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A HISTORY OF INTELLIGENCE
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Starting with the hypothesis that not only human intelligence but also its antithesis “intellectual
disability” are nothing more than historical contingencies, C.F. Goodey’s paradigm-shifting
study traces the rich interplay between labelled human types and the radically changing
characteristics attributed to them. From the twelfth-century beginnings of European social
administration to the onset of formal human science disciplines in the modern era, A History of
Intelligence and “Intellectual Disability” reconstructs the socio-political and religious contexts
of intellectual ability and disability, and demonstrates how these concepts became part of
psychology, medicine and biology. Goodey examines a wide array of classical, late medieval
and Renaissance texts, from popular guides on conduct and behavior to medical treatises and
from religious and philosophical works to poetry and drama. Focusing especially on the period
between the Protestant Reformation and 1700, Goodey challenges the accepted wisdom that
would have us believe that “intelligence” and “disability” describe natural, trans-historical
realities. Instead, Goodey argues for a model that views intellectual disability and indeed the
intellectually disabled person as recent cultural creations. His book is destined to become a
standard resource for scholars interested in the history of psychology and medicine, the social
origins of human self-representation, and current ethical debates about the genetics of intelligence.

C.F. Goodey has researched and published on the history of “intellectual disability,” including
the ethical and social implications of the concept, for more than 20 years. His articles have
appeared in a number of scholarly journals, including History of Science, Medical History,
History of the Human Sciences, Political Theory and Ancient Philosophy. He formerly
held teaching and research posts at Ruskin College, Oxford, the Open University and the
University of London Institute of Education, and is currently an independent consultant
working for national and local government services on learning disability in the UK.
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Historians should know that freaks, if tolerated — and even flattered and fed — can show
astonishing influence and longevity. After all, to any rational mind, the greater part of the
history of ideas is a history of freaks.

—E.P. Thompson, The Poverty of Theory
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Introduction

Intelligence stands at the core of modern lives. It marks us out from the rest of nature. It is crucial to
our sense of self and an instant yardstick for sizing up others. Psychologists measure it, biologists
search for its DNA, women demand it of sperm donors; learned professors from Harvard to
Heidelberg foresee our descendants turning into transhuman, bodiless intelligences able to migrate
as software to other planets. If these are the dreams of intelligence, the nightmare is its absence.
This means being denied family, friends and ordinary relationships; doctors give us treatment
without our consent and withhold it when we need it; social workers stop us having sex, sterilize
us or take away our children; psychiatrists lock us up without right of appeal; police officers
frame us; courts acquit the parents who kill us; and politicians fund geneticists to make sure people
like us never turn up again. Both dream and nightmare are so vivid it seems they must be based on
some hard scientific reality, but the question “What is intelligence?”” has only ever been answered
by a shifting social consensus. So perhaps, like the stuff of dreams and nightmares, it too belongs
in a realm of mere appearances. But in that case so does intellectual disability. Indeed, our anxieties
about it may one day seem as strange as some of our ancestors’ anxieties do to us. The pioneers
of modern science such as Robert Boyle and Isaac Newton were certain that the devil was real, as
real as this chair [ am sitting on is to me; and while we now know he was a mere figment of their
imaginations, this is no guarantee that some of the objects to which we apply our own, twenty-first[|
century scientific method are not just as fantastical.

Nevertheless, even if intelligence is only a matter of appearances, appearances matter. Social
structures have not only flattered and fed the concept but set it to work to ensure their own survival.
It is socially active, helping to bind social structures together, to alienate their human creators
from themselves and from each other, and to dull our brains with alternating doses of self-flattery
and self-abasement. It also identifies certain people we do not like having around, and only if
intellectual disability is also seen as mere appearance can the speciousness of intelligence itself be
exposed. The concepts of intelligence and intellectual disability are mutually reinforcing. While
this book chiefly explores pre- and early modern concepts of disability, it is also about intelligence.
Without each other they are nothing.

We tend to assume that “intellectual disability” is a permanent historical fixture, that all societies
would have recognized the same thing in the same human type. But the idea of an intelligence
that defines membership of the human species is itself modern. And if we sent people we now
call intellectually disabled in a time machine to ancient Greece and asked if they resembled the
people in that society with some seemingly equivalent label (“fools,” etc.), the answer would be no,
even though such an experiment would yield a positive result for physical disability and in part for
mental illness. Of course there are always people around who seem unable to grasp certain complex
everyday activities. What changes, though, is the content of those activities and their centrality to
the life which the rest of us in any one era expect to lead. At any given historical moment, the people
thus excluded seem to be a separate and permanent natural kind, but in fact their psychological
profile alters radically in the long term along with the social context feeding it.

All this may seem to reflect a current propensity to turn differences previously thought of as
natural into identities (ethnic, gendered, sexually oriented, etc.) that have been socially constructed
by human beings themselves. And yes, it is certainly true that people may be “intellectually”
disabled in one social institution or context but not necessarily disabled in some other, concurrent
one. It is true, too, that labelling and separation from ordinary life may be causes of disability
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rather than outcomes; a person’s identity, who they are or might be, is stolen from them in infancy
or at diagnosis and is then refashioned by the special institutions in which they are segregated and
which turn their personal characteristics into a “psychological object.” Nevertheless, to say that
intellectual disability is a mere social construction is to ignore problems of everyday life which,
even if they are only the creation of a particular society, are for certain people and for the time
being real enough, or oblige us to behave as if they were; some of us will need greater support to
lead the ordinary lives that others take for granted (even if the various professions and services
are institutionally primed to avoid, at all costs, the provision of support for just such a purpose).
Disability is always historically constructed, however, because the problems change from one era
to the next. History is anthropology with time rather than place the variable.

My starting hypothesis, therefore, is that intelligence and intellectual disability, likewise
intelligent people and intellectually disabled people, are not natural kinds but historically contingent
forms of human self-representation and social reciprocity, of relatively recent historical origin.
Following this introduction, Part 1 discusses the relationship between psychological and social
inferiority among the ancient Greeks. This is a necessary exercise because early modern writers
use Plato, Aristotle and others as a reference point and modern psychology often identifies them as
the first primitive stabs at a psychological science, when in fact the gulf between the Greeks and
ourselves is profound. Part 2 analyzes the history of intelligence and disability in European socio(
economic and administrative structures, and the ever-increasing importance attached to speed of
thought. Parts 3 to 5 look at the conduct manuals and the religious and literary texts that present
intelligence (“wit”) as a self-referential mode of bidding for status, classifiable with concepts such
as honour and grace, and juxtaposes these with their corresponding concepts of disability. Part 6
pursues the same themes into the history of medicine, looking at doctors’ changing descriptions
of problematic intellectual states and of their relationship to the structure and functions of body
and brain. Part 7 examines the historical roots of the modern doctrinal fusion between biology,
psychology and ethics, and at the early modern invention of abnormality, its place in natural history
and accompanying doctrines of cause. Part 8 describes the influence of the sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries on Locke’s extensive comments on “idiots” and “changelings,” and how his
essentially theological doctrine in turn influenced eighteenth-century theories of behaviour and
thence modern educational and cultural practices.

Each chapter begins by looking at long-term, cross-historical elements which modern and pre(’
modern concepts may share in spite of my starting hypothesis, and then briefly at relevant aspects
of the recent, short-term history of the formal disciplines (psychology, medicine, etc.): briefly,
because there is already a substantial literature on this. There then follows the main business, which
is the medium term: the shaping of modern psychological concepts of intelligence and disability,
starting in the late Middle Ages but concentrated in the “early modern” period that runs from the
Reformation to the Enlightenment. It can be used as a starting point for further investigation into
other areas of early modern psychology. I regret not having had the time to extend this investigation
beyond intelligence and intellectual disability to other basic psychological concepts of the early
modern era: the emotions, for example, or the will (and the first question would be whether in fact
such conceptual categories were then or indeed can now be safely distinguished from each other).
Others will have to have to take up where I have left off.

Research and debate: opening a new arena

Previous writers have examined the history of the segregated long-stay institutions, hospitals and
schools that have legitimized social rejection and distaste, plus something of the lives of people
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incarcerated there.! Yet about the origins of the underlying concepts we know little. Institutional
records and official publications are easily located, whereas the conceptual roots are spread across
disciplines and periods and so are harder to find. But similar problems have not deterred researchers
in the early conceptual history of other disciplines. This research gap reflects social segregation
itself: out of sight, out of mind. Moreover, to research the origins of a concept is to admit it had
origins in the first place. If a category so basic had a historical starting point, it might imply that
there was a time before that when it went unrecognized, and therefore that it could lose its currency
again in the future. Unstable categories undermine professional confidence. As a result the history
has been trivialized, in two ways. First, the disability as we see it today must have always existed,
whether people in the past recognized it or not; historical study is irrelevant or unproblematic
(“positivism”). Secondly, if the aim is to make things better, then pulling basic concepts up by the
roots for historical investigation won’t help; history must be seen instead as a march of progress,
towards the triumph of current ideas and the right way of doing things, which just so happens to
be our own (“presentism”).

What we know about the history of the concept so far has come piecemeal from the extrall
curricular interests of a few professionals with varying approaches. The first of these says that since
disability is a natural, biological-psychological entity that has always existed in the same type of
person, we can unproblematically match current human types to those of the past. Physiologist Paul
Cranefield sees certain Renaissance medical writers as the “discoverers” of “mental deficiency”
because they seem to describe its symptoms and to use a modern disease model.> Neurologist
Richard Neugebauer sees in early accounts of legal competence a proto-modern psychiatric
distinction between “mentally retarded” and mentally ill.}> Psychologist Richard Scheerenberger,
aiming at an encyclopaedic history of mental retardation and sometimes coming across periods
in which no seeming correspondences with the modern concept appear, simply plugs these gaps
with primary sources on physical disability or mental illness instead.* A second approach says
that the scientific concept becomes actual only with its psychiatric description in modern times.
Psychiatrist Leo Kanner, for example, one of the inventors of autism, largely follows the same
disease model as the first group but excludes from his history all the unscientific primitives who
lacked a modern expertise; consequently, he says, a history of mental retardation is impossible
before the nineteenth century.® A third approach is based on a seemingly more sceptical view.
Psychologist Inge Mans, for example, begins with the words “Once upon a time there were no
mentally retarded people.” Like the literary historian Sandra Billington, she puts their early history
under a broader heading encompassing professional fools and carnivalesque jesters.® Nevertheless,
ignoring the difference among these types means somehow preserving certain assumptions about
a cross-historical condition; “retarded” people may well have existed all along, it is just that there

' James Trent, Inventing the Feeble Mind; Philip Ferguson, Abandoned to their Fate; Mathew Thomson,

The Problem of Mental Deficiency; David Wright, Mental Disability in Victorian England; Mark Jackson, The
Borderland of Imbecility; Trent and Steven Noll (eds), Mental Retardation in America.

2 Paul Cranefield, “A seventeenth-century view of mental deficiency,” Bulletin of the History of
Medicine, 35 (1961); Cranefield and Walter Federn, “Paracelsus on goiter and cretinism,” ibid., 37 (1963);
“The begetting of fools,” ibid., 41 (1967); Cranefield, “The discovery of cretinism,” ibid., 36 (1962).

3 Neugebauer, “Medieval and early modern theories of mental illness,” Archive of General Psychiatry,
36 (1979); “Mental handicap in medieval and early modern England,” in David Wright and Anne Digby (eds),
From Idiocy to Mental Deficiency.

4 Scheerenberger, A History of Mental Retardation.

5 Kanner, 4 History of the Care and Study of the Mentally Retarded.

¢ Mans, Zin der Zotheid, Billington, A Social History of the Fool.
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was once a Golden Age when they had no separate social identity — for these authors a good thing,
for Kanner not.

I have tried to open up a new arena. The reader will find positivism and presentism here too, of
course. | want to add to a store of sound historical knowledge on the topic; and I believe that if the
past is a foreign country where they do things differently, there is a future country where they do
things differently and better. Others in the field, too, have called for an “inclusive anthropology.””
Now this should arouse suspicions. Although the history of ideas is useless if it does not generate
new ideas, it may also fairly be asked whether evidence can be proof against contamination by
some political or ethical agenda, and whether the evidential base for the history of psychology is
not just as prone to fabrication as for psychology itself. However, suspicions can only be justified
or relieved by engaging with the evidence on a scale no one else has done till now. Moreover, 1
do not draw on the usual models of radical policy-making in this area (“rights,” “citizenship,”
“justice,” etc.), borrowed from liberation movements of black people, gays or women, as not only
are the people we are talking about deprived of such things, they are not entitled to them in the
first place because they do not qualify for the founding premise of all such models: namely, that
human beings are equal and autonomous by virtue of being rational. Nor on the other hand does
my agenda owe much to that seductive form of conflict avoidance which says that, as “bearers of
discourse,” we cannot stand outside even the thinnest and airiest of concepts, among which the
concepts under discussion in this book undoubtedly belong. Finally, to all those who still think that
science can speak to our topic, I have to confess that the scientific and ethical questions (How do
we know what intellectual disability really is? How do we value the people it describes?) are as
inextricable from each other for the historian as they are, minus any acknowledgement of the fact,
for the psychologist or cognitive geneticist.

We can begin tackling these questions of definition at the most superficial level, that of names.
Here our psychological object seems more problematic than most. On the one hand, the disabled are
defined more dogmatically than any other human group. They are still seen as a natural category,
the last justifiable bastion of essentialism in an era when gender, race and sexuality (for example)
are no longer natural or essential. This definition allows things to be done to them that are no longer
justifiable for those other groups; denigration, segregation, elimination and prevention belong to
their recent and continuing history. On the other hand, do we really know who they are? I ask
because it seems we don’t know what to call them. Even within the last century the multiplicity
of names for their condition has been extraordinary: backwardness, cognitive impairment,
complex needs, cretinism, developmental delay, developmental disability, dullness, educational
subnormality, fatuity, feeble-mindedness, idiotism, imbecility, intellectual disability, intellectual
handicap, intellectual impairment, learning difficulties, learning disability, mental defectiveness,
mental deficiency, mental disability, mental handicap, mental impairment, mental retardation,
moronism, neurodisability, neurodiversity, oligophreny, slowness, special needs, etc. One could
double the number. This instability of names surely points to a deeper conceptual problem and, as
Murray Simpson has demonstrated for the nineteenth century, to the absence of any stable nature
linking the people thus described.® Histories of the topic, supposing that names denote the same
natural kind across the ages, have tended to proceed in parallel with traditional histories of physical
disability, treating it as a history of freaks when actually it is the history of a freak idea.

In defining intellectual disability, psychology comes up with a list of particular deficits in what
it sees as intellectual ability and (which amounts to the same thing) as characteristically human.

7 Herman P. Meininger, “Authenticity in community: theory and practice of an inclusive anthropology,”

Journal of Religion, Disability and Health, 5 (2001).
8 Simpson, Modernity and the Appearance of Idiocy: Intellectual Disability as a Regime of Truth.
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In other words, definitions are circular. Now it is professionally acceptable, even commonplace, to
say that sanity consists of the absence of mental illness. But it would no doubt be professionally
crass to say the same thing about intelligence, which is not just an absence of disability but
self-evidently positive, the crowning feature of our species. If intelligence has any historically
continuous characteristic at all, this circularity of definition is it. The content of the definition
itself changes from one era to the next, making it not only circular but contingent at each point on
historical circumstance. Today definitions come, ostensibly, from a theoretical base in the academy,
proceeding from there to applied psychology or the genetics laboratory for their evidence base, and
thence to the social institutions such as health, education, human and social services, employment,
etc.; their final destination is the everyday mind-set, which closes the cycle by feeding back into the
academy and providing a covert rationale for the latter’s hypotheses. The student, having stumbled
across psychology by being “interested in people,” makes this journey in reverse. He or more often
she, prompted by the mind-set, must at some point face the fact that her chosen profession is not
interested in people in any way she may have so far thought of them, but only as parts and props
of a vulnerable institutional order which she herself will help to police and of which intelligence is
the supreme membership criterion. At this point psychology’s enchanted forest will either swallow
her up, or she will come to ask about its idea of people, in W.H. Auden’s words, “Was it to meet
such grinning evidence / We left our richly odoured ignorance?”

At the centre of the forest — somewhere — is the holy grail of scientific status. Meanwhile
the ideological core of intelligence can be glimpsed from the very claim that its social critics
are the ideologues. Take cognitive ability tests (IQ), and the fact that they have regularly been
modified in response to criticism of their inherent cultural bias. Many psychologists have seen
this criticism as an ideological intrusion, motivated by an unscientific egalitarianism which the
science disproves. However, the psychometrician’s very act of responding to criticism, by moving
away from culturally relative tasks towards apparently more abstract ones seemingly possessed of
universality, is itself a necessary ideological collusion; the fact that modification takes place at all
belies any claim to exact-science status that might be made for intelligence as such, exposing the
emptiness of psychology’s “Newtonian fantasies” about parity with physics or chemistry, about
objectivity and calculability.’ Its extremely short-term historical shifts undermine not just the claim
that one can measure intelligence but also that intelligence in itself has the long- or even medium-
term stability of content that an exact science might expect from its object of study. Of course
there is already a whole discipline, the philosophy of science, devoted to doubting whether the
subject matter even of physics is real; but doubts about intelligence are of a different and deeper
order entirely.

Intelligence is a social construction: enough said?

Disenchantment leads to scepticism. Any champion of the idea that intelligence has a real essence,
scientifically classifiable in nature, is countered by others for whom it is relative and changeable
and who regard the attempt to produce “culture-fair or -free” estimations of it as a nonsense.'’ But
this sceptical position usually turns out to be mere bravado. Beneath superficial disputes about
whether intelligence is measurable or absolute, in the deeper recesses of the mind-set we still need
to make shorthand judgements of our fellows and to establish our own intelligence: otherwise,

®  Thomas Leahy, 4 History of Modern Psychology, 6.
10 See J. Berry, “Radical cultural relativism and the concept of intelligence,” in Berry and P. Dasen (eds),

Culture and Cognition.
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to borrow a classic argument, how could our scepticism be a more intelligent stance than the
positivist’s? For the sceptic, intelligence is relative or absolute according to where advantage
lies; there are moments in one’s life when the concept cannot be lightly dismissed. At the same
time, it seems readily deconstructable in the popular mind: “Rabbit’s clever,” says the famously
slow Winnie-the-Pooh, “and he has Brain. I suppose that’s why he never understands anything.”
And as far as academic critiques are concerned, many have come from within the discipline of
psychology itself. But anyone who claims to have dispensed fully with the essential reality of
intellectual ability must have dispensed fully with that of intellectual disability too. The moment
one takes (say) “severe mental retardation” as a positive concept describing a natural kind, one
automatically reactivates the positive concept of intelligence itself. Even among historians who
write about “social constructions” and “inventions,” the content of the analysis rarely matches the
aim: for example, Paul Michael Privateer’s Inventing Intelligence presupposes the natural reality
of'its opposite, “mental disability,” while James Trent’s Inventing the Feeble Mind, despite its title,
does not challenge the transhistorical psychological identity of the population it describes.

Disengagement from the whole farrago is not easy, then. Most sceptics, academic or lay, living in
a segregated society, are unlikely to have had much to do with people whose disability they cannot
deconstruct unless they can first know some people thus constructed. A professional will at least
know the person at first hand, even if social and conceptual segregation has distorted the relationship
between them. And as one of those professionals, without a positive belief in intelligence and
disability I could not exist. My job is to pass expert judgement on people in a way that distributes
and perpetuates these appearances formally, as a series of crediting operations that endow this
natural object, intelligence, with social power. It is in this realm, in social institutions rather than the
ivory tower, that disputes occur, personal destinies are fought over and injustices become visible.
In some institutions, such as education and examination systems, they affect the majority of the
population, but how this happens is often hard to pin down. One stark reality alone is universally
obvious: the absence of intelligence in the disabled, a separate population whose deficiency is to be
regretted, quarantined and prevented. “Intellectual disability” is the reserve tank into which anyone
who needs a justification for other, supposedly more arguable discriminations, can dip momentarily,
an insurance policy guaranteeing that some of the normal population are more intelligent than
others: that is, both individually (I more than you, my child more than yours) and in groups (men
more than women, whites more than blacks, self-improvers more than the underclass). A society
that congratulates itself on celebrating diversity must understand that signing up to an intelligence
hierarchy among individuals necessarily entails, in the small print, signing up to and keeping on the
back-burner an intelligence hierarchy among ethnic, gendered and class-based groups.

