious utopian figure, introduced the law and though no longer at his seat is able to 

punish. The terms of this law are the only words we have from this shadowy personage. The story 

                                                           
236 con su hambre y con su conserva, se puso a juzgar aquel día… (895). 
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begins, thus: ‘Señor’ (says the enigma’s stranger), ‘a very large river divided a lord’s lands into two 

parts.’ 

“I say, then, that a bridge crossed this river, and at the end of it was a gallows and a kind of 

tribunal hall in which there were ordinarily four judges who applied the law set down by the 

owner of the river, the bridge and the lands, which was as follows: ‘If anyone crosses this 

bridge from one side to the other, he must first take an oath as to where he is going and why; 

and if he swears the truth, let him pass; and if he tells a lie, let him die by hanging on the 

gallows displayed there, with no chance of pardon.’ Knowing this law and its rigorous 

conditions, many people crossed the bridge, and then, when it was clear that what they swore 

was true, the judges let them pass freely (791).” 

—Digo, pues, que sobre este río estaba una puente, y al cabo della, una horca y una como 

casa de audiencia, en la cual de ordinario había cuatro jueces que juzgaban la ley que puso el 

dueño del río, de la puente y del señorío, que era en esta forma: <<Si alguno pasare por esta 

puente de una parte a otra, ha de jurar primero adónde y a qué va; y si jurare verdad, déjenle 

pasar; y si dijere mentira, muera por ello ahorcado en la horca que allí se muestra, sin 

remisión alguna>>. Sabida esta ley y la rigurosa condición della, pasaban muchos, y luego en 

lo que juraban se echaba de ver que decían verdad, y los jueces los dejaban pasar libremente 

(895-96). 

The predicates of the enigma passing undiscussed raise more questions than provide answers. No 

rationale is given for such things as the mysterious owner, the demand for the law, the tribunal hall, 

the gallows and the four judges. Such deliberate withholding of reasons, not to mention the general air 

of menace, places the river-land in the genre of dystopia. The query of the judges and their duty itself 

is mystifying. Not only do four people do the work, which perhaps is the work of one person alone, 

they act as functionaries and fail in contrast to the bar set by divine mercy. 

 

The story of the stranger to Sancho’s court is continued, and he states that in this ominous country 

there arrived a man who took the oath in the following way.  

It so happened, then, that a man once took the oath, and he swore and said that because of the 

oath he was going to die on the gallows, and he swore to nothing else. The judges studied the 

oath and said: ‘If we allow this man to pass freely, he lied in his oath, and according to the 

law he must die; and if we hang him, he swore that he was going to die on this gallows, and 

having sworn the truth, according to the same law he must go free (791). 

Sucedió, pues, que, tomando juramento a un hombre, juró y dijo que para el juramento que 

haciá, que iba a morir en aquella horca que allí estaba, y no a otra cosa. Repararon los jueces 

en el juramento y dijeron: “Si a este hombre le dejamos pasar libremente, mintió en su 

juramento, y, conforme a la ley, debe morir; y si le ahorcamos, él juró que iba a morir en 

aquella horca, y, habiendo jurado verdad, por la misma ley debe ser libre” (896). 
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Now the story is told the stranger flatters Sancho, for he says the judges, having taken notice of 

Sancho’s ‘acute and elevated understanding’ (‘habiendo tenido noticia del agudo y elevado 

entendimiento de vuestra merced’), were conveying through him their wish to attain his expertise. At 

this juncture, Sancho pauses to gain time presumably, asking the stranger to repeat the story; then 

summarising the story to the court (which is the preliminary to his judgement on the case) he notes 

that by the one law the man ‘deserves to be free and cross over the bridge’ and that likewise he 

‘deserves to be hanged’ (792).237 Sancho is praised for the completeness of his understanding of the 

matter, it being ‘just as [his] grace said’.238 Sancho then hands down, as it were, his final judgement 

on the case, and his final judgement made on Barataria. This sequence then occurs: Sancho begins his 

judgement, the stranger or ‘questioner’ (‘el mansajero’) objects to it as not fulfilling the demands of 

the law, before Sancho’s final proofs answer these doubts. This is the beginning of Sancho’s 

judgement: 

“Well, then, I’ll say now… that the part of the man that swore the truth pass freely, and hang 

the part that told a lie, and in this way the conditions for passing will be satisfied to the letter 

(792).” 

—Digo yo, pues, agora… que deste hombre aquella parte que juró verdad la dejen pasar, y la 

que dijo mentira la ahorquen, y desta manera se cumplirá al pie de la letra la condición del 

pasaje (896). 

 

Here is the stranger’s objection: 

“But, Señor Governor… it will be necessary for the man to be divided into two parts, the 

lying part and the truthful, and if he is divided, of necessity he will die, and then nothing that 

the law demands is fulfilled, and it is an express obligation that it be obeyed (792).” 

 

—Pues, señor gobernador… será necesario que el tal hombre se divida en partes, en 

mentirosa y verdadera; y si se divide, por fuerza ha de morir, y así no se consigue cosa alguna 

de lo que ley pide, y es de necesidad espresa que se cumpla con ella (897). 