Intelligence as the psychologist conceives it owes its existence to metaphor. The early
psychometrician Karl Pearson saw it as being like gas particles or planets, at that time the commonest
objects for statistical treatment in the exact sciences. Intelligence could be handled as if it were,
like them, a material object. They were all things that could be mass-measured; this similarity of
method overrode any category difference among them (mind and matter, for example). But stretch
our imaginations as far as we like, intelligence is not the same sort of thing as a gas particle or a
planet. So we have to ask: if the similarity of intelligence to material objects is merely metaphorical
or methodological and no more, then to what class of things does it belong, and what other kinds
of thing belong with it?

Calling it a social construction and leaving it at that leads only to the same question begged by
the positivist. Countless books and articles of the last generation have had the word construction
in the title, as Ian Hacking has pointed out: for example “Constructing the self”, “Constructing
oral history,” “Constructing quarks,” “Constructing youth homelessness,” even “Constructing the
social” — not to mention, in the history of psychology, Kurt Danziger’s Constructing the Subject.
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What do all those nouns have in common? Obviously nothing. The scope of “constructing” is
so broad as to be useless; it comes to mean simply “the concept of,” which can be attached to
absolutely anything.! If T say something is socially constructed, I add nothing to my understanding
of it because I have not indicated how it differs from anything else so constructed, let alone
how the more general categories to which they might belong differ. Talk of the construction
of intelligence or its disabilities sidesteps the same question we asked of the positivist: the
construction of what exactly? As a member of which class of things? This book tries to answer such
questions. Unanswered, the definition and use of the term will always go to the highest and most
powerful bidder.

Positivism and social constructionism share a common problem, as we can see from the fact
that they often drift across each other’s flight paths. Just as the constructionist has to be a bit
positive about intelligence in order to think that constructionism is the more intelligent stance, so
the positivist suffering from physics envy will admit when convenient that there is no such thing
as intelligence. Replying to someone who denied that it exists, the experimental psychologist and
militant psychometrician Hans Eysenck claimed he had never said it did: “Its existence is neither
here nor there; intelligence is a concept” or, as we might say, a construction. Admittedly he goes
on to spoil his unlikely constructionist credentials when he adds “a concept like gravity” (not
for nothing do gravity and general intelligence share the same symbol, g).'* Nevertheless he was
following a tradition in psychometrics of being defiant and dismissive about defining one’s object
of study. As well as Eysenck, Alfred Binet (“inventor” of intelligence testing), Truman Kelley
and Cyril Burt (pioneers of educational psychology in the USA and Britain respectively) can all
be found at some point saying openly that a scientific definition of intelligence is impossible, and
that this does not matter. It is whatever one likes."® The reason it does not matter is that it can be
measured, and measurement alone is what matters, since it makes the psychometrician a fully
fledged experimental scientist at par with the measurers of gas particles or gravity.

The question as to what class of things intelligence belongs with and what other historical
concepts it resembles is dealt with in detail in the course of this book. For the moment, we can say
that till now that question has had answers that are either misleadingly metaphorical (intelligence is
an honorary member of the class of measurable material objects) or uselessly trivial (it is a member
of the class of concepts). Of course, philosophers of science have given far subtler accounts of the
general debate between constructionists and positivists than the crude opposition I present here.
But where the particular topic is intelligence, any reader who probes the subtleties of this debate
further (and I do not do so in this book) may well find that they are all ultimately reducible to one
position or the other.

Psychologists, for example, frequently modify their position by saying they cannot aspire to
absolute truth, only to the closest approximation the evidence will allow. This is false modesty,
however —a covert self-identification with physicists and other exact scientists who routinely apply
this falsifiability rule to their own objects of study. Then there are Howard Gardner’s “multiple
intelligences,” some of which do not correspond to psychology’s usual application of the term; or
the (James) “Flynn Effect,” which shows how the average person of a century ago would score as
“mentally retarded” in a modern IQ test.'* Yet both authors feel obliged to retain a core concept of
intelligence as some specifically human essence that is fixed in nature, when all the while their very

' Tan Hacking, The Social Construction of What? 1 ff.

12 Hans Eysenck, “The concept of intelligence,” Intelligence, 12 (1988).

13 Binet, “Méthodes nouvelles,” L’année psychologique, 11 (1905), 191; Kelley, Scientific Method, 77,
Burt, Mental and Scholastic Tests, 9.

4 Howard Gardner, Frames of Mind, James Flynn, What is Intelligence?
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own theories make it redundant. It makes no difference whether intelligence is unitary or modular.
Which particular abilities come under the heading of intelligence and which not? Who decides?
Such questions are not just constructionist fooling, since without answers not only the content
of intelligence but its actual existence remains open to challenge. Perhaps it is those who do not
attempt answers but carry on as before who are fooling.

Critical approaches, too, have sometimes had a greater depth than I have room to indicate here.
There is the idea of social intelligence, for example, which distinguishes between intelligence
as the ideological product of a social niche whose particular interests it serves and intelligence
as the general intellectual labour that goes into social production. This critique has had major
successes in tackling the racial, sexual and class biases of psychometrics and their roots in
concepts of individualized intelligence.”® Its counter claim is that there is a genuinely existing,
universal “social” intelligence, in which sense, for example, “there has probably been a concept of
intelligence, and a word for it, since people first started to compare themselves with other animals
and with one another.”'® Does the author mean there have been many different words for roughly
the same concept? Or does he mean there have been many different words for many different
concepts, which have all turned out to be culturally relative, but that in “social intelligence” we at
last find a non-relative concept, and it just happens to be his? Either way there is an assumption
of historical permanence, and of progress. A new and more genuinely positive intelligence will
rise from the ashes; so it is still, at least potentially, a real object of science, and one that has been
mapped with increasing accuracy over the centuries.

A self-defeating consequence of this universalist, cross-historical notion is that all one’s
contemporaries are as entitled as oneself to insert their own project into the universality slot (“this
is what intelligence really is”), and that this includes one’s opponents. Everyone is entitled to take
part in the game: promoters of individualized intelligence, psychometrians using it for the purposes
of institutional segregation, eugenicists, cognitive geneticists looking for an intelligence gene, not
to mention cosmologists for whom human intelligence is preordained from the evolution of the first
cell and inherent in the Big Bang.!” All these idiocies are nourished by powerful socio-economic
forces with deep historical roots. “Social intelligence” therefore does not compete on a level
playing field. It says what the social character of intelligence is as a form of being (in intellectual
labour, for example) without telling us why or how, as a way of perceiving other human beings and
thus as a component of social action, we can make it prevail over individualized intelligence. And
it takes for granted a division between intellectual and manual labour when, even in the marxist
theory from which it stems, that division is itself merely a passing illusion given off by alienated
production relations at a particular stage of economic development.

Constructionists have tended to ignore the historical roots of our topic. Georges Canguilhem
asked what if the madman were rational — but not what if the idiot were. Madness may be the
sign of an exceptional intelligence that then rubs off on the historian; often quoted in this context
is John Dryden’s line “Great wits are sure to madness near allied,” its satirical intent passing
unnoticed. The idiot is a less glamorous character. Radical assumptions about the relativity of
reason, as demonstrated in the madman’s supposed lack of sanity, remain entangled in conservative
assumptions about the absoluteness of its absence in the idiot’s presupposed lack of intelligence.
Disability as absence is not a matter of interpreting the world this way as against that way, but
of whether someone interprets the world at all, in any way. Constructionist historians such as
Danziger may have shown how psychological objects such as “mind,” “perception,” “memory,”

15 Steven Rose, Not in our Genes, 83 ff.

16 Ken Richardson, The Making of Intelligence, 3.

17 Simon Conway Morris, Life s Solution, 66.
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“emotion,” etc. are not natural kinds at all but values, since they can be shown to have undergone
fundamental historical change; but while implying that intelligence belongs on this list, Danziger
probes not so much the underlying concept as the limited psychometric version of it.'®

Furthermore, one can use constructionist language to support a positive account of the disabled
intellect. Take, for example, the claim that disabled people have abnormal difficulty coping with
bereavement, and thus that they are a discrete group, “a population for whom the very meaning
of life is unclear.”"® The authors’ conceptual framework here is Danziger’s “dark construction”
and the idea of multivocality. However, inasmuch as intellectually disabled people are distinct
from a majority for whom the meaning of life is clear, their reaction to bereavement is not part of
some multivocal relativity: rather, they are not comparable to the rest of us in the first place, but
an anomaly. Using constructionism to support the absolute exception of this one group reinforces
univocality rather than refuting it. Such adaptations of scepticism to positive ends lie in a respectable
tradition. As we shall see later in detail, John Locke asks us to be sceptical about whether there can
be any “real” definition of the species “man,” but only so that he can establish the deeper reality of
his own seminal redefinition of it as an aggregate of logically reasoning individuals, founded upon
the exception of intellectually disabled “changelings.” In a similar way, Danziger’s scepticism
can be cited in support of a positive account of abnormality, even though his premise was that
intelligence and (we may infer) its disabilities are mere values. At the end of this process is the
entry of the constructionist language into professional practice, where it lays down how something
such as intellectual disability should be conceptualized or “constructed” (just as “discourse” is now
a routine usage in psychology and has thus become itself, in Foucault’s critically intended sense,
a discourse).

The idea that intelligence is relative and socially constructed is a truth which, if left at that,
conceals other truths. Certainly Western societies have at one moment favoured one definition
of it, at another moment another. But how did we come in the first place to class certain human
activities as intelligent and others not? It is not just testing that requires critique. It is the entrenched
medium-term historical inheritance informing our broader, everyday notions of intelligence
that inhibits critical analysis. We single out a certain assembly of human characteristics — let’s
assume for the sake of argument that each characteristic, taken singly, does indeed have a real,
empirically verifiable existence in nature — then we leap to the conclusion that the assembly itself
(“intelligence” or “intellectual ability”) is real in the same sense as the single characteristics are, and
that it too exists in nature. This assembly now appears to differ from other supposed assemblies of
characteristics (“emotion,” for example, or “will”) as distinctly as any of the single characteristics
do from each other, as chalk from cheese. This is more than some technical example of a merely
nominal category being made to seem real. It is downright obfuscation, the concrete historical
details of which will emerge later in this book, as part of a game of social advantage.

Critique of psychology’s value-based cognitive claims can always be deflected or absorbed
unless one can establish the spuriousness, and not just the relativity, of the overall concepts of
intelligence and intellectual disability upon which they depend, and the social realities they support.
To say that intelligence is pure appearance might imply that its strength is the strength we continue
to give it, and no more. We mistake it for reality: remove that misapprehension and the thing itself
would vanish. Would it? There is no getting away from appearances. They have a big stake in our
lives because they have their own structured reality. Intelligence matters because, as appearance, it
gives rise to major injustices overlooked daily within a society that invokes it to underpin certain

8 Danziger, Constructing the Subject, 161.

19 Jennifer Clegg and R. Lansdall-Welfare, “Death, disability and dogma,” Philosophy, Psychiatry, and

Psychology, 10/1 (2003).



10 A History of Intelligence and “Intellectual Disability”

accepted rationales of consent, rational choice and personal autonomy. These nurturers of our
intelligent self-image continue to determine our futures because the image is socially active — and
it can only be understood as such from a historical perspective.

Unscientific method and necessary precautions

Psychology claims to be ahistorical. The assumption that intelligence and its disabilities are more
or less stable concepts with some core that survives importation across the borders of historical
enquiry helps psychology to claim universality and therefore scientific status. Historical stability
underwrites scientific stability. The idea of intellectual disability on this view is by no means a freak.
Quite the opposite: it is what the evolutionary psychologists would call a “meme,” an idea that has
gradually evolved and proved its viability by the scientific law of natural selection, as if the idea
itself were a living biological creature. As a non-scientist myself, I do not feel confident enough to
make such a leap. I need to undergo certain laborious preliminaries, such as keeping the descriptive
characteristics, x, separate from human type, y.?° I take human types of the past (“idiot,” “natural
fool,” etc.) and research the historical source-materials to see what descriptive characteristics were
then attached to them; and I take modern descriptive characteristics (inability to abstract, reason
logically, process information, maintain attention, etc.) and research the historical source-materials
to see to what human types these modern psychological characteristics were then attached. It is
no good bypassing this precaution, which for a historian should be as rudimentary as is sterilizing
one’s pipettes for a biotechnician, and just assuming that modern descriptor x describes historical
type y. On the evidence, it does not.

The Virgin and Child depicted on the front cover of this book, the Madonna del Bordone of
1261 by Coppo di Marcovaldo, is an illustration of what can happen if this procedure is ignored.*!
A few paintings in this genre are regarded as tokens of an early recognition of our own “intellectual
disability,” indicated by certain significant physiognomic features.”? In one from the school of
Andrea Mantegna, both the Madonna and the infant Jesus appear to have a goitre, which —
subsequent to the fifteenth-century date of the painting — became associated with cretinism, whose
characteristics then fed into nineteenth-century accounts of “idiocy” and the creation of Down’s
syndrome. Another, by Mantegna himself, appears to depict Jesus with hypotonia or weak muscle
tone and with fleshy folds round the neck (both characteristic of Down’s). A further painting, of the
Dutch school, gives a pair of young adults similar features.” Yet a swathe of modern assumptions
will have informed the conclusion that these are pre-modern takes on a cross-historical phenomenon.
Mantegna in particular is noted for his precision in respect of the science of physiognomics popular
in his time. If these painters saw a distinctive physical feature in their sitters, including inherited
ones, why not represent it? We seem to be under several urges at once, evidence for which in the
mind-sets of these painters is lacking. In two of these paintings, the baby has a big gap between
the big toe and the next one, as well as marked epicanthic folds on his eyelids: are these not among

20 German Berrios, “Mental retardation,” in Berrios and Roy Porter (eds), 4 History of Clinical
Psychiatry, 225.

2 Church of Santa Maria dei Servi, Siena, Italy. Foto LENSINI Siena.

22 For example Brian Stratford, “Down’s syndrome at the court of Mantua,” Maternal and Child Health,
7 (1982); Andrew S. Levitas and Cheryl S. Reid, “An angel with Down syndrome: a sixteenth-century Flemish
nativity painting.” American Journal of Medical Genetics, 116 (2003).

2 Follower of Andrea Mantegna, Virgin and Child, Museum of Fine Arts, Boston; Mantegna, Virgin and
Child, Accademia Carrara, Bergamo; Follower of Jan Joest, The Adoration of the Christ Child, Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York.
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the first things a paediatrician looks for when diagnosing Down’s syndrome in a baby? Were the
painters deliberately representing disability in an iconic religious format, thus attributing a positive
value to a condition which in modern times we view negatively? That would be to assume that
they interpreted whatever it was they observed in an exceptional light — good or bad — rather
than as an ordinary part of life that did not need remarking on other than by its simple physical
representation.

By contrast, no one has ever made any suggestion of the above kind about Coppo’s Madonna
del Bordone. 1t is the earliest in a clutch of Madonnas that mark the beginnings of Renaissance art
and of a humanist narrative style that moves away from static adoration or mere idolatry towards
engaging its viewers in active thought and rational understanding. Not only does the Madonna,
remarkably for her time, look at the viewer eliciting a response, the infant Jesus seems to be
doing the same to her, exhibiting his divine intellect. Yes, but look at his toes, which his mother
is fondling: there is the gap. And close up, there too are the epicanthic folds. Stop for a moment
as you hurry through those early rooms in whatever large gallery you are in, with their endless
and seemingly identical Virgins-and-Childs. You will find that many of the baby Jesuses have
that gap between the toes, and nearly all of them the folds on the eyelids and/or a fleshy neck: this
seems to be a painterly technique, a way of enhancing ordinary physical features. The hypotonia
of the other sitters mentioned above can be explained by the fact that these are typical features of
the “phlegmatic” type — slow and lethargic to be sure, but ordinary too, since the then-dominant
medical theory of the four humours (of which phlegm was one) meant that people of this disposition
might have made up a quarter of the human race. Now it is true that we read into the images our
own values, whether negative or positive. It is entirely appropriate, for example, that the phrase “an
angel with Down syndrome” should be coined in the journal of a discipline routinely devoted to the
elimination of angels. But that is not the prior problem. Before embarking on the question of values,
we have made assumptions about what is actually there — those “intellectual” characteristics —
in the first place.

What all these paintings — the Mantegna as much as the Madonna del Bordone — are in fact
depicting, beyond the limits of their era and beyond religion and dogma of any kind, is a social
relationship that is unconditional. “Intelligence” and “intellectual disability” are thus conditions set,
in the last resort arbitrarily, upon human relationships in a certain historical period. Any historian
concerned with the social world at all, let alone with questions of social justice, has a responsibility
to negotiate a way round these swamps of deconstruction, to cope with the doubts about our topic
and to account for them. My preliminary step in this direction has been to divide the history into
three overlapping periods. One is long term, which Mary Douglas describes in Purity and Danger
as having its roots in the history of dirt, that basic pattern-making habit whereby we classify and
separate what belongs from what is rejected or scapegoated, of which “intellectual disability”
is a current and temporary manifestation; related to this is our urge to seek certainty about each
other and about who belongs where, which manifests itself in determinism of various historically
interchangeable kinds (divine, genetic, etc.). Another period is medium term, and extends from the
beginnings of modern social administration around 1200 to the present. The roots of the cultural
concept we are dealing with lie in this initial expansion of social administration and West European
capitalism: a long period certainly, but a historically specific one. If any such concept can be
perceived at the start of the period, it is at most a ripple among countless others and was virtually
undetected by people of the time. The third period is short term and starts with the beginnings of
the modern discipline of psychology and its doctrines of human intelligence and disability (under
various names), from the mid-nineteenth century to the present. This book spends most of its time
tracing the medium term: the growth, amidst social change, of ripple into wave.
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Certain problems of terminology should be noted. “Intelligence” is a term that has to be defined
precisely by its context, the more so the further the history goes back. Its various usages and its
contexts, as well as those of different but cognate terms such as “wit” and “reason,” are explained
as I go along; if sometimes I use “intelligence” anachronistically, it is to avoid overburdening the
reader and myself. Likewise I sometimes use the word “psychology” for theories that predate
the first appearances of that word at the end of the sixteenth century. Like most human science
disciplines, psychology is descended from medieval scholasticism and has so far not enjoyed the
transformational scientific moment that (say) physics had with the law of gravity; that is why I
occasionally feel justified in using the word to describe the entire descent, from Thomas Aquinas
to Steven Pinker.

Usually I call the pre- or early modern doctrine “faculty psychology” and the later one “modern
psychology.” Two caveats are needed here. The first is that psychology, once the word was invented,
still had to wait another three centuries to become a formal academic discipline, while faculty
psychology survived beyond the early period and well into the nineteenth century. The second is
that I use “modern psychology” to cover everything since 1700. This too begs questions. In fact, it
is usually shorthand here for something more limited, namely the psychology of human intelligence
as it appears in its subdisciplines — clinical, cognitive, behavioural, educational, developmental,
genetic — and at their point of interface with social practice. Furthermore, one cannot really speak
of the history of a single discipline with Locke as founding father, or indeed of a discipline at all as
distinct from a fluctuating constellation of social anxieties. However, this book ends with Locke,
and that is because even if the history of modern psychology is highly complex, as a significant
social practice it is recognizably Lockean. Whenever psychologists are paid to assess someone
or to deny social participation — on the grounds, for example, that this or that person lacks the
ability to think abstractly, reason logically, process information, maintain attention, etc. — they are
using criteria which Locke, in his seminal refashioning of theological doctrine, also used, and from
which he created for such people a separate space in society and therefore in nature.

I have tried to make the telling of this story accessible to anyone with an interest in the history
or indeed the future of ideas in the human and social sciences. The range of reference will mean
that parts of the road ahead are steeper than others, depending on readers’ familiarity with this
or that stretch of it. Sometimes they may feel I am throwing evidence or mere assertions at them
which, without previous knowledge, they are in no position to question. But that is because we are
looking at a greenfield site. The problem will only be solved by others taking up these historical
themes. Scholars with a deep historical knowledge of early modern culture, if not of our particular
topic, will know exactly where I have strayed or taken short cuts. However, the road is steep in
more than one sense. Accessibility is not just a matter of understanding the historical material, but
of being morally prepared for what one has access to. While there are hard facts to be established,
there are also hard truths to be faced. Of these, truths about our self-esteem — which is where,
ultimately, I locate the subject matter of this book — are among the hardest.
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Chapter 1
Ancient Philosophy and the “Worst Disability”

When we assume that in the distant past intelligence and its disabilities, under any label, existed
in a sense we might understand them today, we turn a history that is rich and strange into a
recital of our own prejudices. “Intellectual (dis)ability” presupposes an entire modern conceptual
apparatus whose basic components would have been altogether obscure to the Greeks or indeed
to Europeans of more than a couple of centuries ago. When Charles Dickens and William Henry
Wills, in the 1853 edition of Household Words, claimed under the entry “Idiot” that this “hopeless,
irreclaimable, unimprovable being” is a “main idea,” meaning a universal truth independent of
time or place, they belonged to the specific generation which was just at that moment inventing
such a being, as a complement to the middle-class identity their journal sought to establish: 1853
was also the foundation year of the Royal Earlswood Hospital, the world’s first mass, long-stay
segregated institution.

The conceptual apparatus of modern psychology, a product as well as a producer of mass
segregation, forms a huge barrier to historical enquiry, resting as it does on the following
presuppositions, each of which will be challenged in more detail at various points in this book.
(1) Intelligence follows certain laws of human nature, just as atoms and molecules follow the
laws of the physical universe. (2) These psychological laws determine our place in natural history,
as strictly as biological laws doj; intelligence marks what is fully or typically human, rendering
doubtful the species membership of those who lack it. (3) Such laws are exhibited in a common set
of detailed intellectual operations that all members of the species bar a few reveal under observation,
to varying degrees: logical reasoning, abstraction, information-processing, attention, etc., all of
which boil down to cognitive competence. (4) The mind can be separated from the body, at least for
purposes of method, as a distinct object in natural history: hence “intellectual” disability, running
in parallel with physical disability. (5) Personal identity (which includes intellectual ability) is a
temporal unity, defined by the permanent state of an individual mind taken as a whole over the
period between birth and death or senile dementia. (6) Intelligence is a possession of the individual,
like height or eye-colour. (7) There are many more or less normal people, and otherwise a small
minority of abnormal ones who deviate from the norm in their cognitive abilities and are situated
at the furthest extremes: highest in the genius, lowest in the idiot. (8) The causes of intelligence
and disability belong either to nature or to nurture, or to both, or to some interaction between the
two. (9) Cognitive psychology (educational, developmental, etc.) is an exact science, based on
empirical data drawn from the human subject’s performance under observation; hence performance
is evidence of ability, or simply is ability. (10) Rights are separable from competence; the first is a
legal concept, the second a scientific one, based on expert assessments of an intelligence that has
its own objective existence and is prior to the sphere of law as such. (11) Intellect is quite separate
from morals; how we know about people’s intelligence is one thing, a matter for science, but how
we value them quite another.

If today all this goes without saying as part of the modern mind-set, among ancient and early
modern authors it simply was not said. We can find occasional traces of some of it, but not all at
the same time or as part of an overall mind-set. That is not because those authors were primitives,
struggling for a scientific explanation of human nature which transcends history and which we
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have finally come to understand. It is because people did not then ask the same questions about
each other as we do now, nor will in the future.

When, as it so often does, a history of ideas starts with the Greeks, it maps out the remaining
journey as an ascent towards the summit that is the modern discipline. In the case of psychology,
this helps create the impression that categories describing the mind are stable, permanent historical
objects. It follows then that they are sound: primitive Greek speculation about them has matured
into an exact modern science. But if the claim is that Plato and Aristotle are psychology’s founding
fathers, we ought in the era of DNA forensics to administer a paternity test. We then find that this
role does not suit them at all. In the history of modern psychological concepts, Plato and Aristotle
are not ancestors but outsiders, barbarians even. The role of ancestor better suits their intellectual
opponents of the time, the sophists, who shared certain values with modern psychologists, among
them the information-processing model of intelligence and the importance of speed. This was what
Athenians liked to hear about themselves, and the sophists pandered to it. They coached people in
the skills needed for social advancement, sold their expertise in a market economy as complex
in its way as ours is and held a place in the society’s formal structures. Hence they earned the enmity
of philosophers such as Plato and Aristotle, members of a leisured but politically marginalized
landowning class. Unlike the sophists, the philosophers did not charge fees and were detached
from power and the entire public arena; they preferred under the democratic circumstances to
remain idiotai, that is, in a private capacity.'

It is easy to misappropriate Plato or Aristotle to underwrite modern doctrine. They certainly
valued some human activities more than others, some of which can be compared with things we
ourselves call intellectual. But which of these exactly did they regard as better, and what was the
out-group thus created (since it was not some golden age without scapegoating or stereotyping)?
We cannot just assume that the philosophers had concepts such as “ability” or “intellect” to match
our own, or that it was even possible to yoke two such concepts together in the first place. The texts
are foreign territory. All we can do is reconnoitre the relevant vocabulary and try to reconstruct
its meanings.

Ease of learning, “learning difficulty” and sophistry

It is easy to read into Plato the “scale of nature,” that central Western image of a natural hierarchy
in which what is lowest in human beings is closest to the animals. But while he does indeed have
a problem with animals, that is mainly because of their hedonism rather than absence of reason
per se. We can detect in Plato the ascending series existence-life-intelligence, intrinsic to modern
human sciences, but only very roughly — not as an obsessive need to maintain the sharpest possible
separation between species. Instead, human abilities and disabilities are closely related to the more
fundamental problem of ignorance, in which psychological, epistemological and ethical questions
are inseparable from each other.

Plato presents Socrates in a constant state of puzzlement — part feigned, part real — when
people confront him with an argument that seems too pat. His claim to be ignorant, as he worms
their pre-packaged thoughts out of them, is a way of claiming intellectual ability for himself. One
thing Socrates knows for sure: that other people’s knowledge claims are grounded in ignorance,
plausible only because they happen to be popular or ideologically dominant. The intentions behind
this ironic method often spiral beyond our understanding. Nevertheless Plato is not being playful

' Lene Rubinstein, “The Athenian political perception of the idiotes,” in Paul Cartledge et al. (eds),

Kosmos.
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for the sake of it; a stable world-view lies beneath. Although it is hard to pin him down to a system
of thought holding good over his entire output, the late dialogues have a consistent terminology
and scale of values related to intelligence and disability.

Sifting through these terms, we find only one that is specific to humans alone: “making
calculations” (logarizesthai). Thomas Hobbes, a shrewd interpreter of classical source-texts, noted
how minor an item this was in ancient thought; he viewed calculation, central to his own mechanistic
psychology, as the down-to-earth reality behind his contemporaries’ preposterous claims to higher
intellectual abilities. He rightly thought they were misappropriating the Greek terms. Episteme
(“understanding”) is not specific to humans, nor does it pretend to distinguish subjective operations
of knowing from the knowledge at which they aim. Likewise nous (“intuited intellect”) is attributed
not only to humans but also to divine beings, planets and occasionally to other animals. Other
terms such as dianoia and noiesis, meanwhile, are too narrow, since the Greeks saw “intellect” in
this sense as a succession of thinking states rather than as a prior capacity (“it consists of thoughts;
these are one in terms of their succession, like numbers, not like sizes or spaces,” said Aristotle).?
Phronesis (prudence or civic intellect) was less than specifically human, being restricted to citizens.
Finally, there is logos (“rational account”), which is central to Greek philosophy. Plato nowhere
says that this is exclusive to humans. Of all such terms it is the most susceptible to context. It can
be good or bad, support false opinion as well as true and does not seem to cover subjective “ability.”
Moreover it is the failed rational accounts that are described as “monsters,” not the struggling
humans who submit them to Socrates’s withering cross-examination. Plato’s Theaetetus, which
deals with the difficulties of giving a rational account, is peppered with such metaphors.

Then there are secondary operations, such as “ease of learning” (eumathia) and its opposite “learning
difficulty” (dusmathia). These terms came from the sophists: enough reason to doubt whether Plato
takes them seriously. Ease of learning is a “demotic” quality, he says — not something with which his
Academy would want to be associated.’ In any case, according to the prevailing doctrine of the mean,
there are desirable limits to intellectual activity.* Moreover, ease of learning does not necessarily
mean having a good memory; it is a necessary condition for the philosopher-ruler’s “understanding,”
but not a sufficient one. The scope of learning difficulty is likewise limited; it is not pathological,
and can go with having a good memory. Although Plato says in his 7imaeus that it is a component of
“ultimate ignorance” (amathia, the worst kind), they remain conceptually separate.

The difference between ease of learning and genuine understanding becomes clearer over the
course of Plato’s work. In The Republic, from the middle period, he says that ease of learning cannot
be of use to the philosopher-ruler unless it is accompanied, paradoxically, by the kind of plodding
steadiness more often observed in people who find learning difficult.’ He does not, however,
suggest the converse: that “learning difficulty” may be a positive value. In his late dialogue The
Laws, where he describes the ideal state of Magnesia, he makes good this silence. He suggests
unprecedentedly (for him) that even if people are illiterate, slow-witted and lack any specialized
ability of the kind associated with the highest, reasoning part of the psyche, they can be rulers,
simply on condition that the modicum of rational judgment they do possess is in harmony with
the part of their psyche that deals with pleasure and pain.® Whereas the rulers of The Republic rule

2 Aristotle, On the Soul, 407a. References are to the paragraph numbers given in the margins of most

English or original-language editions of classical texts; the bibliography lists the most frequently used dual-
language editions. Translations here and throughout the book are my own unless otherwise indicated.

3 Plato, The Republic, 494b.

4 Plato, Timaeus, 88a.
5 The Republic, 486a ff.

¢ Plato, The Laws, 689d.
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in the name of the Absolute Good, the rulers of Magnesia seek the good for ordinary people. The
unlearned can rule and possess civic intellect because what they are judging is everyday affairs,
and this they are capable of.

Plato’s “ease of learning” and “learning difficulty” therefore cannot be identified with modern
notions of a specifically human intelligence or disability. And people who learn slowly and with
difficulty are not those whom he wants excluded from public life. They are not the real defectives or
the real threat to society. Elimination is warranted for some people simply because of the particular
way in which their humanity is expressed. But who exactly is on Plato’s hit list? If disabled people
of our present type were the enemy for Plato, they would surely appear in a form recognizable to
us. Many historians have called him a eugenicist because in The Republic he seems (the text is
ambiguous) to hint approvingly at an alleged Spartan practice of exposing defective new-borns
at the foot of Mount Taygetos.” However, it is not clear how the Spartan example could refer
to anything except visible physical weakness: diagnosing anything else in early infancy would
have been impossible at the time. Nor is there a clear historical distinction between purposeful
infanticide and simply abandoning babies in public places. We project a modern, eugenicist impulse
on to Plato; he recommended it, so it is all right for us. Whereas The Laws describes a state that is
“ideal” in terms of everyday, second-order reality, The Republic is a poetic account of the first-order
reality of ideal forms, particular that of justice. We should be wary of seeing everything in it as a
policy recommendation.

Alternatively, one might try to locate the sources of modern “intellectual” disability in the
psychological make-up of slaves, which would then justify their enslavement (as it would later
for European colonialists). But the Greek texts on slavery are not a reliable source for modern
psychological differentiations of any kind. There is no such thing as a slave psychology, says Plato.
The nature of slaves cannot be reduced to such simple elements — they are capable of civic intellect,
of which some free citizens are incapable — nor is it any use for a citizen to be capable of a rational
account but incapable of communicating it.®

When Plato decides who is to fail the humanity test, the intellectual criteria are not, as we
would construe them, dissociated from moral ones; the acid test for deciding who is human has
to do with the supremacy of the Good, though that does not make it any the less an intelligence
test. In his late dialogues he singles out three types of deficiency, outlining a precise classification
that was missing from his earlier texts. It has a systematic vocabulary, prefigured in a key passage
at the end of Timaeus.’ Here he lists the reincarnations merited by certain types of intellect and
behaviour. In the highest rank, men are reborn as men, and in the next highest as women. Below
are three further ranks (discussed below). Of these, the highest are those who in their previous
life suffered from “simple-mindedness” (euetheia). They are wise enough to study astronomy but
stupid enough to think that it comes from using one’s eyes rather from theory: in other words,
they are seduced by appearances and sense-perception. Such people are “harmless” and are
reincarnated as birds. Lower down come those suffering from “civic ignorance” (aphrosune),
who are reincarnated as land animals. This is the only rank that contains subgrades within it (four[
legged, multi-legged, legless); these internally differentiated levels of reincarnation reflect the
hierarchical differentiation of civic functions. The lowest rank are reincarnated to live in water,
thus breathing the foulest air and inhabiting the lowest region, furthest from the divine heavens:
those who have lived in “ultimate ignorance” (amathia) and “unreason” (anoia), and the only
ones whose reincarnation is described as a punishment. These three ranks are associated with

7 The Republic, 460c.
8 The Laws, 776b; 817e.

°  Timaeus, 91d.
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heaven, earth and water, and with the three hierarchical divisions of the psyche portrayed earlier
in Timaeus. We shall see now how all three feature in the late dialogues.

Simple-mindedness

In The Republic, someone who judges things by appearances and sense perception rather than by

apprehending their ideal forms is said to be suffering from simple-mindedness (the conventional

meaning of the Greek term was naivety, or taking things at face value). Plato continues to use

this term in all the post-Republic dialogues; but whereas in that earlier work it had just meant

an inability to see beyond surface appearance, in the later dialogues it has a broader range. It is

deployed ironically, opposing sincere, “simple-minded” ignorance to that of the sophists.!® Simple[]
mindedness occurs in Plato’s account of the first stage of human development after the flood. It

is characteristic of a peasant society with no experience of civilization, that is, “of the skills and

machinations that people in cities use against each other in their desire to get the upper hand.”

Peasant society had no distinctions of power or wealth; consequently, “when people heard things

labelled good and bad, being simple-minded they thought the absolute truth was being spoken, and

they believed it.” The machinating city-dwellers stand for the power-holders in Plato’s Athens;

the labellers of good and bad are the sophists and rhetoricians. Simple-mindedness belongs

to the unlamented past but is more desirable than the Athenian present. Plato even puts simple(
mindedness up there alongside courage and temperance in his list of the “virtues” of primitive

society.!! Since it also means taking things at face value, this comes close to an acceptance of the

world of appearances Plato had rejected in The Republic. Ironic it may be, but he is only half in

jest. In these late texts Plato has learned to live with the appearances.

Civic ignorance

Second, more severe than simple-mindedness is lack of the intellect one needs to function as a
citizen: civic ignorance. Coming as it does in varying degrees, it concerns not the Absolute Good
but the exact skills required for this life: good conduct towards the state, one’s family and oneself.
One needs it both to rule and be ruled. Some people never acquire it, or do so in negligible amounts
— though whatever its differential distribution, its actual quality remains unchanged from lowest to
highest. Civic ignorance (aphrosune) is, correspondingly, an inability to see the need for social curbs
on the unlimited possibilities of life (in this sense it can also cover madness, paraphrosune). The
word’s everyday sense means something like thoughtlessness — not thinking when you are capable
of doing so — and this sense is clearly present in Plato too. He says, for example, that pleasure and
pain are “thoughtless” educational advisers; obedience to them prevents one from “setting limits.”
The context is one of education for citizenship, of learning to set and accept political and legal
constraints. If one lacks civic intellect, one will lack justice, temperance and bravery since it is the
first cause of these other three virtues. Inability to exercise this primordially intellectual virtue, the
key to an ethical social life in the treacherous second-order world of appearances, is more serious
than the simple-minded inability to see beneath them.'?

10 The Laws, 679a ff.; Plato, The Statesman, 276e; 309¢; The Sophist, 267e.
" The Laws, 677b; 679c.
12 The Laws, 689a; 733a ff.; 630c; 927a; 769d; 644c; 927a; 649d.
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Ultimate ignorance

Even civic ignorance is not public enemy number one. What is the greatest threat to the city state or
polis? 1t is what in Timaeus Plato calls “ultimate ignorance”: amathia. He also calls it “the greatest
disease,” “ignorance of humankind’s greatest concerns” and an “alien” state of mind. It answers
the question, “Why do states fail?” and is vital to the scheme of The Laws. Still being worked out
through the late dialogues, its complex significance is only reached here in the last of them, where
he introduces it with a flourish that rounds off a long purple sentence.

In the developed form it acquires over the late dialogues, ultimate ignorance is multi-faceted.
Its starting-point is the ignorance that Socrates congratulated himself on not having, to compensate
for not having wisdom either: that is, the belief that because you have knowledge about some
things you have knowledge about everything, and consequently that you know everything when in
fact you don’t. Initially Plato labels this alone as ultimate ignorance. However, in the late dialogues
he assigns a separate name to it: “self-deceptive wisdom” (doxosophia). He states also that he will
not be using amathia in its everyday Greek sense, as the ignorance of the artisan who knows only
one skill.!* He is now free to use the term for something more complex.

One new feature is that to be ultimately ignorant, one must have power over others. To explain
this, we need to bring in the much-discussed question of whether Plato thinks one can do wrong
willingly or be punished for crimes committed in ignorance. The usual conclusion is that he
is ambiguous. But the ambiguity is in our own minds. Even in earlier works he was already
employing two separate terms. One type was simple ignorance or lack of knowledge (agnoia),
which is prior to the other, morally corrupt type. The latter (amathia) was also called “double
ignorance”: an abuse of personal power over others, which deserves punishment. This distinction
becomes more explicit in The Laws, where Plato juxtaposes the two terms in a single passage. One
cannot be overcome by simple lack of knowledge; one can, however, be overcome by ultimate
ignorance, because it arises out of the pursuit of selfish pleasure (a point not established in the
earlier works).!* This identification of ultimate ignorance with abuse of power has a sweeping
range: mismanagement of the state, “disorderly” sexual behaviour, mistreatment of partners,
abuse of slaves. At its root is the ultimately ignorant person’s reliance on rhetoric and sophistry,
on self-seeking relativities that threaten the cosmic and social order as portrayed in Timaeus and
the laws of Magnesia."

In addition, then, to self-deceptive wisdom and abuse of power, the ultimately ignorant are
intoxicated with the pleasures obtainable through that power. Intoxication indicates a disjunction
between the pleasure principle and rational justification of one’s opinions (the highest intellectual
ability that can be expected of mere humans). Plato’s example is the Persian rulers, whose loss of
power he ascribes to their selfish and irrational belief that what was honourable and good for the
state was unimportant compared with gold and silver; their notion of the good was momentary,
with no thought of what might constitute the absolute good.!® Plato’s concern here is the balanced
integration of a second-best, because human, realm: the ultimately ignorant are a bar to this
integrated society, its real aliens. And because ultimate ignorance causes the destruction of the
state, people suffering from it are to be excluded from power. They only need to be excluded from
power because they are in a position to wield it; put another way, they have to be excluded

13 The Laws, 689a ff.; Timaeus, 88b; Plato, The Seventh Letter, in Epistles, 344c; The Laws, 679d; The
Sophist, 231b; Plato, Philebus, 49a.

4 The Laws, 863a ff.; Plato, Protagoras, 357a ff.; 312c ff.

15 The Laws, 784c; 777d; 886D ff.

16 The Laws, 698a.
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from power in utopian Magnesia because they wield it in the actual society in which Plato lived.
Its constitution requires a supervisory body of examiners, and examiners of examiners, to weed
out rulers who, in spite of Magnesia having given them a decent Platonic education, do not live
up to expectations. No one graduates with a certificate guaranteeing a permanent right to rule.
The examiners are a check on backsliding rulers, whom Plato wishes could be put to death twice.
His final, elaborated concept of ultimate ignorance defines the backsliding: it is the disease of
advanced society.!”