Finally, here are Sancho’s proofs and final statement on the case: 

"Come here, my good man,” responded Sancho. “This traveller you’ve described, either I’m a 

fool or there’s as much reason for him to die as to live and cross over the bridge, because just 

as the truth saves him, the lie condemns him; if this is so, and it is, it’s my opinion that you 

should tell those gentlemen who sent you to me that since the reasons for condemning him or 

sparing him are balanced perfectly, they should let him pass freely, for doing good is always 

more praiseworthy than doing evil, and I’d sign this with my own name if I knew how to 

                                                           
237 merece ser libre y que pase la puente… merece que le ahorquen (896) 
238 —Así es como el señor dobernador dice (896) 
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write, and in this case I haven’t said my own idea but a precept that came to mind, one of 

many that was given to me by my master, Don Quixote, the night before I came to be 

governor of this ínsula, and, it was that when the law is in doubt, I should favour and embrace 

mercy; it was God’s will that I remembered it now, since it fits this case exactly (792).” 

—Venid acá, señor buen hombre —respondió Sancho—; este pasajero que decís, o yo soy un 

porro, o él tiene la misma razón para morir que para vivir y pasar la Puente; proque si la 

verdad le salva, la mentira le condena igualmente; y, siendo esto así, como lo es, soy de 

paracer que digáis a esos señores que a mí os enviaron que, pues, están en un fil las razones 

de condenarle o asolverle, que le dejen pasar libremente, pues siempre es alabado más el 

hacer bien que mal, y esto lo diera firmado de mi nombre, si supiera firmar; y yo en este caso 

no he hablado de mío, sino que se me vino a la memorio un precepto, entre otros muchos que 

me dio mi amo don Quijote la noche antes que viniese a ser gobernador desta ínsula: que fue 

que, cuando la justicia estuviese en duda, me decantase y acogiese a la misericordia; y ha 

querido Dios que agora se me acordase, por venir en este caso como de molde (897). 

 

To comment on this famous judgement, it is necessary to discuss the correlates of the story: the 

unnamed lord-owner, the emblem of a river and that of a bridge across the divided land, the four 

judges, the law which proscribes lying, crossing, living and (indeed) pardoning in one injunction, and 

the advent of the oath-taking traveller. Adhering absolutely to the meaning, the law puts to death the 

lie, and it is the lie which the lordly owner of the river-land has banned from the fiefdom, and that to 

establish the presence of the lie he has taken the physical conditions of the terrain to make the oath a 

condition of crossing, and so expose any lie to the attention of his quartet of judges. In response to the 

judgement, the stranger and questioner at Sancho’s court introduces a further part to the law, stating 

that to put to death the lie is to put the liar to death also. The oath-taker of the story is therefore under 

sentence of death although technically the lie resides in his heart or mind and not in his whole person. 

In his Enchiridon, St. Augustine stated: ‘Every liar says the opposite of what he thinks in his heart, 

with purpose to deceive.’239 If this is so, then Sancho’s judgement that a part of the man lies, and 

another part states the truth is the correct judgement. Though not identified in his verdict, there is a 

powerful hidden implication to the mystery oath-taker’s perjury.  

 

                                                           
239 Augustine, Enchiridion, on Faith, Hope and Love, ed. Henry Paolucci (Chicago: Henry Regnery Company, 1961).  
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For as it is a lie, in the Augustinian view ‘lies’ and legalities are grounded in a theology of freedom 

and express the morality of the world not its juridical apparatus. It is an expression of the truth that 

personal freedoms of movement, and the harmless impulse of going where one might, are not 

normally oppressed by the state. The lie the man tells about his desire to go to his death (i.e. to a state 

of existence), rather than to a point of terrain, implies the truth that personal freedom of this innocent 

and universally common usage is of an order sui generis where the lord or prince or king is not 

justified to intrude. Like Solomon’s famous judgement in the Old Testament, wherein he orders an 

infant to be divided to satisfy two superficially equal claims, Sancho’s judgement to divide the man 

exposes the malicious intent of the law and ultimately rescues him from death much as Solomon’s 

wisdom saves the infant’s life and preserves the true maternal bond to the child while exposing the 

cruel ‘mother’. Therefore, the Augustinian definition, according to which the conscious contradiction 

between thought and speech is a lie, is inadequate in this dystopian state where a normal state of 

affairs is not recognised. Indeed, before further investigating the jurisprudential thought in the cases 

adjudicated by Sancho, one thing more could be said about this lie. The law of the river-land ignores 

the concept of the “jocose lie”, which removes from the lie its decisive characteristics of gravity and 

malice. The German philosopher Schilling wrote that in Catholic moral theology ‘“the jocose lie… 

and the officious lie…” are told “for the benefit of the other. According to their nature, jocose lies and 

officious lies are venial sins”—that is, “not opposed to the love of God or of neighbour” (Lehrbuch 

der Moralthe 2:336)’.240 The stranger’s enigma tellingly alludes to the hybridity of Renaissance law, 

where moral and legal aims interchangeably featured. Sancho’s chance recollection of the precepta 

(the precept) of his master241 imputes God’s mercy (misericordia) and saves the oath-taker while 

condemning the law; and, since it is a law of logic—a jocose law, perhaps—it has no footing in the 

real, socially tethered world, the world of ‘venial sin’, to which humans belong.  