Plato reinserts “ease of learning” into this ultimate ignorance. His doubts about it have now
increased. He takes the crucial step of crediting ultimately ignorant people with outstanding
learning abilities, of the kind that belong to the highest, divine part of the psyche: arithmetical
reasoning, forethought, making judgements, etc. These abilities are “fully rational”; perhaps the
phrase is ironic (the word “fully” evokes Socratic misgivings about any kind of claim to complete
knowledge), but it does not work as irony unless we read it in a positive sense first. According to
Plato, the desires of the lowest part of the psyche (say, for gold) may harness even the most expert
and divine “calculative faculty” (logistikon) for their own ends: the first and only time Plato ever
uses the latter term in a pejorative sense. Whereas in The Republic the very idea of such a fall from
grace was out of the question, in the more practical context of The Laws it has become a real threat,
the greatest danger to the state, and the reason why there can be no innate and thus incorruptible
virtue among rulers. Virtue can be learned, but it can be unlearned too; ultimate ignorance in a
specifically educational setting is given its own term (apaideusia) — not the simple lack of an
education but the unravelling of a good one.'®

Inultimate ignorance, then, we have found the real enemy. What has it got to do with “intellectual
disability” in any sense that we might understand it today? If Plato’s “ultimate ignorance” seems
not to tally with some kind of intellectual disability in our own sense, it is not some dichotomously
conceived moral incompetence either. Though “the cause of great and brutal sins,” it is not some
psychopathic exception.!” It embraces all sorts of people, not only ancient Persian rulers and
backsliding Magnesian ones but people of influence in Plato’s own society: materialist philosophers
whose teachings persuade the masses away from piety and hence from social deference; the
political careerists heading the democracy; sophists who think education should be relevant and
pragmatic, and that the divine cosmological disciplines (arithmetic, astronomy, etc.) are mere frills;
and King Dionysios of Sicily, whom Plato himself had tutored but who nevertheless suffered from
the self-deceptive wisdom and abused his power. The Seventh Letter attributed to Plato tells this
latter story. It was his one known foray into political activity, as tutor to a future ruler — and it failed.
Ultimate ignorance is here in all but name when he describes the pointlessness of Dionysios having
been a quick and easy learner when he was “by nature” (i.e., ingrained habit) bad. Ease of learning,
if Dionysios is anything to go by, is an “alien disposition.”?

Plato does at times discuss something closer to modern notions of psychopathy and moral
incapacity: a “disease of the psyche” akin to madness, in which the calculative faculty is absent
because these “wicked” and “unjust” people have always sought pleasure immediately. The
ultimately ignorant, on the other hand, are reasoners able to calculate the relative merits of
pleasure and pain and to make a convincing pretence of civic intellect; they can postpone the
gratification of desire, and use their reasoning skills to plan for it.?! Now whereas we can readily

17" The Laws, 945a ff.; 677b.

18 The Laws, 689c; 641c.

19 The Laws, 863c.

20 Epistles, 344a.

2 The Sophist, 227d; The Laws, 644c; 836b.
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envisage knowledge being abused for immoral ends, Plato regards unvirtuous knowledge as a
nonsensical notion. Ultimate ignorance is not just moral ignorance; the moral is inseparable from
the intellectual. Whereas we are used to the notion that intelligent people may have moral flaws,
Plato asks a harder question: why is amoral intelligence unintelligent? Why does it lead not only
to the destruction of the state and the misery of the powerless, but eventually to the downfall
of the intelligent person? That it does so is taken for granted. And if the ultimately ignorant are
said to have great intellectual abilities, including some that are by definition divine, how can this
simultaneously involve intellectual failure?

While amathes in its everyday sense meant ignorant of a particular skill, it could also mean
being unteachable, as animals are. Plato knows this resonance will be heard within his own complex
philosophical usage. He says that the sophists call certain people ignorant just because they find
learning difficult, and suggests the label should apply to them, his know-all peers.?> He classifies
ultimate ignorance under the genus “unreason” (anoia), a broad category of cosmic disorder.”* By
contrast with ignorance as simple lack of knowledge (agnoia, referred to above), which though
“ugly” is merely an absence, unreason as it occurs in the human realm is positively evil. In The
Laws it covers a wide range of conditions: being mad, immature, senile, female, drunk or a poet.
It is a sign, in the individual, of an absence of intuited intellect (nous) and thereby of his due
portion of cosmic order and purpose. It is “the absolute unreason of motion that is never uniform
or regular.”* There is an organic link between the cosmological dimensions of intellectual activity
and the human ones: between, say, the planets revolving on their circular orbits and Magnesia’s
school curriculum, designed to wean children away from the absolute unreason of their disorderly
motions driven by sense-perception and towards the perfect order of the circle, through the teaching
of mathematics.

In human beings, intuited intellect is specifically associated with the highest, divine part
of the psyche. How then can the opposite condition (anoia), which encompasses the “disease” of
ultimate ignorance, sit alongside an outstanding calculative faculty in certain individuals? The
answer is that the reasoning of the ultimately ignorant person contributes to his downfall.” It is
certainly present initially; you cannot think you know, let alone actually know some expert thing
without being a good reasoner to start with. Now while the reasoning faculty seems to be present at
the outset in the ultimately ignorant person, it is also by definition absent in his state of unreason.
Unhinged by desire, which originates in the lowest part of the psyche but has used reasoning
abilities to lay long-term plans for gratification, those abilities eventually self-destruct. Ultimate
ignorance is unvirtuous knowledge, or rather the upshot of trying to attain this unattainable prize.
It is a dynamic process that, in coming to fruition, renders useless the reasoning faculty with
which its possessor undoubtedly set out. You cannot wield power without reason, and initially it
is compatible with your state of ultimate ignorance. But to the extent that it also gets embroiled in
excess and attachment to money or to power over others for its own sake, it leads to the loss and
destruction of power, and of the state. You will end up alone in old age, deserted by companions
and even your own children.? Through this process, power becomes not-power. The contradiction
of suffering from unreason while possessing an expert reasoning faculty unfolds over time, in the
social and political realm.

22 Plato, Theaetetus, 195a.
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Plato’s supreme disability is embodied in the person who (a) has power and (b) is ignorant of
its dialectic: that is, someone who in both respects is the exact opposite of himself. If we want
to look for cross-historical links from Plato to ourselves, it is in this solipsistic way of thinking
that we shall find them, rather than in any supposedly positive definition of human intelligence or
disability. Such definitions are always self-referential, thus bound to time and place. The time and
place of early modern writers are quite other.
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Chapter 2
Aristotle and the Slave’s Intellect

Broadly, Aristotle agrees with Plato that the intellectual alien is someone with uncontainable desires.
The ideal is the mean: a balanced life, centred on the theoretical and civic intellect. Aristotle’s
modern commentators, however, have had their eyes not only on the man of excess but on certain
social distinctions, and we shall examine here what Aristotle has to say about these. Just as man has
a finer sense of touch than the other animals — a sign that he “is the most intelligent (phronimos)
of all creatures” — so, in relation to each other, humans can be ranked morally and intellectually
by whether they have hard or soft skin.! For hard skin, read manual labour.? These stray references
aside, his social distinctions centre on slavery. In Book 1 of Politics, he writes about a separate
population of “natural slaves,” as distinct from slaves by “convention” or “law” such as prisoners
of war. Were the former the intellectually disabled people of his time?

Aristotle against the sophists, ancient and modern

It is commonly thought that this distinction, between slaves press-ganged by brute force and
“natural” ones whose enslavement is due to some innate slavelike characteristic, was Aristotle’s
own. However, the nature/convention polarity does not appear anywhere else in his works. On the
other hand we do know, because he himself tells us, that it was popular with the sophists. They
asserted that all slavery, even that which others called natural, was in fact conventional: that is, that
the usual polarity does not apply in this case. Aristotle, like Plato, was dismissive of polarity; as
an analytic tool it was inadequate.> He starts his discussion of slavery with the nature/convention
polarity not because he endorses it but because this is his customary method: he begins with a
received formula, then seeks to undermine it. He will look for elements of convention in nature,
and of nature in convention.

What does it mean to label some people slaves “by nature”? Most of us, weaned on liberal
theories of rational consent and autonomy, might think he is saying that certain people are born
with an inferior or disabled intellect, a natural psychological condition that is prior to their
socio-political status, and that one is therefore justified in denying them citizenship. If “man is
a rational animal” (to use a phrase misattributed to Aristotle), then natural slaves are just like
modern disabled people: the exception that tests the rule of human species membership. Many
commentators have supposed that Aristotle was also being racist, attributing this disabled or
inferior intellect to non-Greek “barbarians.” From the later Middle Ages the Politics was often
cited to justify contemporary forms of discrimination. Juan Ginés de Sepulveda used it to justify the
enslavement of first-nation South Americans, who he said were “slaves by nature.” North American

1 Aristotle, On the Soul, 421a.

2 Lynn Rose, “The courage of subordination: women and mental retardation in ancient Greece,”
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anti-abolitionist intellectuals used it to justify slavery in the Confederate states.’ In Victorian
Britain, Benjamin Jowett — the Master of Balliol who in Thomas Hardy’s fictional caricature sent
Jude back to his obscure labouring ghetto and who in real life was responsible for placing the
eugenics of Plato’s Republic at the centre of the classics curriculum — cited the naturally slavish
mentality of the English working classes in order to justify barring them from the “common ideas”
of philosophy, which should remain the inherited preserve of “the higher classes.” (Jowett’s own
father, as is often the way, kept a haberdasher’s shop.)*

In the shadows of Nazism, commentators suggested that Aristotle believed slaves to be
subhuman, interstitial creatures “of neither species [man or beast] but sui generis,” and that
he “trivialize[s] the distinction” between slaves and animals. Often they have tried to extricate
Aristotle from his apparent culpability over race precisely by reaching for a disability model
instead. His doctrine of natural slavery was “neither inconsistent” nor “morally repulsive” since
apparently it was designed to demonstrate an injustice: that most so-called natural slaves were
wrongly categorized because actually they had been enslaved by convention, i.e., as prisoners of
war.” By true natural slavery, then, he must have meant a small “feeble-minded” group, people with
“the psychology of the childlike adult.” These commentators’ transhistorical view of disability
is a necessary antidote to the idea that he thought some racial groups to be of naturally inferior
intelligence. He was not, it is said, justifying the enslavement of foreigners, but simply talking about
“a few people” who really are “naturally deficient,” the “backward individual[s] in any society”
— and this, of course, poses no ethical problems.® We may note here that rather than eradicating the
racist interpretation, such comments merely displace it. In implying that one is entitled in these
exceptional cases to order people about for their own benefit, intellectual disability remains intact
as a positive principle, lurking there to be applied once again to other groups (such as ethnic ones)
when the political wind changes. Rather than an antidote to racism, then, the modern “intellectual
disability” interpretation of natural slavery can be a reserve pool for discrimination of all kinds.

In fact, Aristotle needs to be rescued from those who would force him either into a liberal
gentleman’s club blazer or into an SS uniform. Nowhere does he say that natural slaves have less
ability at their job than conventional ones.’ They are all “partners in the masters’ lives.”'® His concept
of slavery was largely economic. He does not discuss the slave mind or indeed superior and inferior
intellects at all (other than brief references to the hard-skinned and the senile) in On the Soul, his
account of the human psyche. In Politics, the topic is mainly confined to a single section on household
management. Fifteen hundred years later, the early scholastic commentators on Politics still treated
slavery as an economic concept.'! Only later — in fact, when their own contemporaries began enslaving
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people — did they start to assume that Aristotle was making natural intellectual capacity and incapacity
the basis of people’s political status. Many modern political philosophers do now acknowledge that he
is more interested here in the nature of power than in the nature of slaves as such. But there remains an
assumption that he saw some people in terms of modern doctrines of competence, as being “so framed
by nature that they were incapable of full human development.”? In this view, the nature of slavery
is already covertly present in its political character: there is/was “by nature a position to be filled and
there were people who by nature occupied it.”"* In the modern relationship between a psychology
of intelligence and a politics of consent, this is true: rationality is a precondition for autonomy. But
looked at historically, the concept of a universal human type lacking rationality is a relatively recent
invention, by people who have found ways of asserting that autonomy.

The slave mind: social, natural or necessary?

If Aristotle did not say what we think he said, what actually did he say? Certain themes are
intertwined: the slave population’s inferior position in the nature of the community; the individual
slave’s natural lack of certain intellectual operations; and the metaphorical expression of both these
as a relationship between psyche and body.

We must begin by being pedantic about translation. Aristotle’s exact phrase is not “natural slave”
(adjective plus noun) but “slave in respect of nature” (doulos phusei). Grammatically, “slave by
nature” is another possible reading, but although this rolls temptingly off the modern tongue it
evokes the idea of natural or biological causes and, as we shall see, Aristotle does not argue for any
such thing. What does “nature” mean here? He tells us at the start that a search for nature involves
digging beneath the foundations of a given formula, trying to obtain a better account than the current
one. He warns against taking for granted what “nature” means when we apply it to slaves, or to
politics in general, and particularly against two sophistic assumptions: (1) that there is an abstract set
of techniques for ruling that encompasses all the specific forms of power; and (2) that because one
rules over slaves by force, it is therefore a matter not of nature but of convention alone.

Assumption (1) is inadequate, he says, because it does not start in the right place. We need
to know the nature of man, and particularly his social nature, before we can say anything about
techniques by which he rules. Man is a creature belonging in a community of some kind. The
supreme human community is the polis or city-state; this, then, is the supreme authority. Aristotle’s
train of thought from here on is dialectical, in the Greek sense of the word. Starting from a single
term, “rule” or authority, he asks how it subdivides. Where is “nature” in all its various branches
and subtypes? It is false to suppose that there is one abstract technique of ruling that can be applied
across all of them. There are kings, statesmen, heads of large estates, heads of small households;
these forms of authority are not equivalent or interchangeable. The differences among them are
qualitative, since each of them has its own distinct goal (felos) and therefore differs from the
others “with respect to nature.” The same is true of those who are ruled. For example, although
women are naturally subordinate, their subordination is not the same as that of slaves, as if by
some abstract common denominator. The distinct nature of the slave is functionally specific to
the management of the household, a “community in accordance with nature” whose own specific
goal is to satisfy everyday needs.' The slave exists in opposition to the “master” (despotes) of the
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household. Simple opposition applies only to this lowliest level of authority. (In larger units such as
the landed estate or the city-state, relationships among social classes are more complicated.)

In response to assumption (1), then, Aristotle says that the nature of authority consists in specific
differences. However, all these relationships are subordinate to the supreme goal of the city-state,
which “circumscribes all the other [forms of] community.”"® The specific nature of the slave is
expressed in terms of wider goals, in which (as always in Aristotle) causes are already inscribed.
The causes of slavery lie in the realm of necessity. What determines the slave’s natural difference
is not biological but technological, a “necessary utility.” If shuttles wove by themselves (robot
shuttles were not in prospect), masters would not need slaves. Necessity of this type describes
two particular dialectical pairings that come under the general metaphysical principle “Rule and
be ruled.”'® One pairing is between slave and master, the other between slave (tool of action)
and inanimate object (tool of production). So when Aristotle says that some people are marked
out “from birth” to rule and others to be ruled, the cause is not some congenital deficiency but the
managerial requirements of the household economy.

If the causes of slavery spring from economic necessity, it hardly seems to matter whether it is
natural or conventional. Why, then, is Aristotle interested in this question? Typically, he is playing
along with a formula his contemporaries have confronted him with. Like our social constructionists,
the sophists were good at seeing mere social convention beneath what their contemporaries saw
as natural. But Aristotle typically wants to deal with the unnoticed converse of this: that elements
of nature may lurk beneath a social convention. This brings him to assumption (2), the sophistic
claim that a// slavery is mere convention. The sophists do not object morally to this; they are not
abolitionists. Slavery may be “not just,” but we do it anyway. It is one of those things that have to
be. Aristotle agrees, for reasons of economic necessity.!” But unlike the sophists, he feels a need
to try and square slavery with justice. He could have agreed that all slavery is conventional and
simply added that it was unjust, as the Stoics did.!® But they only objected to it speculatively: no
Greek could have imagined a slaveless social system. Aristotle, on the other hand, wants to square
slavery with justice because he wants to square it with nature. He objects to the sophists’ picture
of a dog-cat-dog world where anyone who is powerful enough can enslave anyone else for no
good reason. There is such a thing as society: man is a “political” (polis-inhabiting) animal. It is
the community itself that is human nature, with its own clear goal; it is not just a set of changeable
conventions. If so, and if slavery is a part of it, then one is obliged to find something natural in
the slave. In addition, it is not clear how a “feeble-minded” population group — even if the Greeks
had been able to conceive such a thing — could have contributed positively to the natural goal of
community as Aristotle’s slaves do.

Not every natural slave, then, is actually a conventional one. But also, as Aristotle accepted,
not every conventional slave is a natural one. All Athenians would have understood the political
background to this. Plato had described barbarians, non-Greeks, as natural enemies, indeed
“enemies in respect of nature” (polemioi phusei), by contrast with natural friends such as the
Hellenic peoples; true, they fought each other, but this was seen as institutionalized factionalism
rather than war." Natural justice said that foreign enemies could be treated like slaves, but that
among Greeks certain conventions applied, or ought to: enslavement of Greek by Greek was against
nature, natural justice and natural friendship. After their victory at Syracuse in 413 BC, however,
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the Spartans had sent their Athenian captives, fellow-Greeks, into slavery. The folk memory of this
was still raw in Aristotle’s time. Thucydides, to whom we owe the story, went out of his way to say
how unnatural the humiliation was. A core Athenian narrative, it may explain why Aristotle was
so keen to find “natural” characteristics in some slaves. While slavery in general was determined
by the necessities of the household economy, what made you this or that kind of slave was the
concrete circumstances of your enslavement. Perhaps then, all slaves were naturally so apart from
the Athenians seized at Syracuse.

One of the most embarrassing moments for the modern reader comes when Aristotle says it is
the “nature and ability” of a slave to be someone else’s possession. Translators try to excuse him
by rendering the second of these terms as “office,” or “quality,” rather than ability. To say, not just
that slaves are other people’s possessions, but that it is their ability or capacity to be so, seems
cruel, even perverse (though if they were our modern “intellectual disabled” people rather than
racial others the denial of their autonomy might seem less embarrassing). However, we can see
Aristotle’s intentions better by considering a passage from Nicomachean Ethics, the companion
piece to Politics. Here he writes about natural as opposed to conventional justice. Natural justice
is “that which has the same potentiality everywhere” and (unlike the conventional type) “is not a
matter of what seems good or not”: that is, it is not relative or a might-is-right issue, as the sophists
would have it.?° Natural slavery is a part of natural justice. We know this because the subjective
“ability” he writes about in Politics is the objective “potentiality” he writes about in Ethics; the
same word (dunamis) is used for both. In other words, slavery was a ubiquitous aspect of social
organization whose horizon no one at the time, not even Aristotle, could see beyond.

Slave mind and slave body

In a couple of passages Aristotle is said to create a crude picture of the master as pure psyche and
the slave as a mere body whose humanity is therefore in question. But we need to examine these
passages closely.

In the first passage, the absolute and fundamental division “rule or be ruled” operates in the
domain of “nature as a whole.””' He divides this nature into animate and inanimate. “Animate” is
then subdivided into psyche and body, male and female, intuitive intellect and appetite, humans
and non-humans. From this list he selects humans (“all humans™) for further subdivision. Who
would the ruled portion of “all humans” be? The answer is self-evident: we can see them all around
us. It is those who are ruled now: slaves, or (in this context) so-called “natural” slaves. In short,
Aristotle does not model the relationship between master and slave on that between psyche and
body.?* Both pairings merely happen to turn up in the same context, as quite separate examples of
how the “rule and be ruled” principle operates in “animate nature.”

It is true that he draws a couple of passing analogies between the two pairings, and that in pre(]
modern philosophy analogies are never mere analogies but have some extra, explanatory force.
However, we need to establish exactly where that force lies in each case. In the first analogy,
all he says is that using their bodies is what slaves are best at.”® In the other, he says that psyche
rules like a head of household whereas intuited intellect (nous) rules like a king. Here he merely

20 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 1134b; 1094b.
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wants to show that “being ruled” is not a unitary or abstract condition, but (as we have seen)
varies according to the specific social institution; it is as harmful, he says, to lose sight of such
specificities as it is to ignore the difference between ruler and ruled overall. In each case, if the
analogy as a whole held an explanatory force, one would have to conclude, absurdly, that natural
slaves are automata, or psyche-less bodies. Instead, he goes out of his way to avoid any simplistic
polarity that denies slaves their humanity. The explanatory element consists only in showing that
slavery is a natural function of the community. Moreover, being ruled gives them protection. We
have of course heard the same argument used about social inferiors in our own era: about women
for example, or about black people under apartheid, and we hear the same argument being used
today against the social inclusion of people labelled with intellectual disabilities. A conservative
would suggest that we owe them protection as a benevolent duty, towards quasi-human creatures
whose prior lack of rationality raises doubts about dealing with them as species members. For
Aristotle, however, protection was something more positive; it was an aspect of the slave’s positive
socio-economic function.

In a second passage he says that slaves are like domestic animals, at least in terms of their
bodily usefulness. Nature accordingly “seeks to make different bodies for free men and slaves,”
but sometimes misses its aim.?* This idea of a gap between intention and achievement, so different
from the quasi-logical classifications of modern biology, is characteristic of Aristotelian nature.
A slave may sometimes have the bodily features of a free man, and a free man (we are to infer)
the body of a slave. Aristotle, always determined to cover every angle, does not however appear to
have thought the unthinkable: that the slave might have the psyche of a free man. In any case it is
difficult, he says, to deduce intellectual features from physical ones. Experts on the mind have long
since claimed to possess the answer, from bumps on the skull to DNA strings, but Aristotle was far
more cautious. He does say that women’s social inferiority is mirrored in the constitution of their
bodies; but generally speaking, the weakness of boundary lines in his concept of nature means that
the confusion between free and slave-like bodily types is not even a puzzle, it is just a fact of life,
an everyday reality. “If free men were born as different in body as the statues of the gods, everyone
would say that inferior people would be worthy of being their slaves,” and it would certainly be
“more just.” But free men are not born that way. If a slave can resemble a free man physically, no
clear proof is possible that beneath this bodily appearance lies an inferior psyche. Aristotle’s frame
of reference is far from that of twentieth-century alarms about racial mixing or the reproductive
menace of the feeble-minded, let alone today’s liberal eugenics.

A possible objection arises. Doesn’t Aristotle contrast the “master in respect of nature ... able
to look ahead by his thinking” with the slave who is “able to do such-and-such by his body”?* This
is not a deficit model, however. Both abilities are positive functions of the household and polis.
Where Aristotle does discuss a deficit in ability, the creature who pops up is the citiless individual
who is “unable to belong to a community,” “not part of a polis” and who must therefore be “a wild
beast.”?® Even here there is no suggestion that the deficit is in the intellect as such. He may be
thinking of fellow philosophers such as Diogenes the Cynic, who adopted the life of a homeless
beggar. Where Aristotle describes the natural slave in negative terms, the context is essentially
socio-economic: “He who in nature is not in possession of himself but of another, precisely this
man is a natural slave.”” It is in this context that we must take Aristotle’s assertion that the slave’s
“ability” is to be someone else’s possession.

2 Politics, 1254b.
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Natural slaves in a natural community

Aristotle’s gestures towards the humanity of natural slaves can, to be sure, seem precarious. He says,
for example, that slaves “participate in reason (logos) so far as to apprehend it but not to possess it,
for the animals other than man are subservient not to reason, by apprehending it, but to feelings.”
I have quoted a standard translation.?® The word translated here as “participate” (koinoneo) echoes
the book’s initial reference to the city-state as the supreme community (koinonia). A better translation
might therefore be that slaves “belong to the community of reason,” rather than simply participating
in it. Moreover, to “apprehend but not possess” reason sounds suspiciously self-contradictory, and
needs closer inspection. Apprehensions or perceptions, says Aristotle in his Metaphysics, are things
one either “possesses” or not; a halfway state is out of the question, just as a soldier can only be
either armed or unarmed.” It is the most clearcut type of opposition. And in the practical context
of Politics, “possessing an apprehension of good and bad, just and unjust” is a quality that is “prior
to the household” and therefore holds true of all humans, regardless of their subsequent division
into masters and slaves.*® This communal awareness of justice “makes the household and the city-
state.” So “possessing an apprehension of justice” is already contained within the overall idea
of “apprehending reason,” whatever the social status of the possessor. When, therefore, Aristotle
goes on to say that despite slaves apprehending reason they do not possess it, is he “hopelessly
confused”?*! Perhaps he is being extra clear. The particular Greek word he chooses for “possess”
(ekhein) is one that emphasizes use over acquisition. Slaves do not fully use their reason because
the structure of the community is such that it is not required of them. This does not stop them from
“having” it in a broader sense. The notion of some modern commentators that Aristotle’s so-called
natural slaves were an interstitial type between humans and other animals, defined by differential
intellect, therefore seems unsustainable. Little remains of the frequently noted conflict between the
slave’s apprehension of reason and Aristotle’s later claim, at the end of Book 1, that people “get it
wrong” when they say slaves are destitute of reason (logos).

It is true that of all the terms that might translate as reason, logos is the most mundane and
susceptible to social context and relativism. It also has juridical overtones; slaves would have been
incompetent to give a reasoned account in court — but only because they had no legal personhood,
not on some separate psychological grounds. Another possible objection comes when Aristotle
says that the slave lacks civic intellect (phronesis) and that his psyche lacks a “deliberating”
component.’ Surely these are natural intellectual deficits, by any stretch? Once again we need
some context. If slaves belong to the community of reason, they also have its properly human
virtues: bravery, justice, temperance. The fourth in the standard quartet of virtues, civic intellect,
is self-evidently absent because the slave is not a citizen. The other three virtues, like the absence
of the fourth, are specific to his social function. Accordingly, they operate differently from those
same virtues in the master. Aristotle illustrates this with a further psyche/body analogy. The
rational part of the psyche rules and its irrational part is ruled, “like the body.”** He does not say
that masters possess only its rational part and slaves only its irrational part. Although the idea of
a bipartite, rational/irrational psyche turns up several times in Aristotle’s ethical writings, the two
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parts never correspond to two congenitally different types of human being.’* Here as elsewhere,
he is using them to explain different social functions.

Although science, in the sense of a natural science of the mind, plays no part in Aristotle’s
discussion of slavery, psyche itself nevertheless has a scientific significance of sorts. It is the
overarching principle of movement in living things and thus constitutes a metaphysical boundary,
like gravity in Newtonian physics. In humans, it is divided into various parts, of which one is the
“deliberating” part, responsible for ethical choice and the planned life. In the ruler, this part is “fully
formed.” Women have something of it but “without authority,” children have it but “not complete.”
As for the slave, Aristotle says nothing beyond the bald fact that his psyche lacks this part. Slaves
“cannot” plan their own lives, and a group of slaves on their own would not be a polis because
they would not “share in the planned life.”** Could he mean that their lack of a deliberative psyche
is congenital? This would indicate a strictly biological cause quite foreign to all his other remarks
about slaves (though other Greeks such as the Stoics posed the idea of hereditary slavery).*¢ Could
he mean that the deliberating part is triggered only at a certain stage in the human lifespan, and that
in the slave it simply fails to do so? This looks more plausible to us, if only because we have grown
up with modern developmentalist notions of a “plateau” in disabled people, who are “retarded”
inasmuch as they fail to develop beyond a certain stage. However, the notion of a trigger would be
inconsistent with Aristotle’s clear implication that the free child already has the deliberative part,
albeit incomplete, at birth.

We can align the psychological characteristic of deliberation and forward planning with a certain
social status. The Greek word for this part is bouleutikon. This was originally the name for a theatre
seat reserved for members of the boule or ruling council; as a metaphor for high status in public life,
it subsequently entered discussions of the psyche. As Lynn Rose, citing the philosophical conundrum
as to whether a tree falling in a forest makes a noise if no one is there to hear, asks: “If a person is,
by modern standards, intellectually disabled, but the concept of intellectual disability has not yet
been invented, is that person really intellectually disabled? To take it another step, if a person is by
his own culture’s standards mentally deficient [such as slaves or women], but mental deficiency is
the expected and appropriate quality, can we still say that he is disabled in any way?”*’ Aristotle’s
answer to the question of what causes the deliberative part of the psyche to be absent in the slave is
implicit in his ideas about the nature of politics and community; it can no more refer behind these,
to some “science” of the mind, than Newtonian physics looks to any deeper-lying discipline for an
answer to the question “What force causes gravity?” The opposite, in fact: Aristotle explicitly warns
us against trying. Study of politics and the psyche should not exceed “the extent proportionate to the
things investigated.”® Nothing beyond psyche causes it, or any aspect of it. There is no mention of
natural slaves in his On the Soul, the text that describes the general workings of the psyche, though
later commentators have more than made up for this omission.

This is not simply to substitute political science for psychological science. Aristotle never argues
outright for slavery as a structural necessity in Greek society. He has no reason to, because for him,
it is simply a given. The parts of the psyche explain various everyday aspects of civic virtue. The
ruler’s intellectual virtue is the supreme social function, of which deliberation is a necessary part.
A slave’s virtue is relative to his master’s.* It is positive, and belongs precisely to the function of
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being ruled; it is not that he is less virtuous than his master when measured on some single scale.
True, the slave’s virtue is “small” — seeming to imply difference of degree. Is this a deficit model,
though? That is another matter. His virtue is small because the natural community needs it to be
small for the purposes of his particular social function, which renders his virtue different in kind
rather than degree. Unlike free children, slaves should not be taught virtue because they already
have as much of it as they need for the community to function properly. There would be no point
teaching them beyond their station. The virtues they do possess for that station are already inherent
in it. This may be harsh; the rule of life for slaves was not the Delphic command to the free man,
“Know your self,” but Jowett’s to Jude, “Know your place.” However, Aristotle does not say slaves
cannot be taught. Indeed, this discussion about the lack of a deliberative part of the soul is precisely
the point in the text at which he goes out of his way to say that we get it wrong if we deny reason to
them. It is also the place where he points out that there is considerable overlap between the natural
slave and the free artisan. In a natural community the artisan’s occupational niche differs from
the slave’s but, says Aristotle, both require exactly the same virtues.

So much for the slave’s nature. If, then, slavery does not have a psychological basis in any
sense that we would understand it today, what then remains of the distinction between natural and
conventional? Why is all slavery not just a socio-political phenomenon? The problem is the nature/
convention antithesis itself, which does not neatly correspond to our current obsessions: nature
versus nurture, genes versus environment and so forth. Our own concept of nature as necessity,
a deterministic influence on the perceived intellectual disabilities of individuals that are prior to
decisions about their social and political status, would have been foreign to Aristotle. That is because
for him necessity and nature were not identical, and indeed hardly overlapped at all. And this
renders equally questionable the other half of the antithesis, convention. If the slave’s intellectual
shortcomings were merely some socially constructed stereotype about barbarians, Aristotle would
have had to agree with the sophists: there is nothing to slavery except how things have actually
worked out in society, and therefore no real distinction between conventional and natural slaves —
they would all be conventional. Yet he still clearly regards the distinction as useful.

The reason for this is that, at least sometimes, he talks about nature as something deeper than
a mere set of descriptive categories, and attributes goals and intentions to it. Moreover, it is this
strand that predominates in Politics. Nature here is an ideal. He personifies it: as well as trying
(not always successfully) to differentiate between the bodies of free men and slaves, nature tries
to create good offspring from good parents.** Nevertheless, such differentiations among human
beings are not simply read off from an external, scientific account of nature assumed to say the
same thing to everyone. Rather, Aristotle theorizes his so-called natural slave from within social
participation and shared ethics. He sees the acquisition of intellectual virtue as natural in the sense
that it is based on natural causes, or more precisely on natural goals inherent in those causes. This is
hardly scientific in any sense that we might understand it, since the causes are dispositional rather
than determined; they hinge indiscriminately on biology or just plain luck — and social status. Any
teleological components in the slave’s nature refer to the larger nature of the community rather
than to that of the individual. Aristotle was no scientific racist, either; if the barbarian character is
inferior, it is not in terms of some deterministic schema. He says plenty about natural origins and
natural causes elsewhere in his philosophy, so there was certainly an opening for him to talk about
“natural barbarians” if he had wanted to. No such creature appears in his writings. If he had seen
slaves as a separate species in nature on grounds of their inferior intellect, whether in terms of race
or disability, it would be inconsistent with the way he talks about humans in all other contexts.

40 politics, 1255b.
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“Man is a rational animal”: Did Aristotle say it? Could he have said it?

Broadly speaking, then, Aristotle’s work provides us with no metaphysical or scientific basis for
sharply defined intellectual subcategories of human being. Yet he was reputedly author of the
phrase “Man is a rational animal,” cited ubiquitously across the Middle Ages and the early modern
period. This phrase seems like the very foundation of the discipline of psychology; the truth it
contains seems so obviously a classificatory fact of the natural world that it is hardly surprising
the Greeks had a word for it. Even classicists with an eye for the historical distance of Greek
thought from the modern world somehow fail to realize that in this instance we are reading modern
psychology back into Aristotle. They assume he was saying something like “rationality is the
essence of man” when in fact he said nothing of the sort, nor — given the way his biological works
divide up the natural world — could he have done.*' And if the phrase “Man is a rational animal”
were a principle of Aristotelian psychology, it would obviously place a question mark over the
species membership of individuals lacking rationality, especially those lacking it throughout their
lives. But no such creature ever appears in his works. What Aristotle had actually written was:
“It is the essential property of man to be a creature receptive of understanding.”** But this too is
much less than it seems.

First, the “essential property” of something in Aristotle is not the same as its “essence.” (Two
were elided by later Stoic philosophers.)® An essence is the most consistently important aspect
of something: in other words, it has a scientific status. Nowhere does he say that understanding,
intuited reason, civic intellect, logos, or any other relevant Greek concept is, scientifically, the
essence of the human species. The modern mind-set tempts commentators to gloss him as saying
so. An otherwise reliable expert, commenting on the vast gulf between Aristotle’s biological
classification system and ours, writes that his definition of an animal “is described by selecting
the appropriate disjunctives,” which in the case of man is “biped not quadruped, many-toed not
hoofed, reasoning not unreasoning.”* Search as we may, however, we will not find this last pairing
in the text (though biped and many-toed are there), nor anywhere else in his output. And we cannot
just assume that Aristotle did not feel like stating the obvious. It is obvious only to us. An essential
property, by contrast, is not a scientific category at all. It is simply that which establishes the
relationship of a thing to other things in its external environment. Moreover, when Aristotle writes
about the essential property of man being related to the “understanding” (episteme), it is merely, he
says, a “well-established doctrine” (endoxon): generally accepted and thus solid enough to start a
debate, but no more. Its truth content is not at issue.

Secondly “receptive,” though this is indeed a literal translation of the Greek, was not some
psychological metaphor but a technical term in logic. Aristotle was echoing his immediate
predecessors’ “well-established” attempt to develop a more sophisticated approach to logic. The
old logic, such as it was, had distinguished between classes of things only in the crudest way.
Things were either the same or different; they were grouped by identity or by polar opposition —
and that was that. Aristotle’s older contemporaries, seeking a subtler conceptual apparatus for
logic, drew it from music and arithmetic. Overtones in music, they said, suggest that sameness
and difference are not the only possibilities; a single note contains several other different pitches,
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each of which can also have its own separate existence with its own overtones. Numbers have a
similar characteristic. And so in logic: some classes, though different, are just contiguous rather
than mutually repellent, while others, though alike, overlap only partly and are not just identical
with each other. Plato refers to this as the “mixing” of classes, and he too uses “receptive” to
describe the relationship of some classes to others.*

The word usually translated as “receptive” (dektikon), then, signifies logical contiguity in the
above sense. It is not that human beings “receive” some intellectual content in their subjective
understandings. Rather, they belong objectively to that class of living beings which has some
possible point of contact with the class of things to which “the understanding” belongs. Man and
the understanding, in terms of logic, are not mutually repellent or exclusive categories. Nor do
they overlap. Overlap, he says for the sake of contrast, occurs in the essential property of certain
other living beings, i.e., divine or eternal ones. An eternal being “partakes of” (metekhon) the
understanding (this was again a term in logic that Plato had briefly used); no part of the class
“eternal beings” lies outside the boundaries of the “understanding.” Aristotle draws a sharp contrast
between “partaking of” (overlap) and “receptive of”” (contiguity). In short, the relationship between
“man” and “understanding” is an illustration (one among many) of how classes of things relate to
each other in logic; it is not a grand statement of man’s subjective receptivity to reason. “Receptive
of understanding” cannot be “capable of understanding,” though this is often how it is translated.
In Aristotle’s Metaphysics any kind of “potentiality” (dunamis) is something that can change, come
and go, may or may not develop. Its subjective, human aspect of “capability” although it can be
part of the “nature” of something, is therefore insufficiently stable to be an essential property, or
indeed to bear any conceptual relation to it, other than at the remotest level of both being aspects
of “the good.”*

The “well-established doctrine” therefore does not come under the heading of psychology at
all, ancient or modern. And there are further reasons for disconnecting Aristotle from the Western
tradition as we know it. One involves his account of “nature” (phusis). Nature as such does not
contain essential properties. If something is an essential property, it has to be true of every man
qua man; it cannot differentiate among individual men. Moreover, an essential property renders the
class “man” unambiguously recognizable; in this sense it is more fundamental than a “temporary
property” or even than a “permanent property.” Although there is in man a calculative or reasoning
faculty (logistikon) absent from other animals, it is sometimes in control of the psyche but sometimes
not; therefore it can only be a temporary property, and so is not essential. “Permanence,” meanwhile,
suggests a need to keep checking whether the features of the property are still there. An essential
property must be more than all this, and “must necessarily belong” (emphasis added).*’” There was
nothing necessary, on the other hand, about nature. Greek “nature” did not distinguish between
biological species by watertight Linnaean rules akin to those of logic. According to Aristotle, the
correct description of the nature of something is insufficient for a correct description of its essential
property, but the correct description of the essential property of something is sufficient for a correct
description of its nature. The “nature” of a thing does not have the same classificatory rigour as its
“essential property.”

He gives the example of a one-legged man. In this case, the supposed property “biped” seems
not to apply “by nature,” since “it is possible for that which belongs by nature not actually to
belong to that to which it belongs by nature.” Unscrambled, this means: natural classification is
flexible as to particulars. An individual may exhibit a contradiction in nature without this depriving
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him of the essential property “man.” Blindness, says Aristotle, is a similar case. He includes within
the boundaries of the natural any apparent exceptions or deficiencies that might test its relatively
weak classificatory boundaries. He is not trying to say, as we might, that people with physical
and sensory disabilities are of the same intellectual or moral worth as anyone else, since he has a
similarly inclusive attitude towards mad people and even to intractable “wild” men.*® This last case
is especially significant, because as we saw earlier, the wild man living beyond the polis contradicts
the very principle that is closest in Aristotle to a species definition of man, as creatures living in
a “natural community.” All exceptions imaginable are thereby covered. Neither two-footedness
and eyesight, nor even sanity and civilization, are in the last resort essential properties, precisely
because nature will always throw up certain exceptional individuals whom we would still want to
call human.

In short, there is a radical discontinuity between the “well-established doctrines” of Greek
philosophy and the Western convention of “Man is a rational animal.” Moreover there is a world
of difference, within Aristotle’s own output, between those doctrines and his own supposedly
“psychological” text On the Soul, which is mainly restricted to general principles. He does briefly
mention a “recipient” of understanding there, but only as one example illustrating the principle that
the psyche is the form of the body’s matter (“one can no more separate body from psyche than the
wax from its shape”). One might be tempted to infer here that the human species is defined by its
reception of the understanding, in a modern sense — raising the possibility of exceptions who do
not receive it. But in fact this passage only refers to particular individuals who already have that
understanding; the ability is not that of every individual human gua human, merely of someone
who in a specific context may be said to know something.*

There are certain inklings of a more exclusive approach in the Stoics. Where Aristotle had
said that to lack understanding is not like being limbless — understanding and ignorance can turn
into each other and back through imperceptible degrees, while the limbless do not grow back
their limbs — the Stoics said that the understanding is tied thus to the human subject: it is a matter
of possession and privation. Privation, then, means that some individuals are excluded from the
category of universal man. However, this turns out to mean most of us except Stoic philosophers.
The ethics of exceptionalism and its interplay with biology and psychology are largely (as we shall
see in Part 7) a European and modern phenomenon.
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Chapter 3
The Speed of Intelligence:
Fast, Slow and Mean

We now turn to the socio-economic framework of intelligence and its disabilities. Within this
framework, psychology sets a special value on speed. The present section deals briefly with
this modern phenomenon, its premises and its immediate history since the birth of the formal
discipline of psychology, as a prelude to examining in detail the complex relationships between
intelligence and speed in earlier times.