 

Sancho as juris prudens 

                                                           
240 Quoted in Dietrich Bonnhoeffer, “What does it mean to tell the truth?,” Ethics, trans. Neville Horton Smith, (New York: 

Simon & Schuster, 1995), 626. 
241 (friend in the Spanish) 
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There are other ‘judgements’ for Sancho’s ‘intelligence’—a term conceived in jest, but in reality 

appropriate—though they are not put in the form of cases, but rather tests of his savvy. Sancho is also 

treated to a mock banquet where no food passes his lips, and he is handed the letter of the Duke 

advising of attack. The last moments on the island are full of alarms, and then the island is ‘attacked’, 

in jest he has now been mistreated beyond his ability to withstand, and the next morning he departs, 

his parting containing much pathos. However, baratarian Sancho, who makes his court decisions 

based on a very pragmatic, however much comical, understanding of concrete and purposeful 

language, as opposed to a language of logical games and puzzles, simply ignores the latter and solves 

each of his judgements through an approach which considers the expectation of society in each of the 

stories he hears, never losing sight of it or, if out of frame, pondering its absence and reinstating it. 

We now turn to interrogate Sancho’s strong ability to detect the sham wall, or hypocaust, of the court 

tales. 

 

Sancho’s intuitive deduction in each of his cases is important to his position as juris prudens. While 

Sancho has shown he has no book knowledge of jurisprudence or governorship, he does present a 

wise head. His verdicts are drawn from his prosaic world, from the cut-and-dry societal framework of 

living a peasant life, wary of being cheated by co-workers, townsfolk and strangers alike, and living in 

fearful respect of masters and status, so he is more than a match for the riddlers and scam-artists, 

which are brought to the court.  

 

Sancho answers the dilemmas of each trial through a talent: the indirect reasoning akin to proverbs. If 

his deduction often has no discernible syllogistic beginning, and is wholly dependent on an 

illumination of thought at the level of words often misheard, proverbs often misapplied or stories 

often forgotten midway through, Sancho then becomes like a version of God’s grace emerging in the 

most unexpected places. As the narrator states in case of the ten escudos, ‘one can deduce that those 

who govern, even if they are fools, are occasionally guided by God in their judgments (750).’  In Don 

Quixote Part Two, chapter LXXI, Don Quixote cites the court painter Obaneja, ‘“who, when asked 
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what he was painting would respond: Whatever comes out” (923).’242 If it is apparent in his speech, 

that Sancho is a new, sceptical Orbaneja, like Balaam’s ass he has become a successful if unlikely 

‘vessel of grace’. He is the embodiment of blind hope; his judgements and his proverbs arrive as if 

from nowhere and prove effective. Throughout the pair’s adventures this mannerism, in conflict with 

the ‘arborescent’ knowledge of his master and teacher Don Quixote, is the common-sense corrective 

to vainglory and pride in hierarchy, order and power. Placed on Barataria and given the sceptre of 

justice—as the text states he is—Sancho’s analogical nous outwits riddling litigants. His wisdom is 

common sense, and not the classical habitus of virtuous memory training, which is not ample as 

Sancho’s resourcefulness is ample, the latter seemingly knowing no bounds and making use of 

everything. 

  

Sancho’s success in resolving the four cases of law that we know about,243 contrary to all incredulity, 

secure him as a very effective, even exceptional, juris prudens. The Baratarian onlookers are 

astounded by Sancho’s cleverness because of the high regard for the geniuses of the age, namely the 

juris prudentes. They confuse their brilliance for his nose for sniffing out when common sense has 

vacated a case leaving no substantive basis for its claims. It means Sancho’s court sees in him a 

brilliance he does not really have. 

 

Cervantes concludes his story of Sancho’s government with a further irony: Sancho is credited to be 

‘decisive,’ ‘resolute’ and ‘intelligent,’ surely the three most important attributes for any political 

leader to possess.  

Everyone embraced him, and he, weeping, embraced all of them, and he left them marvelling 

not only at his words, but at his decision, which was so resolute and intelligent (809).244 

This last impression resembles the onlookers’ main impressions of his legal judgements. They are 

astounded that the peasant squire could be so clever. 

                                                           
242 —que, cuando le preguntaban qué pintaba, respondía: “Lo que saliere” (1028). 
243 Not to mention his ability to see through a defrauding peasant wishing to loosen the public purse-strings, nor mentioning 

his censorious imparting of advice to a too-curious girl, camouflaged to access parentally prohibited town streets. 
244 The Government of Sancho Panza episode occurs between chapters forty-four and fifty-three, for in this last Sancho is 

seen to leave Barataria weeping and embracing his ‘people’, and the description just given.  
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The real juris prudentes 

 

The juris prudentes’ knowledge of human affairs was ‘encyclopaedic’ because of the belief officials 

should make a close-study of human nature. Sixteenth century jurisprudence bore ‘categories [which] 

were not those of metaphysics but those of society—that is, on the most general level, persons, things, 

actions, contracts and above all the human cosmos of the respublica, which itself could serve as a 

principle of organization and evaluation of a whole range of human knowledge and behaviour (Kelley 

279).’ 245 Over centuries the law built through such steps, and Don Quixote’s multiple references to 

Spanish Habsburg Empire law are reliable guides to the complexity of jurisprudence dispersed 

between severally localised or statewide enforcers of authority. A representation is the Holy 

Brotherhood which pursues Don Quixote in much of Part One. The predicament often faced by 

Sancho in the ‘law trials’ on Barataria, the ponderous or ‘jocose’ nature of the cases, was reflective of 

disparate situations throughout life and demanded a mind which could spot discrepancies, find a 

tractable middle amid variables, and apply the notion of equity to both the putative crime and its 

punishment. This mind for discrepancies is identifiable as prudence. 