A choice of models

Modern social life presents certain people, from birth, as problematical at best, and at worst positively
harmful. “Intellectual disability” is a product of certain historical idiosyncrasies: the complexity
specific to modern social organization, the atomization of modern living arrangements, the demand
from the market and a marketized bureaucracy that each of us answer to it individually (rational
choice), and a shift in the typical Western proletarian activity from manual labour to services — the
latter usually involving intellectual components, however minimal. The person whose disability
is thus generated is also disabled by its characteristic speed. We are dealing here with long-term
social forces. Concepts of socio-economic development and of personal and child development
arose in one and the same historical context. The microcosm-macrocosm picture of man’s place in
the universe, a central feature of medieval cosmology, has been transformed in the modern era into
a picture where the horizontal axis of time replaces the vertical one of space, and a future godlike
human intelligence replaces God himself as its point of aspiration. In this developmental world-view,
the fit between intelligence as a status concept and the hard realities of socio-economic structure is
so tight as to be barely visible. In both respects the norms and goals of development appear as
targets, the value of which lies in being achieved sooner rather than later. It is true that psychometrics
has seen some rivalry between speed and accuracy; in the 1920s, for example, some psychologists
were observing that because first-nation Americans valued accuracy over speed, they needed fewer
attempts to get something right.! By and large, however, “quick thinking” has become so ingrained
in the administrative structures of West European capitalism that it feels like the only kind.

What, more precisely, are the abilities in which speed is a positive value? Psychology marks out
a limited number of abilities as intelligent. One of them is logic, first given a subjective location in
the human mind in the late medieval period; Jean Piaget’s “mental logic” has become now a formal
descriptor of intelligence. Another is abstraction, the ability to generalize from particulars or from
one context to another, which dates from the same period. A further ability, albeit mentioned as far
back as the Greek sophists, is information processing or the storage and retrieval of information.
The practicing psychologist regards these abilities as permanent features of human nature; and
the historian of psychology often regards the belief that this is the case as itself a permanent
feature of Western thought, in addition to the abilities themselves. Both, however, are at most a
medium-term phenomenon.

! Otto Klineberg, “An experimental study of speed,” Archives of Psychology, 93 (1928).
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Those abilities, it is suggested, occur in time: for example, that the measured speed of immaterial
mental processes matches the measured speed of certain corresponding material entities. Take “the
cortical glucose metabolic rate correlates of abstract reasoning.”” The presupposition is Cartesian:
that if machine-like bodies can be measured, so too can minds. Nevertheless, it raises problems.
Measuring metabolic rates in the brain is in principle an uncomplicated business, at least on the
biochemist’s own terms. But “What is abstract reasoning?” is a much knottier question than “What
is cortical glucose?” The speed of an intangible cannot be measured so straightforwardly. The
very possibility of correlation is therefore in question. Even some psychometricians have asked
whether intelligence is measurable at all if one cannot establish its independence from time.* In
fact the very notion of speed in intelligence is historically contingent. The assumption that mental
processes exist in time and are therefore measurable became embedded only in the nineteenth
century, when “mental physiologists,” as they then called themselves, got interested in measuring
reaction times, and subsequently in measuring the intellectual abilities listed above. Underlying
the relationship between intelligence and speed is a deeper, tripartite framework that appears to run
across cultures. It seems to be always the case that human intelligence is fast and efficient, or slow
and deliberative, or a mean between the two. Each of these three models comes with inseparable
cultural baggage: each is better than the others. Each dominates a particular period or culture,
though closer inspection reveals that at any period of history all three are at work, and that the
dominance of one or another is a matter of political and cultural bias.

In the first model, speed is the absolute value. The question “Can the speed of intelligence be
measured?” has, buried within it, a positive answer to the quite separate question, “Does quicker
mean better?” As victims of the currently dominant model, we instinctively view the other two
from its perspective. Where intelligence is by definition fast, the disabled mind must be slow.
A mind said to be fast, or even just of average speed, has one prospect, that of intensified productivity;
a mind said to be slow, to the point of disability, is marginalized on just these grounds.

The second model is a mean between fast and slow. In classical texts this was axiomatic, the
ethical principle being “Nothing to excess.” In the Hippocratic medical corpus, intellectual/moral
soundness (phronesis) consists in a correct blend between fire and water, these being the basic
material elements of the universe whose balanced combination makes up the human psyche. Excess
fire makes thinking too quick, excess water too slow; in some cases the psyche “rushes forward to too
many objects,” while in others “the senses meet their objects only spasmodically.” In the writings of
the Roman medical authority Galen, the mean dominates, with the exception of a single passage that
focuses on speed (discussed in detail in the next section). Galenist medical writers of the Renaissance
described mental states by the workings of invisible but supposedly material “elements,” “humours”
and “soul spirits” (more usually called “animal spirits,” the living embodiment of anima or soul).
Mental health consisted in a mean state between excesses and deficiencies such as phrenitis (fast)
and lethargy (slow), or mania (fast) and melancholy (slow) or some such. (Renaissance melancholy
could in fact express “delirium” as well as “stupidity.”) The mean did not exist in a cultural vacuum.
Melancholy often meant laziness, a social disorder, or despair, a religious one. Seventeenth-century
religious norms in England posed a mean between sectarian Protestant enthusiasm (fast, mad) and
Romanist idolatry (slow, idiotic). The big difference in modern psychology is that the mean is no
longer a balance between opposing elemental qualities but quantitative, the average value of a single
parameter; the ethical desirability of the mean in the ancient model has vanished, though it survives
in mutterings about people who are “too clever by half.”

2 R. Haier, “Cortical glucose metabolic rate,” Intelligence, 12 (1988).
Joel Michell, Measurement in Psychology, 42.

Hippocrates, On Regimen, in Hippocrates 1V, 281.
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The third model is the retrograde of the first. Here slowness is an absolute value. It can be
found in parts of the world beyond the reach of the dominant modern European model.’ Although
there has been a tradition of “learned ignorance” in the West too, it is not so much a positive trait
as oppositional and ironic; the most widely cited examples, Nicholas of Cusa’s On the Doctrine
of Ignorance and Erasmus’s In Praise of Folly, celebrate the piety of unlearned people (idiotae) in
order to criticize the venality of ecclesiastics. When intended seriously, the slow model advocates
slowing down one’s rational operations to the point of non-existence: knowledge is reached by
emptying them from one’s mind. Slow and fast model thus meet at their respective extremes,
in a state of immediacy: they are alternative ways of being with God.® The fool, who is void of
rational thought and therefore wide open to divine truths, is somehow similar to the prophet, who
intuits them without having to work through a laborious syllogistic process, since in both cases
knowledge is achieved in zero time.

The appearance of the fast model in modern psychology

The fast model opposes disability to genius, a word that originally had connotations of frenzy.
In the late seventeenth century it began to shake these off, though it remained a form of external
inspiration with overtones of instantaneousness and divinity. In this sense genius could seize
anyone across the whole social spectrum, from “happy” to “poor,” as Issac Watts put it. If it
increasingly singled out the exceptional individual, he scarcely yet constituted a type: he was rather
a man of genius.” In science Newton was the exemplar, and following him the late eighteenth-
century mathematician Carl Friedrich Gauss, whose genius consisted in the exceptional speed of
his arithmetical computations. Meanwhile the Romantics reassigned genius from computation to
the imagination. It remained external to the self, however. William Wordsworth’s boyhood self is
possessed by this genius in The Prelude (so too is Newton, whom he mentions there), while the
alter ego of that self, The Idiot Boy, is possessed by exactly the same force of immediacy.®
Science itself subsequently demoted calculation from being the mind’s greatest gift to something
mechanical® A major example is Charles Babbage, inventor of the calculating machine and an
early advocate of time-tested exams. He reassigned the computing tasks to social inferiors, and the
mundane information processing to a machine. The genius of the human subject, by contrast, lay
in the “maximum efficiency of [the] mental power” that enabled one to rule over computers both
mechanical and human, by writing and directing the requisite algebraic calculus of abstraction.
According to Babbage, this kind of genius (i.e., his own) models the supreme intelligence of
the Almighty." His concern with speed as mental labour saving came partly from his religious
upbringing. It can be traced back to the popular seventeenth-century Christian literature of men
like Richard Baxter, whose doctrine of social utility (“saving time”) was partly an attack on the
idleness of “idiots and illiterates” and the threat they posed to social order: a reaction against the
corrupt Catholic practice of paying ecclesiastics to buy out time spent in purgatory (“killing time”)."

5 M. Wober, “Towards an understanding of the Kiganda concept of intelligence,” in Berry and Dasen,
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Time had to be redeemed on this earth. It was in any case becoming increasingly important to measure
it for the purposes of social administration and production. To this Protestant ethic of time Babbage
added the value of speed. It was his “machine intelligence” that Marx had in mind when he described
factory production as endowing material forces with intellectual life, and as disabling or “stultifying”
(rendering stupid) the human intellect itself by turning it into an adjunct of material force.'?

The status of calculation within “genius” was subsequently refurbished by Francis Galton, who
offered himself as its archetype. One was no longer possessed by this genius, one simply possessed
it. The statistical law of normal distribution, the famous bell-curve, was used at the time only in
public administration (risk) and the trajectory of physical objects (weapons design, astronomy).
Inspired by Belgian Astronomer Royal Adolphe Quételet’s extension of it to human beings — their
height — Galton extended it further, to the psychological subject. But do measurers of height, let
alone actuaries, arms manufacturers or astronomers, start from the same place as observers of
human personality? Study of the latter lies not in an empirically verifiable realm but in the partisan
observations made by one group (this group) about what other groups (those people over there) are
like. All psychology of intelligence and the emotions is a temporarily formalized manifestation of
what the long anthropological and historical view reveals to be just gossip. Galton, like the modern
psychology he helped create, did not start from something that was real in any empirical sense.
What he did was first posit the hypothesis of a quantitative mean and tken say that, because a mean
had been posited, the quantity he was observing must be of something real (Chapter 5 unpicks how
this subterfuge works in detail, in Binet’s case). A purely abstract mathematical concept was thus
prestidigitated into a psychological fact. To amplify an argument of Hacking’s, the mean became
the fact of normal intelligence, while the smallness of the numbers at the extremes of dispersion
became the facts of outstanding genius and egregious disability.'

Intelligence measurement came about as a more or less direct replacement for measurement
of reaction times. The seeds for this latter had been sown in 1796 when another Astronomer
Royal, the British one, sacked his assistant for making observations of stellar transit that lagged
behind his own.' He complained not about the assistant being slow, simply about his “confused
method”; his observations were simply wrong. (They might equally have resulted from taking
the reading too quickly.) The astronomical problem was solved in 1850 with the invention of a
reliable chronograph, but it had meanwhile alerted the mental physiologists. For them 1850 was
a beginning. In that year Hermann von Helmholtz made his claim that nervous impulses are of
finite and therefore relative velocity, and thereby measurable. The idea that “nervous action” was
not instantaneous had already been tentatively proposed by astronomers to explain the disparity
between the two Greenwich observers. It was resisted by Helmholtz’s teacher, the great nineteenth-
century physiologist Johannes Miiller, who dismissed the astronomers’ observational discrepancies
as being due simply to the brain’s inability to deal with more than one sense-impression at a time.'?
He couched this in terms of faculty psychology, the descriptive system which had dominated
discussions of psychology from the Middle Ages and which located the source of human abilities
in certain static “faculties” of the brain (imagination, judgment, memory). The quality of these was
paramount, and their active operations secondary to it. However, a crucial assumption was already
shared on both sides of this dispute, namely that speed is a main constituent of mental activity.
It merely had to be decided where these all-important variations of speed should be sought: in the
intellectual “faculties” as traditionally conceived, or in experimental study of the nervous system.

Simon Schaffer, “Babbage’s intelligence,” Critical Inquiry, 21 (1994).
13 Hacking, The Taming of Chance, 107.

Edwin Boring, 4 History of Experimental Psychology, 133.

15 Miiller, Elements of Physiology, 678 ff.



The Speed of Intelligence 43

The emergence of modern psychology as a discipline owes much to this victory of mental
physiology over faculty psychology. If the speed of the mind was already an issue, its measurability
was now in prospect. Gustav Fechner coined the term “psychophysics” for it in 1860. Three
years later Wilhelm Wundt succeeded, on the basis of Helmholtz’s observations, in showing that
perception times vary. The first phase of practical psychometry consisted in a technique known
as mental chronometry: time and the mind were one. Mental chronometry, though “a paragon
of exactness,” was not at first applied to tasks measuring supposedly intellectual abilities of any
seriousness.'® A big leap was still needed. In the 1860s the Dutch physiologist Frans Donders
researched reaction times in terms of thought reactions. He asked his subjects to discriminate
and choose, rather than simply react to a single stimulus or to stimuli involving only one sense.'’
However, the thoughts involved were little more than perceptions; they merely involved differential
rates of reaction between sight and hearing, which hardly seems like the “abstract thinking” that
was later to be demanded in cognitive ability tests. Donders himself denied that any but the simplest
mental processes could be measured. Wundt tried to complexify them but all he did was bring in
the other senses; he added to the experimental conditions (for example, by fuelling the subject with
brandy), but not to the intellectuality of the task. At some point, however, speed was to become
constitutive of intelligence; this took three successive forms.

(1) From Galton’s own writings we can detect how the interest in measuring speed in terms
of reaction gradually shifted to measuring it in terms of ability. There is a glimpse of it in his
comments on the work of Wundt’s former assistant James Cattell. Most of the items which Cattell
observed under the heading of “mental time” involve reaction to and perception of simple external
stimuli; a couple of them seem to involve more complex abilities (“the time of mental association”
and “the time it takes to remember and to come to a decision”), but they do not necessarily involve
abstraction, logical reasoning or information-processing. Galton’s criticism, appended to Cattell’s
publication of the results, ran:

One of the most important objects of measurement is hardly if at all alluded to here and should be
emphasized. It is to obtain a general knowledge of the capacities of a man by sinking shafts, as it
were at a few critical points. In order to ascertain the best points for the purpose, the sets of [reaction[]
time] measures should be compared with an independent estimate of the man’s powers. '

In other words, Galton thought there might be a correlation between stimulus-response times
and a separately estimated set of “powers” or abilities. The wobbly syllogism must have run,
subconsciously: “Fast = good, able = good, therefore able = fast.” Now there would have been a
problem about measuring some of the actual powers Galton specifies here: being “eager, energetic;
well-shaped; successful at games requiring good hand and eye; sensitive; good at music and
drawing.” This is hardly the stuff of 1Q. It resembles rather Gardner’s multiple intelligences, or
better still the Elizabethan educationist Richard Mulcaster, for whom the sum of human abilities
was “to read, to write, to draw, to sing, to play, to have language, to have learning, to have health
and activity.”" It hardly mattered, though, that the powers suggested by Galton were so diffuse as
to resist measurement. By 1890 the Wundt-Cattell project of mass measurement of reaction times,

16 See Ruth Benschop and Douwe Draaisma, “In pursuit of precision,” Annals of Science, 57 (2000).
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their master-plan for mapping the whole of “the generalized mind,” was itself about to collapse
under the weight of its own unmanageable arithmetical detail, and with it therefore (temporarily)
any possible hypothesis about correlation between reaction times and general “powers.”

Wundt’s failure probably helped to divert psychologists’ motivations towards measuring the
as yet vaguely outlined “powers” and “capacities” instead. Measurement as such, the pursuit of
mass data in a society of mass institutions, was the driving principle, and took precedence over
whatever object of study it happened to light upon. It was Galton’s disciple Karl Pearson who
refined the idea of a mass-measured “intelligence.” Meanwhile another disciple, Cyril Burt, and
another of Wundt’s pupils, Charles Spearman, singled out what they chose to nominate as the
strictly intellectual component among Galton’s “powers.” They proposed a unitary or “general”
intelligence, g, giving Lewis Terman the conceptual tools with which to refine Binet’s mental
age scores into 1Q. Their reification of intellectual ability (Binet himself had not regarded the
individual’s score as an immutable fact) made its measurement more feasible. It promised to justify
psychology’s exact-science status, more so than reaction times. Several decades therefore lapsed
before there was a serious effort to reinvestigate the correlation between speed of reaction and
the measured set of abilities we now call intelligence. Binet hypothesized a relationship between
reaction times and attention span, and there was occasional discussion in the 1920s and 1930s,
but these attempts led nowhere (though they did revive the question of speed versus accuracy).?
Indeed, there was a tradition derived from Herbert Spencer claiming that the correlation was an
inverse one, since inferior races had faster reaction times and this was compensation for their
inability to abstract or “generalize” as Europeans did.*!

One factor influencing the revival of interest in speed was information theory, introduced into
the study of intelligence in the early 1950s. The human subject no longer received and reproduced
information from the environment but “processed” it, in “bits.” This inspired two new moves. One
was in educational psychology where a member of Eysenck’s school, drawing on this doctrine,
posited a “complex structure of time” within tests, and concluded that time should be factored
independently. A slow accurate performance and a fast inaccurate performance could yield the
same score, the score itself being the overriding scientific fact.?> The other move, closer to Galton’s
original hypothesis, was Arthur Jensen’s. His claim was that fast reaction times do strongly
correlate with intelligence and are indeed its best indicator. It involves a fudge, since his definition
of information processing covers both reaction to stimulus and complex reasoning itself. Be that
as it may, his claim differs from the way in which predecessors envisaged the relationship between
intelligence and reaction time. Reaction time was not then an independent variable (Galton’s hints
to the contrary being an exception) but just one among several items within the battery of tests
itself. For Jensen, on the other hand, intelligence — chiefly “racial intelligence” — is the point, and
reaction time not only separate but secondary.”

(2) With the shift of interest from reaction times to ability, speed has become a constitutive
and practical component of the latter. Tasks have time limits, over which the test administrator has
discretion. The pseudo-clinical environment requires precision, a formal termination of the task so
that the participant can move on to the next one. The tester has a stopwatch, or at best will ask the
subject beforehand to say “I don’t know,” as a way of identifying the appropriate moment to move
on. Limiting the time is more than a banal administrative convenience. It deserves a name of its

20 Edward Thorndike, The Measurement of Intelligence, and the series of responses that make up
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own: ability time. The social processes at work here had already been operating on the Astronomer
Royal. On his observations depended not just the calibration of the Greenwich clock but thereby
all observations of place and time in industry and social administration. Meanwhile speed and
its measurement became fundamental to educational psychology at the same time as it became
fundamental to factory labour and Frederick Taylor’s industrial psychology. Commodification of
time was the basis both for psychology and for the wider demands of the economy. (This is also
the historical context in which the British colonial service became the first European working
environment to assess abilities by time-tested exams.)* The Book of Ecclesiastes can be ignored:
the race is to the swift. In the test situation you may puzzle at length over the very concept of
a correct or incorrect response to some task; in fact this will be quite probable if you have a
philosophy of science doctorate or an extra 21-chromosome. But as in the world of manual and
intellectual labour, the clock dictates. You are moved on to the next task, having scored zero.

(3) More recently a third phenomenon has emerged: the constant intensification of ability
time. This is reflected in the information-processing components of cognitive ability tests. In the
abstraction tasks of the Wechsler psychometric scales which now dominate the field, a correct
answer given quickly scores higher than a correct answer given more slowly. Its historical context
is the increased concentration of intellectual labour in the economy, and the intensification of
the flows by which communications networks dominate social space. Meanwhile the “efficiency
theory” of brain function now claims that the brain achieving a higher 1Q score and working
more quickly uses proportionately less energy. This doctrine is based on studies of people with
disabilities labelled intellectual in whom inefficiency is presupposed to be a neurological slowness
of intellect — a method not only circular but demonstrating just how co-dependent the concepts of
intelligence and intellectual disability are. Moreover, this biochemical efficiency (fast intellect as
energy-saving) seems to have its roots in fiscal efficiency: fast intellects are time-redeeming, the
eugenic elimination of slow intellects a saving on public costs.? In the vanguard of this movement
towards constant intensification are the transhumanists, who warn that human beings must aim at
developing their intellects sufficiently to compete with the exponentially increasing information-
processing speeds of computers. Their inspiration is artificial intelligence, itself modelled on
the neuronal networks of the human brain, which envisages (as in the recent title of Gregory
Stock) a “Metaman: the merging of humans and machines into a global superorganism,” and an
incorporation of machine speeds in human thought processes to pursue Babbage’s mission.?

The fast model and the distortion of the mean

Psychometrics, in the form of 1Q, now presupposes the fast model. The sophisticated reader may
already consider 1Q a dead duck, and there have indeed been enough lethal critiques of it to
stuff a museumful of ducks, the most effective coming from within the discipline itself.*” But
1Q remains active theoretically because all the abilities deemed to define what is specifically
human (information-processing, logical reasoning, abstraction, etc.) seem to consist in something
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measurable, even if one might want to ask whether they are not specifically human because they are
measurable. And it remains active institutionally because psychology is now, as Burt more or less
acknowledged it to be, a sub-branch of social administration, providing a rationale for rulebooks
that differentiate and segregate “intellectually disabled” people from the rest of us.?® IQ has also
been given a fresh lease on life by biotechnology; in association with twin studies, it constitutes
the very raison d’étre of the new cognitive geneticists, whose anxieties tend to hone in on the same
group of people. We do not yet know the total number of shots that must be fired into 1Q’s corpse
for a pronouncement of death to be forensically sound; the answer lies not with psychologists or
historians but in social processes in which the importance of speed is currently increasing, not
diminishing. 1Q’s rise has been well documented and I do not propose to go over it again.?’ Its
history is relevant here only to illustrate how it has incorporated notions of speed. Speed was
perhaps the first object of psychological investigation that looked as if it might exist in the same
realm as physics. But even if one accepts that mental processes exist in time and therefore their
speed is measurable, this in itself does not itself supply the exact-science status which psychology
seeks, because the reality of any “intelligence” whose speed might be measurable is — unlike a
stopwatch — dependent on a shifting human consensus across history and social groups.

Since the emergence of psychology as a formal discipline, the case for the fast model has seemed
to need no justification. It is simply a part of a socio-economic machine that demands maximum
yield from commodified ability-time: a machine in which psychology is a cog. In a sense, the fast
model has not obliterated the others even now. The idea of the mean persists in today’s doctrines.
However, it would have been unrecognizable as such to pre-moderns. The classical mean meant
“moderation in all things.” The statistical mean presents us with a bell-shaped curve in which at
one end speed is desirable and superior, while at the other end the slow intellect is to be avoided
as self-evidently pathological. One would not describe as foo fast a brilliant mathematician whose
ability score lies at the opposite deviation from people labelled with severe disability, even if he
or she is looked on as a freak. Greek philosophers would have been bemused by a mean where a
greater value is placed on one of two extremes; that is why early statisticians decided to change
the terminology so that genius ceased to be described as “error” (the original term in statistical
physics) and became, less pejoratively, an upward “deviation from the mean.”*°

If the ethical aspect of the mean does still register with modern psychology, the ways of
dealing with it are necessarily tortuous. The Nazis, for example, noted that non-whites were
slow and unintelligent, but also that the Jews were pre-eminent in intellectual life. They lacked
racial strength and character, however, since according to Ernst Riidin, the founding father of
psychiatric genetics and author of Hitler’s Law for the Prevention of Hereditarily Diseased
Offspring, their “quickness of understanding” made them too clever.’! A more recent example is
the cognitive diagnosis known as hyperlexia, a “developmental disability” whose symptoms are
“reading too soon ... a precocious ability to read words far above what would be expected at [the
child’s] chronological age.” Hyperlexia fills the vacant deviation opposite dyslexia, balancing
out reading norms with a bell curve of their own. But it can only do so by accommodating the
contradictory terms “ability” and “disability” in the same diagnosis, as above. On the websites,
parental excitement at the advanced development of their children is reflected paradoxically in
their adoption of a “Why me?” profile otherwise ascribed to parents of children with severe

28 Burt, Mental and Scholastic Tests, Preface to second edition.
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disability; conversely, the parental literature on dyslexia is at pains to emphasize the child’s
intellectual normality and to remove the moral taint of disability.*

If the mean survives in this strange form, the slow model is marginal as never before. People
marked out by modern intellectual disability face a dilemma. Do they resist the dominant fast
model and pursue a radically slow existence, admired for the traits that make them different and
making a virtue out of their supposed developmental plateau? In this sense they are a residue
of Rousseau’s natural man, setting a moral example by their uninhibitedness and other childlike
characteristics. Or do they try their limited best to catch up with the norm, getting their small
achievements recognized just as the coat tails of the last non-disabled person vanish into the
distance ahead of them? Both of these prospects for slow people marginalize them. Either: disabled
people are a type that constitutes a complete difference in kind, celebrating diversity in defiance
of conformism and prevailing norms; marginalization then ensues because these norms are in fact
proof against defiance, and the psychological difference thus celebrated can only reinforce the
social segregation which the norms themselves have created. Or: the modicum of abilities they do
possess, constituting a difference in degree only, is pursued as far as possible, thus showing that
they are more or less the same as anyone else; marginalization then ensues because in fact it always
turns out to be “less”: norms are engineered to ensure that they never catch up. Slow people have
the prospect of a futile running backwards and forwards from one to the other model. Any further
alternative would presuppose a deep change in the structures of social organization.
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Chapter 4
Quick Wit and the Ingenious Gentleman

We saw above that there is a world of difference between the ancient philosophers and the Western
tradition which has claimed them as the fountainhead of its own ideas, at least in respect to the topics
we are discussing — if not quite so much difference between the Western tradition and those sophists,
ideologues and educators who were bound to the political and social institutions of Greece and
Rome. Nevertheless, the classical philosophical texts were the starting point, however interpreted
and read, for most writers on faculty psychology and human behaviour from the late Middle Ages
onwards. What sources did they use in placing an increasing value on the fast model?

The classical source-texts

We can begin with Plato’s Theaetetus, in which the relationship between mind and external reality
appears as a receipt, processing and storage of information. This passage is much cited by early
modern writers.! Modern historians have claimed it to be a primitive, “incomplete and tortuously
argued” account of modern cognitive psychology.? Theaetetus is not in fact a psychology text but a
philosophical one, about the difference between knowing and believing, and concludes that while
we cannot know anything for sure, we can at least say whether or not our opinions are rationally
justified. At one point Socrates slyly coaxes his promising young interlocutor Theaetetus into
saying that of course we can achieve certain knowledge. Socrates disingenuously agrees with him.
The psyche is — or is like — a wax tablet, he says. We perceive objects in the external world through
our senses, and these objects reach the human soul as “signs” on the wax. (Stoic philosophers used
the word “impressions” for the same thing, thereby launching a still prevalent way of speaking
about the mind.)* The signs should be of optimum clarity, depth and duration. Ideally, the person
who “learns easily” (he is eumathes) remembers what he has learned and does not confuse one sign
with another. The result is certain knowledge. However, the soul’s wax may be too soft, or too hard.
Where it is soft and can receive signs, the person may be a good learner; but wax tends to melt and
so his memory is bad, because the signs become difficult to distinguish from each other. The result
in this case is false opinion. Where the wax is hard, he “learns with difficulty” (he is dusmathes).
What he does learn he remembers well, but the signs are once more unclear, this time because they
are only faintly impressed. The result again is false opinion: “When such people see or hear or
think, they cannot assign each [external object] to its corresponding [sign] quickly; they are slow,
and because they assign them to the wrong places they largely see, hear and think incorrectly.”
Plato is at the very least ambiguous about speed here. Quick impressions seem at first sight to
be a good thing. But if being quick means having a bad memory, speed cannot lead to rationally
justifiable opinion. Perhaps one can simply be oo quick, making a mean speed preferable? But
Plato’s criticism runs deeper. At the start of the dialogue, he has Socrates praise Theaetetus for
possessing both a good memory and “quick thinking” (agkhinoia). Praise from Socrates usually
means that the interlocutor is going to be taken down a peg, and indeed it turns out he has encouraged

1" Plato, Theaetetus, 194c.

2 Daniel Robinson, An Intellectual History of Psychology, 52.

3 A.A.Long and D.N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers, 236 ff.
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the speedy young tyro to approve the wax tablet model with the precise purpose of informing him
forthwith that it is nonsense.

All this suggests that Plato positively distrusts speed. We have already seen that in his Utopian
state of The Laws people who are slow, illiterate or find learning difficult are qualified for political
office as long as they use the abilities they do possess to moderate their pleasures. His distrust of
immoderate people with fast-moving psyches is reflected in the wax tablet model. This model
seems to be someone else’s, which he is lampooning because it reduces the search for knowledge
to something mechanical. He refers here to the “all-wise Homer’s” admiration for “rough, dirty”
psyches, and any time Plato mentions poets we know his intentions are ironic. His target is the
sophists. They are the ones with the dirty minds. From everything we know about Plato, he would
surely have thought it trivial to describe the act of knowing in quasi-material terms drawn from the
first thing that happens to be lying around, namely the wax tablet on which the student was taking
his lecture notes (about the wax tablet); he would have mocked, on the same grounds, a model of
human cognitive ability based on the information-processing properties of the psychology student’s
laptop. His attack on the sophistic ideology of knowledge as merely instrumental — a matter of self-
advancement — involves attacking their predilection for speed.

Aristotle touches on the wax tablet model in his own account of the psyche.* Some have taken
this as a gloss on Plato’s text.’ More probably both men were referring to an already prevalent idea,
independently of each other (it also turns up in the Greek drama).® Aristotle’s most influential text
on speed was not these passing remarks, however, but certain others in Posterior Analytics, a work
that deals with logic. His logic is a set of objective structures; inasmuch as some corresponding
subjective element is involved, it consists in the individual’s laborious elaboration of demonstrative
proofs, from intuited first principles. In a brief aside, Aristotle asks us to distinguish this logic-
related understanding (to epistasthai) from three other things: opinion, sense perceptions and
“quick thinking” (agkhinoia).” The first two obviously bear no resemblance to a logic-related
understanding. Quick thinking, however, reaches conclusions similar to the latter. It too discovers
the middle term of a syllogism, the connection between two intuited givens. It differs, however,
in that it occurs “without pause for thought.” It is not just that a fully elaborated logic-related
understanding takes longer; the length of time is a mark of its value, whereas quick thinking is
mundane, takes short cuts and thus does not really follow logic at all. It arises only in chaotic
situations that for practical reasons resist the careful building up of syllogistic proof. Aristotle uses
as an example the decisions made by military commanders or midwives: empirical ones, by contrast
with logic-related understanding, which involves philosophical and mathematical first principles.
Nevertheless it was “quick thinking” that Renaissance medical writers would find interesting in
Aristotle. And more importantly, in claiming adherence to Aristotle, they were to confuse quick
thinking with a full-blown subjective capacity for logic, and to pass it off as the latter.

The Renaissance writers’ chief reference point on speed was in fact neither Plato nor Aristotle
but Galen. Where today we speak about mental processes and abilities, Galen in The Art of Medicine
was concerned with the health of a bodily organ, the brain, of which mental processes were just
one organic facet. Unusual brain states were not ultimately fixed or determinate in any individual;
pre-modern medicine held no place for geniuses or idiots. As for speed, a key passage (much
commented on by Renaissance Galenists) ran:

4 Aristotle, On the Soul, 430a; On Memory, 450b.
Draaisma, Metaphors of Memory, 24.
¢ Aeschylus, Prometheus Bound, 1.789.
Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 89b.
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Quick apprehension indicates a fine brain substance, slowness a thick one. Ease of learning
indicates a good receipt of impressions, and [good] memory indicates a stable one. Correspondingly,
difficulty in learning indicates a difficulty in receiving impressions, and forgetfulness a fluidity in
this respect.®

Galen seems less critical of speed here than Plato or Aristotle, but in the ensuing passage he
recommends a balance between too much and too little “stability of opinion.” Galen’s treatment
of mental states usually has some moral twist, so perhaps by juxtaposing quick thinking with
excessively shifting opinion he wants to contrast them: the first is a desirable type of speed, the
second an undesirable one. Be that as it may, even if Galen does take fast to mean good, he means
good in a narrow sense: speed indicates that the substance of the brain is physically healthy.

We see from the classical texts how all three models can be at work simultaneously. Plato
and Aristotle are so suspicious of quick thinking that their insistence on the mean actually seems
to approve the slow. The fast model dominated public life. The Odyssean quick-wittedness on
which Athenians prided themselves was appropriate to a febrile merchant economy in which the
sophists forged their mercenary vocations; quick thinking was supposedly Pericles’s outstanding
characteristic, and he spun this image of itself to the democracy. It was an image foreign to the land-
owning class to which the philosophers mostly belonged. Their disdain for it is evident in Socrates’s
ironic references to himself being slow on the uptake. Gentlemen of leisure did not have to hurry;
Plato’s and Aristotle’s student Theophrastus, in his seminal study of character types, allocates speed
of movement to the labouring classes. Galen’s more ambiguous attitude to speed may have been due
to his closer personal links to Roman state power, its sophists, rhetoricians and educators.

The arrival of quick wit on the medical curriculum

The seeds of an intelligence specific to humans were sown during the twelfth-century beginnings
of modern capitalism, with the expansion of trade and urban populations and consequently of
ecclesiastical and state administration. The universities arose partly as training schools for these
purposes. In this context, intelligence was both a theological concept that would gradually lose its
divine connotations and descend to earth, and a quotidian concept (“wit”) that would eventually
rise to a higher, quasi-divine level.

We can trace the importance of speed to this process from standard medical textbooks. Most
important were the many Renaissance commentaries on The Art of Medicine, which of all Galen’s
works had the most influence on European medicine. In one or the other of its two Latin translations
this work had a permanent place, together with Avicenna’s Canon, in the many versions of the
basic compendium supplied to all medical students from the mid-twelfth century onwards. Known
as the Articella, this compendium also had a cultured readership well beyond the medical realm.
Galen’s brief remark on the relationship between speed and mental states thereby entered the mind-
set of the learned doctor and of other professionals with the arrival of university-based medical
teaching. There it stayed, variously reinterpreted, until the eighteenth century. In addition to the
two Latin translations, at least eight commentaries on The Art of Medicine had appeared before
1500; a century later this number had doubled.” Two books in particular, from the Italian heart of
European medicine, were added to the standard curriculum: Pietro Torrigiano’s commentary on
Galen, written in Bologna around 1300 and first printed in 1489 with the two translations, and

8 Galen, Ars Medica, in C. Kiihn, Opera, i, 319.
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Niccolo Leoniceno’s revision of these latter, first published in 1508. These are the authorities most
often cited by Renaissance doctors.

In paraphrasing the classical source-texts Torrigiano, possibly inspired by his teacher Taddeo
Alderotti, made certain crucial elisions. First, he created a short circuit between logic as a set
of objective structures and a logical reasoning that goes on in the human subject. Whereas for
Aristotle syllogisms had their own objective structures from which the subject’s “logic-related
understanding” was well separated, for Torrigiano logical structures arise directly from human
reasoning; “‘composing and separating phantasmata,” the human ability for abstraction, somehow
just “end up in” a syllogism, i.e., in the phantasmata correctly abstracted.'” Secondly, he identified
Aristotle’s logic-related understanding, a patient elaboration of syllogisms, with the “quick
thinking” that Aristotle had dismissed as having nothing to do with logic. Torrigiano took them to
be the same thing. And of the two, it was the “quickness” term (agkhinoia, Latin solertia) that he
used to describe this new amalgam. Quick thinking now just is logical understanding, rather than
a spurious, rushed imitation of it. Thirdly, he solemnized the marriage of Galen to Aristotle. He
assumes that when they wrote about quick thinking they were sharing a mutually comprehensible
concept, though there is nothing in either author to suggest that Galen had been referring to
his predecessor.

Leoniceno’s revised Latin translation of The Art of Medicine reinforced these elisions, in such a
way that speed started to invade the domain of ability. In one of the two standard translations, “quick
thinking” (agkhinoia) had been rendered as solertia (an exact Latin equivalent) or praesentia,
“presence of mind”; in the other it was rendered as “ease of learning,” probably as a result of this
latter appearing in an adjacent passage of Galen’s original. Leoniceno retranslated agkhinoia as
ingenium, and this then became standard." It was usually rendered as “wit” in English, though I
shall retain the Latin term to avoid confusion with other contemporary resonances of wit (superficial
cleverness, the external senses or “five wits,” etc.). Leoniceno claimed here to be getting closer to
the original Greek. But in fact ingenium was ambiguous. In late medieval philosophy it had been
something quite unlike quick thinking: it was the technical term for the meticulous discovery of the
linking terms in syllogisms, the “logic-related understanding” described by Aristotle; it was used
thus by Albert the Great, doyen of the early scholastic philosophers.'? Leoniceno, by contrast, was
a pioneering humanist who made a point of distancing himself from medieval convention. When
he used ingenium for “quickness of apprehension” he had in mind not the scholastics’ term but the
everyday Roman sense of the word, which did indeed signify an everyday cleverness. Moreover,
it had speed as its foremost quality; the humanists’ authority Cicero commends ingenium for
precisely this reason.' With his “improved” translation Leoniceno was therefore making a point.
Humanist writers, in their dedicatory prefaces to books on medicine, law and other professional
disciplines, praise each other interminably for their “ingenious” qualities. That was how they liked
to see themselves: clever and up to speed.

Two quite distinct primary meanings of ingenium were therefore available: one descriptive
(of an operation of the intellect), the other normative (a judgement on its performance, in terms
of speed). In medieval and early modern psychology, operations and performances were sharply
distinct categories, even if for today’s psychologist operations just are performances. Renaissance
writers would still have been aware of the distinction; in Shakespeare’s Loves Labour’s Lost, for
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example, the comic parody of scholastic debate between Moth and Don Armado hinges precisely
on whether or not “ingenious” means quick. Nevertheless, the boundary between the two usages
would gradually erode.

The fast model in Renaissance Europe

Before tracing this erosion in detail, we need first to know something about the conceptual
framework in which they lay, the Renaissance’s overall doctrines of soul, mind and intellect.
One important aspect of this was the tension between doctors’ pagan-derived medical theories
and the demands of Christian theology." Galen was known to have been sceptical about the soul
or psyche being immaterial, since he seemed to say that it was just a variety of combinations
of bodily temperament, which then explained the individual “differences in character that make
people spirited or otherwise, thoughtful or otherwise.”" Aristotle seemed to be more ambiguous;
he regarded the psyche as the set of abilities that animates and maintains the body, rather than
something simply inextricable from it. And in an isolated and much-touted remark in On the Soul,
he said that intuited intellect (nous) comes to human beings “from outside”; theologians cited
this as evidence that he thought of the soul as immaterial, perhaps even immortal. If Aristotle
could be reconciled thus with religion, and Galen and Aristotle with each other, then it might be
possible to make Galen a quasi-Christian, despite his evident materialism. Medical writers tried
to match theological truths with their own expert ones, which had uncomfortably pagan origins
in these classical writers. They asked themselves: in pursuing medicine, how do we defend the
immateriality and immortality of the soul against arguments to the contrary — heretic and atheist
arguments which may (heaven forbid) even suggest themselves to us, since our textual authorities
are pagan? Defence of the soul’s immortality was central to Christian Galenist theory about the
human intellect and (as we shall see later) to early modern psychology. It was driven by the same
degree of obsession as defence of the white ruling class’s superior minds later drove Galton.
Another important element in the conceptual framework was the theory of faculty psychology.
Closest to God, or in some versions overlapping with him, is man’s “rational soul” (sometimes
called the “intellective” soul). Closest to corrupt, mortal flesh and its passions are the five “external
senses.” In between are the “internal senses,” consisting of certain intellectual faculties organically
linked to the body: imagination, “reason” in the sense of human reasoning (also “judgement,”
or some such term) and memory. Imagination is anatomically located in the front ventricle of
the brain. This receives images from the external world via the external senses and brings them
together in a “common sense,” which then assigns these particulars to certain universal ideas.
Reasoning or judgement, in the middle ventricle, contemplates the ideas, joining premises to
conclusions (though this part of the picture is especially prone to variation). The ideas are then
stored in memory, in the rear ventricle. Some version of this model remained intact for centuries.'®
It survived the arrival of new theories of brain anatomy that rejected ventricular localization; and
it proved adaptable to the wholesale changes in medical theory of the mid-seventeenth century,
influencing medical education well into the eighteenth. It also entered the wider culture. Locke
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preserves the basic faculty psychology framework for his discussion of intellectual operations in
the Essay concerning Human Understanding, and John Milton uses it in Book 5 of Paradise Lost
to describe God’s creation of Adam: two works which no educated British person of the eighteenth
century could fail to know.