 

Since the rediscovery of Aristotle’s writings on justice and equity, as well as the addition of the 

Justinian Code,246 the dual ideas of positive, written law and the unwritten law recognised the 

tentative difference between the spirit of the lawmaker and the letter of the law.247 In his chapter on 

the reconciling of these disparate parts to the law through the notion of equitas, Theodore Ziolkowski 

considers the necessity in legal thought of correction to an absolute justice on the one hand and a 

                                                           
245 Donald R. Kelley, “Vera Philosophia: The Philosophical Significance of Renaissance Jurisprudence,” Journal of the 

History of Philosophy, 14, no. 3 (Jul 1, 1976); Periodicals Archive Online. See also: 
This accumulation of knowledge verged upon a social science, taking in such objects as the ‘persons, things, 

actions, contracts, and… cosmos’ of the polity, so that the intellect of the juris prudens was considered well-

rounded. Terrestrial and divine, the ‘science’ of juris prudentia, though not metaphysical in its categories, was 

metaphysical in its projections ranged at justice based on law in both its written and unwritten forms (267). 
246 A compendium of Roman law issued between 529 and 534 AD by the Byzantine emperor Justinian I. 
247 Theodore Ziolkowski (1997) writes: 

It was this tension between written and unwritten, this extreme radicalization of nomos and physis, that Aristotle 

sought to reconcile through the notion of equity or epikiekeia (Ziolkowski, 160). 
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deficiency of legal specificity on the other. Ziolkowski cites Aristotle who argued that ‘the equitable 

is not superior to absolute justice, but it is better than any sort of limited law: it is a “rectification of 

law…” (Ziolkowski, 160).’ The notions in this debate are based in the argument toward the end of 

book five of the Nicomachean Ethics.248 There, Aristotle discusses the differences between equity 

(epieikeia or equitas) and justice, and points to confusions that arise with their use. While bringing 

equity, or equitas, was the objective, Renaissance juris prudentes were put into a role requiring of 

other knowledge besides close perusal of book five in Aristotle’s Ethics and the Justinian Code. In the 

Code juridical thought merged the good and the equitable together as factors constituting true justice, 

which meant that magistrates for centuries following would endeavour to point to the equitable and 

the good. Following this tradition, sixteenth-century law debate vigorously disputed the notion of 

equitas in the law whenever the good was also in dispute.249 Ziolkowski (1997) states, ‘it is no 

exaggeration to say that the question of equity dominated jurisprudential thought of the entire century 

(166).’ In a preceding part to this section we established the ‘prudent’ Sancho Panza’s ability to give a 

verdict via his native Christian mercy. Ziolkowski reviews the Christian additions to equitas by St 

Thomas Aquinas, and observes that: 

Aquinas’s understanding of aequitas… lent a new dimension of meaning to the notion of 

epikieikeia, a dimension that led easily in the following decades and centuries to the Christian 

caritative sense of misericordia and benignitas. Saint Thomas, in other words, initiated the 

process that expanded the notion of epieikeia in moral theology to embrace the wholly un-

Aristotelian notion of Christian “mercy.” (Ziolkowski, 165). 

 

It was through Aquinas and a formal process that the notion of equitas was classically formulated 

with a Christian mercy, and drawn upon in this manner subsequently in sixteenth-century debates. 

This formal influence happened through ‘the introduction of Aristotelian philosophy into scholastic 

thinking (Ziolkowski 164)’. Thus, for instance, although Sancho admits his illiteracy, i.e. not knowing 

his ‘cristus’ (the Spanish cristus is the cross painted at the beginning of the alphabet, so that no saber 

el cristus is to be illiterate), in extent of his success at juridical practices, his chance recollection of a 

precept of his master, his intuitive equity supported his judgements in his handling of the law. His 

                                                           
248 Theodore Ziolkowski, The Mirror of Justice: Literary Reflections of Legal Crises (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton 

University Press, 1997),166. 
249 Tied to this notion (and difficult to uncouple through an obscurity in wording) was the idea of a ‘good’. Thus, the 

judgement should be of necessity equitable and good.  
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skill stems not from expertise but through applying God’s mercy to decide between ‘mortal sins’ and 

‘venial sins’, showing he knows his cristus in another sense entirely. 

 

Sancho’s island government is a utopia in parody, as is revealed in the word Barataria which connotes 

doubt as do many other names in Don Quixote. While the parody is structural, the island and its leader 

failing to reach even a modest bar of successful political reign, the society envisaged is another type 

of natural society imagined in Don Quixote’s Golden Age speech. The urtext nature as a blueprint for 

the justice paradigm found there is parallel to the setting of ‘island’ utopias in the sixteenth century. 

These utopic isles were chosen for the reason that an island is a land ‘cut off’ from the ‘common 

sense’ world.250  

 

Insularity, then, is an abnormal state of mind or geographical condition. We expect Sancho to be 

changed by his experience, however his character is both magnified and remodelled without 

ultimately changing. This is due to the ‘insularity’ being incomplete. Neither is this a utopian island, 

nor is Sancho a Utopos, a utopian philosopher-king; rather, he is an apprentice-governor, for Sancho 

is kept as apprentice at every stage of his government. In The Human Condition, Hannah Arendt 

details reality through a shared public realm, inextricably meaning its shared commonness. ‘The only 

character of the world by which to gauge its reality,’ she goes on to say, 

…is its being common to us all, and common sense occupies such a high rank in the hierarchy 

of political qualities because it is the one sense that fits into reality as a whole our five strictly 

individual senses and the strictly particular data they perceive. It is by virtue of common 

sense that the other sense perceptions are known to disclose reality and are not merely felt as 

irritations of our nerves or resistance sensations of our bodies. A noticeable decrease in 

common sense in any given community and a noticeable increase in superstition and 

gullibility are therefore almost infallible signs of alienation from the world (Arendt, 208-209). 

What does this common space ultimately depend on for its reality? It relies on language, and, 

according to Arendt and an entire tradition of ‘common sense’ political philosophy, on a tacit 

agreement that language, as humans’ most powerful tool for shaping community, is trustworthy, that 

                                                           
250 Islands were popular sites for utopian states in literature ranging from Sir Thomas More’s classic Utopia and through to 

the ‘Villager on the Danube’ of Antonio de Guevara in his Diall of Princes. 
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specific definitions remain so. For Arendt, we risk alienation for members of community if 

superstition and gullibility are encouraged through jeopardising semantic integrity. In the tradition of 

utopian literature, islands can be admirable symbols of humanity, microcosms of the vanities, 

ambitions and conflicts of great powers, but with the folly laid bare, like small committees with 

regiments and cannon. However, as with Erasmus’s In Praise of Folly, written roughly one century 

earlier, here on Barataria the folly of the baratarian denizens is instructive or erasmian, bringing the 

common sense out in Sancho. The only folly separating Sancho from his common sense is his general 

condition of ambition to rise higher than a peasant could. Needless to say, this does not impair his 

ableness to decide cases of law. When he leaves Barataria he realises his great loneliness and sorrow 

at being parted from his master, the later reunion of the two an embodiment of Aristotelian friendship.  

 

As disappointing as it must appear, Barataria is the only attempt to complete Don Quixote’s vision of 

the restored golden age guarded by knights. Many have found it cruel for Cervantes to choose Sancho 

to be the actor of public prudence, not Don Quixote. Whether it is presumed on Don Quixote’s part 

that with Sancho’s success in office the full completion would come to pass with his instalment as 

knight-protector, it is hard to know. Certainly Don Quixote early on assumes Sancho’s failure, then 

grows in excitement with each report of success, and during the time Sancho is on Barataria Don 

Quixote writes to him with advice on legislative matters: 

Do not issue many edicts, and if you do, try to make them good ones, and, above all, ones that 

are carried out and obeyed; for edicts that are not carried out are as good as non-existent, and 

they let it be known that the prince who had the intelligence and authority to issue them did 

not have the courage to enforce them; laws that intimidate but are not enforced become like 

the log that was king of the frogs: at first it frightened them, but in time they came to despise 

it and climbed up on it (794). 

Princes and juris prudentes had several varying, law codes to apply, and they had to guard against 

overusing or extending authority beyond its grasp. Don Quixote’s letter presumes a community of 

virtue that, owing to its advance as a polity, was now in need of laws. 
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Communicating prudence in law and rule 

 

Juris prudentia is a special term evocative of its classic presentations in post-Justinian law codes and 

steeped in ideas from Aristotelian and other Greek philosophy, encapsulated in Cicero and diverse 

Roman writers before Justinian I. Juris prudentia indicates the wisdom of judges in applying the law. 

This selectively erudite knowledge of judges, in abstracting from the Justinian code to form correct 

judgements in matters of the law, impressed many and was spoken of glowingly in the sixteenth-

century. 

 

One theoretician of the development of jurisprudence wrote the following on this rise of legal thought 

through the ages: 

As soon as the unconscious and unorganized coercion of custom was no longer sufficient to 

regulate the acts of individuals because, having arrived at greater intellectual independence 

they began to have doubts about following their impulses as before, law arose in order to 

avoid, or mediate between, conflicts of will, and became the embodiment of the rules 

necessary for the regulation of human conduct so far as they entered into the consciousness of 

men (Wurzel p290).  

The Justinian Code joined Roman law with Greek philosophy, in particular the civil philosophy of 

Aristotle,251 and made civil law. Justinian’s Code of The Corpus Iuris Civilis or Body of Civil Law 

gave European countries forms for the ultimate basis of their civil law. This code was consulted and 

studied by scholars and lawyers, establishing thereby a system for justice in each country. Upheld by 

judges’ ‘prudent reason,’ unlike a truly artificial institution of ‘blind’ law, this system of juris 

prudentes through the span of centuries emphasized inspired reasoning and not impartiality in the law. 

For this fact, later philosophers fault the reason shown by juris prudentes.252  

                                                           
251 See Kelley, page 270, on the Strong association between Roman law and Greek philosophy made in the Digest. 
252 Later European law codified and schematized law, and later European thinkers such as Thomas Hobbes in England, and 

Jean Bodin in France or Sanchez in Spain, recoiled from juris prudentes toward a code of law which puts such eccentricities 

to one side or moved the teleology of the polity and Statist contractual claims closer together. Through a negative 

comparison to Hobbes's attack on lawyers, David Rasmussen (2002) indicates that sixteenth century jurisprudence cherished 

‘an ethics of the good’ with the judges’ private reason as the means to achieve that: 

[A]lthough Hobbes acknowledges universal agreement among the lawyers of the day regarding the proposition 

that ‘Law can never be against Reason’, the real issue regards ‘whose reason it is’. It is here that Hobbes puts forth 

a notion of public reason. He rejects the idea that valid legal interpretation can be based on ‘private reason’ 

because if legal interpretation were dependent on the use of private reason [there would result contradictions in the 

laws]. However, beyond the claims of private reason there is a claim which is more traditional and powerful, 
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Renaissance European legal thought naturally grew out of Roman civil law, depending on interpreters 

of the Justinian Digest to fortify canon, positive or common law. Byrne offers the following 

comments, and observes: 

The juridical volumes attest to popular interest in the thematic and practical aspects of 

jurisprudence, and their authors, for the most part, seek stability in solid prescriptive 

formulae. In certain cases, Cervantes puts that same status quo to a test with mordant 

between-the-lines commentary on both the legal and practical processual tomes, to reflect the 

same unstable situation but project it into a new and different realm: fictional realist writing. 

Barataria, for example, is an invented place named for a real practice (Byrne 88). 

Byrne continues to give an analysis of sixteenth-century legal meanings surrounding the noun 

‘baratería’ and the verb ‘baratar’. Not only does the word signify ‘cheapness’, notated in English 

glosses on the island episode, but it also has a more specialised meaning of a corruption of judges 

whether through monetary gain to cause the judge to bring about, or fail to bring about, justice, or 

seeking benefit from the position itself.253 A judgement should not be forced and a judge should not 

be thinking of his pay packet; instead a judgment should be free. It is no wonder then that she writes, 

‘[g]iven Sancho’s duties and judicial decisions while he is governor of Barataria, Cervantes use of the 

word is richly resonant (88).’ Another meaning for free in the Spanish is gracioso, which Byrne 

points out is a ‘standard comical type’, a funny person and Sancho is gracioso in this way. However, 

more than that, Sancho has performed a duty that is part of the original conception of the cardinal 

virtue of prudence: public jurisprudence. By taking his master and friend’s advice to seek God’s 

mercy in the trial of the bridge and the gallows, Sancho applied a Thomist adaptation of prudence, 

measuring his judgements with mercy. Christian concepts like misericordia and benignitas had a long 

history and by law application through the office of the juris prudens medieval theoretical works as 

                                                           
coming from the realm of Juris prudentia, the practical wisdom of judges. No doubt, these claims legitimate law 

on the basis of a fundamental assumption about ethics, namely, that the interpretation of law functions for the 

ethics of the good. It is this assumption that Hobbes is most anxious to overcome (Rasmussen, 187) 

Thomas Hobbes saw political science (or prudence) as a function of the state, not a function of private reason. What 

Rasmussen indicates above, is that as an age-old custom juris prudentes took permissible courses of action outside of 

impartial adjudication taken by the state. These men were famous for having more than common wisdom. In the Roman era 

Corpus Juris Civilis it is written that: Thus, in this era of legal thought neither the instrumentality of a hobbesian state nor 

the abjectness of a primitive rule of force; rather, the Renaissance juris prudentes was considered able to not only adjudicate 

law, but resting on private reason and inspired faith, to account for the intention of God and the relations between humans 

and God.  
253 See Byrne, 83-93. 
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the Summa of Thomas Aquinas gradually entered the everyday world of the vulgo like Sancho. Thus, 

juris prudentes were necessary to the health of the common law and had a measurable effect in the 

polity.  

At the conclusion of the account of Barataria and Don Quixote’s trials at the palace both the squire 

and the knight reunite in friendship, a state more secure than government. The Aristotelian society of 

virtue framework is no more, however the Aristotelian virtue of friendship succeeds where 

transcendental insights and lessons on politics fail. 

 

Conclusion to Chapter Six 

Sancho Panza has undergone an ordeal on the Island of Barataria. Until his arrival he lived under the 

misconception that ‘real’ islands could become prizes for knights’ squires to govern. His time on the 

island has been almost entirely spent trying to resolve one rompecabezas (puzzle in Spanish, but also 

headache) after another. He has proven that he has a gift for it; indeed, it could almost be said that he 

has a ‘skill’. However, he is akin to Aristotle’s ‘know-nothing who knows how to treat matters of 

significance.’ Sancho has an innate capacity, what Anthony J. Close has called ‘innate potential’. He 

adduces the hollow part of each law trial brought before him as judge, the greatest of which is the trial 

of the bridge and the oathtaker. However, he is not entirely devoid of skill, there is something that this 

‘know-nothing’ possesses, this being a Christian faith in the mercy of God. Therefore, not being a law 

unto himself, as his master Don Quixote is throughout their adventures, Sancho does not break with 

the community for the reason that he is tied to it through a strong conviction of Godly mercy, which is 

to say divine providence. As a result, he commits no offences ‘against the laws [which destroy] those 

relationships which make common pursuit of the good possible.’ In this, he is ‘prudent’ in the most 

up-to-date way, and by this trick of similarity he resembles the juris prudens, yet is no such 

personage.   
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Chapter Seven; & Conclusion 

 

In Chapter Six I analysed the legal cases, each of which is a logical puzzle, as well as the type of 

peasant shrewdness referred to above as ‘innate potential’ in Sancho’s success in solving these. I 

argued that Sancho’s ability to make correct decisions is a kind of practical reasoning both associated 

with sixteenth-century jurisprudence and from other sources. As examples, I inferenced sixteenth-

century Spain’s lowborn culture of persistent medieval moral story, as well as Sancho’s peasant sense 

for the ‘false wall’ of a testimony. I particularly analysed the ‘lie’ told in the trial of the bridge and the 

gallows, commenting on the idea of jocose sin and venial sin behind truth and lying. I then also 

briefly commented on Sancho’s prudential ‘judgements’ and the links to a common sense world 

unattainable in a utopia. I concluded with statements about the cruelty shown by Cervantes to his 

protagonist Don Quixote. In giving Barataria to Sancho, ‘the new man’ of modern resourcefulness, 

and innate justice, rather than giving public office to the virtuous knight, Don Quixote, Cervantes 

might seem to be saying the humanist project to resurrect the virtues and its didacticist enthusiasms is 

excellent as far as it goes; that, to lift humanity out of ignorance, whether through the virtue tradition 

that has been amply surveyed in this thesis, or through Christian piety, is only another engaño in the 

end. Nonetheless, this education of the ignorant to reach heights of knowledge and reason, to attain 

‘virtue,’ is only an idle dream. However, even at the end of a lengthy inquiry into Cervantes’s views 

on the matter there is still doubt. Beside an innate resourcefulness (a ‘prudence’ minus the welter of 

accumulated erudite sources) unclouded by overpowering ‘fantasy’ and imagination, and beside an 

innate justice, uninformed by the sophistications of exemplary models and textual precedents, 

carefully stored in the mind’s habitus, there is no substituting the characteristic kindness in Sancho’s 

nature or the natural dignity of his master, Don Alonso Quejana. This might be the sum total of what 

Cervantes has to say—a ‘tend your own garden’ statement. 

 

In my aims set out in the Literature Review I stated that in the characterisation of the protagonist Don 

Quixote there is a didactic intent to satirise certain intellectual values. I also stated that, stricken with 

fantastic images and dense with texts from chivalry, the hero is famous for being compromised by his 
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psychological disturbance. Further, I stated that the more absurd aspects of his imagination cross over 

with parts of paganism and Christianity. In my Chapters Two and Three I presented proofs, both for 

the didactic intention in satirising intellectual values as well as for their local impoverishment in the 

person of Don Quixote; likewise, I presented Don Quixote’s imagination as too powerful and subject 

not to his reason, but to his temperament, his choleric nature. In this way, he easily absorbs quasi-

mystical theories (from magic, and elsewhere) which suggest to him his omnipotence, or omniscience, 

in the form that this greatness and fame he seeks would eventuate, if only malevolent beings did not 

oppose his most amazing feats of courage and strength.  

 

However, I likewise wrote in my Literature Review that it is not all bad news. For the type of mental 

power driving Don Quixote can also bring out the talents of memorisation and memory retrieval, and 

humanistic rhetoric in its full impress of eloquence. These talents, memory and eloquence, being also 

the good products of the medieval discourse of the virtues and the rhetoric of the humanists, are 

everywhere present in the novel and demonstrate the pervasiveness of Aristotelianism in European 

letters. In Chapters Four and Five, I showed Don Quixote ‘Doing Prudence’ and ‘Thinking Prudence,’ 

and each time a mixture of reason and unreason jeopardised the outcomes.  In Chapter Six, I showed 

Don Quixote and Sancho Panza ‘Communicating Prudence’ in last ditch attempts, witting or 

unwitting, to rescue classical values from the ‘emergent modernity’ prototypes which conceptually 

replaced prudence and virtue in civil philosophy, and resultingly, in society.  

 

The obscure ‘hidalgo’ Don Alonso has ridden out across the tablelands styling himself Don Quixote 

and attiring himself in armour. ‘One of the rules of prudence is that what can be done by good means 

should not be done by bad’ (170),254 is one of his many chance sayings. As Don Quixote he lives the 

maxim to its fullest. His name has become synonymous with naivety in the cause of doing good on 

the part of others. He has no understanding that thought and action are measured by different 

standards. While thought, even the most violent thought, does not offend custom, action surely will if 

                                                           
254 ‘[U]na de las partes de la prudencia es que lo que se puede hacer por bien no se haga por mal,’ 231. 
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given the chance and the occasion. Thus, with every episode encountered in this thesis where he acts 

in pursuit of his cause, he is judged according to the modern standard of law-abiding citizenry. Only 

when he meets a man living outside those laws, by the most efficient and ruthless means, does 

Quixote appear tame and domesticated. For he has met the prototype of a new leadership style in the 

character Roque Guinart. Don Quixote meets Roque in Chapter LX of Part Two while he and Sancho 

are on their way to Barcelona. They have stopped to take their rest in a wood when they discover the 

hanged bodies of brigands in a grove of cork-trees. Soon they are captured by ‘squires’, or ruffian 

accomplices, whose leader is Roque Guinart. This hardened criminal is yet a gracious host. He is a 

sharp-eyed and alert general yet can be expansive and magnanimous, and he is ruthless with his own 

men yet is fair in negotiating with hostages. For living quarters he has none that are fixed: he moves 

too often to foster civic life. Yet he has a community always with him. He is lawless yet he lays down 

rules and insists on obedience to them, even by himself. He has one memorable saying about his own 

accomplices: ‘If one were not scrupulous with these men, there would be no way to live with them 

(857).’255 Don Quixote is of passing interest to him, and to the knight’s entreaties to reform he says 

only that he will continue in his life until he grows tired of it. He is gallant, honourable, practical, 

criminal and terrifying. His modernity consists in his political savvy, his efficiency and his lack of 

obligations to past forms and civil customs. He is a skilled operator in a world where the ground 

constantly shifts. Indeed his success as a leader depends on an ability to reason spontaneously and 

without delay, as proven by his habit of breaking camp whenever the ‘scouts’ loyal to him return with 

updates on nearby police troops. Nevertheless, it is conceivable that Cervantes had a greater design 

for placing the character of Roque Guinart in the novel. 

 

In his introduction to the 1822 printing of Peter Motteux’s Don Quixote translation, John Gibson 

Lockhart, famous in his century for writing a biography of Sir Walter Scott and for editorship of 

Blackwood’s Magazine, chided the ‘learned editor of the Spanish Academy’s edition [of the novel’s 

printing] of 1781 [for thinking fit] to occupy the space of a very considerable volume with an inquiry 

                                                           
255 —Si no se guardase esta puntualidad con éstos, no se podría vivir con ellos (962). 
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into the particular merits of Don Quixote (xxvii).’256 This ‘learned editor’ was the celebrated 

typesetter Joaquín Ibarra, a dedicated master printer and innovator of trends in typesetting work. 

However, the author of the ‘inquiry’ was Vicente de los Ríos, who penned an Análisis de Don Quixote 

for the 1780 (not 1781) edition of the novel commissioned by the Real Academia de la Lengua. 

Lockhart brought his ridicule to bear on the ‘erudite Doctor of Madrid’ who he scorned for writing for 

‘all those who are unwilling to admire anything without knowing why they admire it (ibid).’ 

Continuing, Lockhart included the following (extremely useful) evidence for his dismissive note: 

As a specimen of the style of his criticisms take this: he approves of the introduction of a 

Roque Guinart in Don Quixote, because in the Odyssey there is a Polyphemus, and in the 

Æneid there is a Cacus. And yet this man must have at least read Cervantes’ own preface to 

his work, in which that pedantic species of criticism is so powerfully ridiculed, “If thou 

namest any giant in the book, forget not Goliath of Gath,” etc. (footnote 1, ibid).  

 

In point of fact, I am indebted to the ‘pedantry’ of Vicente de los Ríos, and the even greater pedantry 

of J. G. Lockhart—without whom this curious likeness of Roque to Polyphemus and Cacus would 

have escaped my notice—for having pointed this out. Narratologically speaking, if Polyphemus is the 

‘wild man’, the representation of ‘nature’ to Odysseus’s representation of ‘culture’ and civilisation,257 

and Cacus is defined by his furor, his ‘passion’, his rage, and his caligo, his ‘darkness’ (in contrast to 

his opposite Hercules in The Aeneid’s book nine episode258), then Roque Guinart might fulfil a 

similar narratological function in Don Quixote. We have already investigated the narratological 

function of Don Quixote’s descent into the ‘Cave of Montesinos’, in Chapter Five above. However, 

the Roque Guinart episode coming so late in the novel presages a narrative culmination of a different 

kind. Both the Polyphemus episode in The Odyssey and the Cacus episode in The Aeneid display the 

‘cunning versus force theme;’259and, likewise, both Polyphemus and Cacus are figures of ‘pride’ and 

                                                           
256 J. G. Lockhart wrote his ‘life of Cervantes’s’ introduction for the Peter Motteux edition of 1822, as stated; this 

introduction appears to have been reprinted with Motteux’s popular translation well into the twentieth century. The edition 

where Lockhart’s introduction was found by this author, was the Everyman’s Library version of 1947.  See Miguel de 

Cervantes Saavedra, “Introduction.” Don Quixote Volume One. Translated by Peter Motteux. Introduced by J. G. Lockhart. 

London: J. M. Dent & Sons Ltd; New York: E. P. Dutton & Co. Inc., 1947, vii-xxx. 
257 Irene J. F. de Jong. A Narratological Commentary on the Odyssey. Cambridge, UK ; New York : Cambridge University 

Press, 2001. 
258 Galinsky, G. Karl. “The Hercules-Cacus Episode in Aeneid VIII.” In The American Journal of Philology 87, no. 1 (Jan., 

1966), 18-51. See pages 27 to 40, in particular page 40 where Galinsky states: ‘[the half-man] Cacus stands for a barbaric, 

uncivilized stage of evolution whereas Hercules fights the superbos [the proud or arrogant], [and] there is also a contrast 

between barbarian and Roman character.’ 
259 de Jong, 248. 
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‘arrogance’, contemptibly warring against two heroes smiled upon by the gods. In a similar vein, it is 

Roque Guinart’s cunning, his ‘wild man’ custodianship of a ‘natural justice’, which sets him apart 

from civilised mores. However (and in his Análisis, it might be that Vicente de los Ríos took careful 

note of this), the character of Roque Guinart supports a psychological function in the narrative shape 

of Don Quixote. The psychological function supported in the character of Roque Guinart is the 

display of a mind, in one regard, uncultured in medieval habitus, yet, in another regard, too impulsive 

to suit the Ciceronian rhetoric provenance of prudence favoured by humanism. In contrast, Roque 

finds enlightenment in his ‘dark’ nature, his passionate ‘furor’, and knows that arrogance and pride do 

not bring punishment but rather bring a force of, almost talismanic, charisma to guide his ends 

successfully—such a person is not merely opposite to Don Quixote. In fact, he simply has no need for 

the decorum and values from civilised antiquity that Quixote defends. While amused by having Don 

Quixote as his guest, at times Roque even forgets he is there: so preoccupied is he by his many 

pressing affairs. Symbol of self-consequence, of arrogance and pride shorn of the fatalism of the past, 

it is Roque Guinart, precursor to nature over nurture psychologizers, who gives Don Quixote a letter 

of introduction addressed to Don Antonio Moreno. It is Roque’s friend Don Antonio who will defend 

Don Quixote shortly upon his arrival in Barcelona against the insult thrown at him in the street that he 

is mad and causing others to be mad alongside. Don Antonio, by stating Don Quixote is cuerdo, 

supplies a response to the insult to define him as being both prudent and ‘sane’—a happy uniting of 

meanings both ancient and modern.    
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