This crude outline of faculty psychology will do for the moment, but a caveat is needed.
Whereas in the classical texts the soul (psyche, anima) has plenty of work to do, in medieval
philosophy this sense of activity has been taken over by the understanding (intellectus), now the
more “animate” entity of the two. Early modern medical and philosophical sources tend to remain
unclear whether by “soul” they mean the Christian idea of some divine, semi-detached haze that
just hovers around us, or our working faculties (in which sense it is often indistinguishable from
mens, “mind”). In the mainstream of scholasticism, the character of the faculties involved in
intellectus to a certain extent drifted towards the realm occupied by anima. Aquinas, for example,
is interested in the faculties mainly because their existence deductively proves the nature of the
soul, and he is therefore less interested in their active operations. In the fourteenth century there
was a minority view, prefiguring Juan Luis Vives, Michel de Montaigne and Locke among others,
which sought a detailed account of those operations, proceeding empirically after a fashion.!”
However, this belonged to a rarified, metaphysical school of thought; in the broad scheme of
things, the concretization and reification of the detailed operational activities of the mind is a
historical development of the early modern period.

Resuming now our discussion of the rise of wit or ingenium, we shall see that (1) the operations
increasingly took precedence over the faculties to which they belonged and to which they had once
been secondary; (2) the distinction between performance and operation began to be elided, with
the result that speed becomes normative; and (3) regardless of whether the description of faculty
psychology becomes simplified or more complicated, the operation of ingenium tends to assume
leadership. Strictly speaking, ingenium was one operation of one faculty, the imagination. Indeed,
that is what it remained in many texts through to Galenism’s last eighteenth-century gasp. But there
was also constant renaming and reclassifying of certain operations from one faculty to the other,
in which ingenium was often reassigned to the superior reasoning faculty.'”® Once Leoniceno’s
humanist contemporary Pietro Pomponazzi had disrupted European intellectual life by asserting
that the existence of the rational soul was a matter for faith alone, not scientific demonstration, the
desire for a demonstrable knowledge of man’s place in nature refocused on the detail of intellectual
activity. As one of his disciples put it: “the soul of man is a substance by which man is man, that
is one in its essence and many in its virtues and faculties: to which ... many instruments are
available,” and it was the latter with their operations that needed investigation, rather than the
faculty as such."

In addition, an already existing minority theory which said that the faculties were localized
in various sections of the brain, always controversial, became increasingly so. It had materialist
implications. If an injury occurred to imagination or memory, did it only affect that faculty, or
might it not affect the reasoning faculty too? And if so, why not the immaterial soul as well? To the
usual examples of brain injury or sleep, the sixteenth century’s philosophy curriculum now added
that of “the stupid” (stulti ac fatui), though as usual whom the author means by this is an open
question.?® It highlighted the more fundamental question: if there is an immaterial rational soul,
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how does it link to intellectual faculties that belong to a material bodily organ, the brain? Are these
organic intellectual faculties partly separate from the higher rational soul, or merely (as Albert had
described them) “accidents” or secondary “qualities” of it??' Under such sceptical questioning, the
initial instinct was to add categories or subdivide existing ones. But some writers clearly felt that
this increased complexity only made things worse. Instead, they simplified. Many went so far as to
treat the numerous conflicting names for various faculties and operations as a homogeneous lump,
a unitary “mind.”” From the 1630s, René Descartes’s mind/body dualism was there to encourage
them, but medical men interested in the psychological faculties had not waited for him to tell them.

Over time, then, the word ingenium often came to describe not just the operation (one among
several) of one faculty, but a whole faculty or ability in itself. Speed became entangled with the
notion of a single overarching ingenium, especially among medical writers. This Ciceronian usage
of the term dominates commentaries on The Art of Medicine. Oddo degli Oddi writes not about
ingenium alone but about ingenium et ars (skill), as if they were equivalent, whereas in scholastic
philosophy they had represented a contrast between the theoretical and the mundane.® Oddi
also fuses ingenium with previously suspect “ease of learning”: both “belong to the [immaterial]
rational soul itself.” Ingenium “not only discourses, composes and divides easily, but previously
apprehends singulars easily,” thereby straddling both the imaginative and reasoning faculties. Salvo
Sclano employs ingenium and tarditas (slowness) as a contrasting pair, while Giovanni Argenterio
criticizes a fellow commentator for using “speed” (celeritas) as a synonym for ingenium on the
grounds that the latter is not only speed, it is synonymous with the intellect as a whole.?* Jérémie
de Dryvere uses this latter argument about ingenium being an overarching principle to refute the
localization of faculties in the brain and its materialist implications, which seduced the vulgar,
“common herd of physicians”; partly, then, this move towards homogenization under the aegis of
wit was a move towards sounder theological principle.?

The humanistic ingenium, with its connotations of speed, gained prominence through this
reduction of complexities. Scholastic philosophers had allocated speed no special value in any
of the various operations of the reasoning faculty such as discursus (the relating of premises to
conclusions), contemplatio (“study” or meditation on these) or even discretio (their subsequent
application), let alone the ingenium as they conceived it. On the rare occasion when operations
are described in terms of speed, they are so quick as to take place in zero time, and then only in
angels, “prophets” or exceptional humans who have “an extemporary knowledge, and upon the first
motion of their reason do what we cannot do without study or deliberation.”?® But in the Renaissance
this territory was invaded by the more everyday quick-wittedness of ingenium, as the humanists
conceived it. The basic stuff of the soul — its “substance” — came to be homogenized with its various
faculties; the faculty was homogenized with one of its operations, ingenium or wit; and the whole
came to be homogenized with the performance criteria — speed included — of that operation, blurring
the previously fundamental category distinction between potentiality and actuality.

The distinction between everyday intellectual activity and the immaterial intellect formerly
located “beyond the wit of man” also began to disappear. “Wit” is already ambiguous in the
fourteenth-century Piers Plowman of William Langland, who at one point personifies it as
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the lazy, henpecked swine of a husband before whom Dame Study (contemplatio) casts her pearls
of wisdom, while at others Langland already clearly sees wit as close to wisdom itself.?” The social
sources of this elevation in the status of wit lay in a growing bureaucracy of clerks and /iterati,
who administered the burgeoning fields of canon and civil law for their rulers and developed
authentification systems for establishing the status of their superiors, both social and religious,
through canonization. R.I. Moore has described this shift, starting in the eleventh century, as the
triumph of aspirational clerks over the illiterate. Sucking up also meant spitting down: “Common
interests, common values and common loyalties were expressed in bottomless contempt for those
who did not share their skills: ... the illiterates, idiota, rusticus — all words used regularly to
describe those accused of heresy, and expressing perhaps the broadest and most universal of the
stereotypes ..., like those of heresy, leprosy [and] Jewry.”?® Around 1200 lepers were banned from
inheriting property, as idiots were later to be, and were segregated by law; leprosy was a “disease of
the soul.” Fear was expressed in the language of contamination, contributing both to the solidarity
of the group operating the administrative systems and eventually to the status elevation of wit in
general; melancholia and then idiocy replaced leprosy as better approximations to the opposite of
whatever it was the administrative caste prided itself on. This was a lengthy process, as gentry and
episcopate — i.e., those with an ability to present themselves as the channels of social and religious
status — continued trying to beat off fellow-/iterati further down the ladder. If only very loosely,
we can associate speed with more radical individuals among the latter group, encouraged by the
onset of humanism.

Resistances to the fast model

With exactly the same theological intent as those who were reducing faculty psychology to an
all-important ingenium, some commentators took the opposite line and resisted the erosion of
category boundaries. Francisco Vallés, physician to Philip II of Spain, warned against confusing
ingenium, which as a mere operation can vary according to individual performance, with the
unalloyed immaterial intellect “which is in all of us per se by its own perfection.” Battista Fiera’s
commentary of 1515 attributed speed to ingenium alone, a discrete and subordinate “operation”
which “moves very quickly to track down the middle term and cause.” He warns against identifying
it with the whole faculty or ability (potentia) and in particular with the immaterial rational soul,
attacking the dunces “who believe that Galen thought of the faculty and the operation as the same
thing.”*® Whereas Torrigiano had earlier assumed the existence of an immaterial soul, Fiera is
now having to defend it, though of course that was what the homogenizers were trying to do, too.
He interweaves biblical authority with earthly, often pre-Christian ones: a rhetorical intrusion of
theology into faculty psychology and medical theory about the brain that was to become routine a
century later, among those who coined the term “psychology.”

A different form of resistance to this trend towards homogenizing ingenium with speed can be
seen in Giambattista da Monte, an unlikely conservative since he had studied with Leoniceno and
was himself, in many respects, the most radical innovator of Italian Renaissance medicine. For him
it was not just the blurring of boundaries between faculty and operation, ability and performance,
that was the mistake, but the actual value placed on speed. He criticized “the new men” not just
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for over-simplifying the elaborate apparatus of scholastic tradition but on the more particular
grounds that they judged performance by speed when it should really be judged in terms of depth
and penetration. Albert had thought of ingenium as “subtlety,” says Da Monte. “It conceives the
minutest thing ... so that it contains all the differentiations of that thing, completely and perfectly,
and nothing is lacking from those differences ... all the way to the bottom.”' Endorsing Plato,
Da Monte insists that ingenium and “ease of learning” are quite distinct: “those who learn easily
or rather apprehend easily, are not ingeniosi. People like this, while they very easily learn, just
as easily forget.” And whereas ingenium consists in “weighing carefully,” easy learners use their
powers “precipitately” and “suddenly.” It may in fact be better to be slow. For Da Monte, speed is
simply excess: rashness and nothing else. As in Plato, it precludes accuracy, and for Da Monte it
also precludes comprehensiveness. Where Plato had made his point ironically, Da Monte makes
his by straining the vocabulary of speed and forcing its terms (agkhinoia, solertia) to mean “depth”
and “penetration” instead.

The concept of depth was not in fact so conservative, since it suggested a greater complexity of
the mind, which may thereby be empirically observable, even if it does not reveal its secrets at all
quickly. Montaigne’s disciple Pierre Charron held “the mind of man” to be “a dark and deep abyss,
an intricate labyrinth, full of corners and creeks, and secret lurking places: such is the disposition
and state of this exalted part of the soul, distinguished by the term of intellectual, which consists of
vastly many ... faculties, and operations, and different movements, each of which have their proper
names and each of them infinite doubts and difficulties peculiar to them.”* The soul should be
studied, he says, not via the faculties but via these operations. Vives, in his description of ingenium
as one of the human or “natural graces” and “a universal virtue of our minds,” was “less interested
in what the soul is, but rather sow it is and which are its effects.”

The Cartesian mind, on the other hand, might seem the ultimate reduction of faculty psychology.
But Descartes himself looks backwards as well as forwards. The text that lays the groundwork for
the famous “method” of “the ingenious Descartes,” as he was called, bore the title “Rules for
the Direction of the Ingenium.” He uses this term for the general activating principle of all the
faculties. He prefers the one disembodied half of a dualistic model to the complexly arranged
faculties noted above; but in so doing he also in some sense preserves them. In the sense that it
is an activating principle, his ingenium has the characteristics of an operation, which is what the
scholastics had said it was; but precisely because it activates faculties (imagination, reasoning,
memory) which the scholastics had seen as prior but somehow inert, it somehow becomes a faculty
itself. It is above all ingenium, not the static faculties nor even mind, reason, intellect or soul
(animus), that separates man from beast-machine: “Nothing quite like this power [of ingenium] is
found in corporeal things .... According to [the] different functions the same power is also called
either pure intellect, or imagination, or memory, or sense-perception; but it is ingenium in the
proper sense when it is forming new ideas.”** What about its relationship to speed? Descartes says
that the ingenium appears to grasp propositions and the connections between them immediately,
but that this “simultaneous” understanding is deceptive. It is achieved only by training the faculty
of memory. Once the thinker has laboriously worked out a chain of reasoning, the temporal
aspect of the chaining can be discarded, so that he seems to be “intuiting the whole thing at once”
even though it has actually been memorized: “so in this way the slowness of the wit (zarditas
ingenii) is improved upon and the ability enlarged.” Descartes is using here Galen’s phrase from
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34 René Descartes, Regulae ad Directionem Ingenii, 136; 139.
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The Art of Medicine, quoted above. However, whereas earlier commentators saw Galen’s “slowness”
as a condition that was defective and organic to the body, Descartes sees it as normal (at least for
the first outing of any new propositional synthesis), and ingenium as operating independently of
the body.

Reductionism continued, fed by the Cartesianism it had formerly prefigured. By the time of
Luca Tozzi’s late seventeenth-century Galen commentary, ingenium has become a whole empire.
It is (1) “the power of discovering very quickly the middle terms leading to the knowledge of
causes,” (2) generalized across the brain and (3) coterminous with the “immaterial rational soul.”’
Cognitive speed is no longer a quality of invisible matter such as the humours or soul spirits, but of
an invisible immateriality, the Cartesian mind. /ngenium is now important enough to be a species
marker in natural history, the main distinction between man and beast. Nor does this overarching
concept retain any element of overlap with medieval philosophy’s “divine intelligences” at the
other end of the scale; it is “proper to humans alone.”

However, alongside the reductionist trend in faculty psychology and the resistances to it, there
was also stasis. Accounts of ingenium as just one particular operation of the imagination, as it had
been for Albert in the thirteenth century, can be found in works written or consulted in the middle
of the eighteenth century. The Art of Medicine commentaries, even later ones, do not pursue the
relationship between speed and ability systematically. Moreover, in most other medical contexts,
the health of brain and intellect still consisted in a mean between fast and slow. The continuing
strength of the mean in the wider culture is pithily expressed in the example Blaise Pascal chose
to give for its definition, which happens to have a bearing on our topic: “Mean. When we read too
quickly or too slowly, we do not understand anything.”*® This casts doubt on whether the speeding-
up process was purposive or even conscious. The Galen commentators, whose approach to any
topic would always start with pasting together a variety of seemingly relevant classical texts, can
be found approving Galen on the desirability of speed in one and the same paragraph as approving
Hippocrates on that of a mean.*” (It was more important to present the Hippocratics, only recently
revived, as being at one with Galen than to deal with the contradiction.) Speed, though sometimes
preferable, was never necessary to intellectual ability, as it is in modern educational psychology.
On the other hand, the idea of an overarching, specifically human intellectual ability whose
performance is estimated in terms of (among other things) its speed was undoubtedly becoming
dominant in the society beyond the learned doctor’s study.

Quick wit as cultural capital: the ingenious gentleman

“Fast equals good” was for a long time a minority habit, in the routine discussion of one or two
passages in an ancestral medical curriculum. Meanwhile, in the everyday world, the clock had
become not only a model for the workings of the universe but had altered urban and commercial
perceptions of time. Replacing the craftsman’s balance as the core technological metaphor,
it supplied a new way of measuring intellectual activity and facilitated notions of productivity.
(We could also note here the rise in the 1650s of the first coffeehouses, where the early Royal
Society held its meetings; speedy caffeine was more suited to calculative skills than beer, its
melancholic predecessor.) If speed of wit was an esoteric corner of theoretical medicine, in the real
world its profile was increasing, and feeding, if slowly and unevenly, into the professional mind (]

35 Luca Tozzi, In Artem Medicinalem Galeni, ii, 42.
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set and finally the academic one. Professional intellectuals, among them the medical humanists
whose texts we have been analyzing, had the precarious job of both advising power and toeing its
line, and the tension between speed and the traditional convention of the mean reflected this. In
Elizabethan England, for example, Roger Ascham revived Plato’s seeming ambiguities about the
wax tablet in a widely consulted handbook on education. The pupil with a “hard and rough wit”
(evoking the hard, rough hands of his labouring family) will grow up to be a mere steward or an
apprentice, even though he may be “wiser” than the pupil whose wit is “quick and light” and who
will therefore get on in the world. Nevertheless, asks Ascham, who is to say that these “natural
graces,” quickness and lightness, are not also signs of divine grace?*® It would have been tactless
for a courtier (Ascham was Elizabeth’s secretary) to say outright that a quick-witted climbing
of the greasy pole was incompatible with divinity when most of the Tudor court were upstart
commoners who had done just that.

At the end of the seventeenth century Locke, though he defined wit as “the assemblage of
ideas, and putting those together with quickness,” was more concerned about the mean, and the
pathology of “wrong judgement” that lay on both sides of it.** There is “heat and passion” on one
side and “sloth” on the other; if the latter is a mark of the “idiot” and his “want of quickness ...
in the intellectual faculties,” the former are marks of a politically dangerous sectarian religious
enthusiasm. Speed remains largely insignificant in Locke’s psychology. The same is true of his
eighteenth-century readers. The nonconformist educator Isaac Watts warns, “Presume not too much
upon a bright genius, a ready wit, and good parts; for this, without labour and study, will never
make a man of knowledge and wisdom ... When they ha[ve] lost their vivacity ..., they bec[o]me
stupid and sottish.”** More scientifically oriented writers such as David Hartley wrote about the
internal movement and association of ideas in terms of physics, likening them to the “vibrations”
of Newton’s Optics; on this basis he differentiated individual intellects from each other by their
strength, vividness, intensity and (in the case of “idiots”) their educability — but not their speed.*!
James Mill noted the time it takes for ideas and thoughts to animate the muscles; he saw speed as
an operation of the faculty of will, but did not discuss differences in speed among individual wills
or intellects.*> At this theoretical level, then, the relationship between intellect and speed plateaus
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, precisely on the threshold of the momentous
leap in machine speeds and in the complexity and speed of social life.

However, the history of eighteenth-century theories of the mind needs complementing with the
developments at a more mundane level, as described in Graham Richards’s Mental Machinery.
Speed was as much an indicator of social status as of psychological status. While the arrival of an
overarching ingenium in the later medical texts coincides with its attribution to ever wider social
strata, its elite character is nevertheless preserved in the “ingenious gentleman,” a stock character
in tales of intellectual exploration from the mid-seventeenth century onwards. In the immediacy of
his abilities he is a descendant of medieval philosophy’s “prophet.” The Royal Society itself was
modest on this score: the title page of the early issues of its Philosophical Transactions announced
that they were drawn from “the labours of the ingenious.” But there was also a consistent tendency
to believe that elite brains could perform intellectual activity without having to labour at their
studies whereas from other people, however healthy their brains, the same activity required time.
Traditionally angels, and at inspired moments philosophers themselves, had been exempt from
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the labour of constructing syllogisms, their understandings being not just quick but instantaneous.*
Like them, the ingenious gentleman had an instant understanding that exempted him from the
opprobrium of apprenticeship. The fact that the ingenious gentleman did not need training, unlike
the artisans with whom he now had to associate and who assisted with his experiments, helped to
shore up his (often dubious) social status, and to offset any depreciation resulting from the fact that
the road to knowledge in increasingly important areas of life now required base mechanical skills.
Instant performance had its objective counterpart in “natural magic,” which was distinct from
ordinary nature not by being supernatural but by the extraordinarily reduced time it took to operate.
Latent within nature, magic was a legitimate source of scientific inquiry (Robert Boyle’s quest to
tap into it led to some of the first principles of modern chemistry). The founding narrative of genius
in this sense was the story of the Pentecostal descent of the holy spirit. A typical example from
everyday life in the medieval period was speaking in tongues, like the old peasant woman who
suddenly spoke fluent Latin when seized by melancholy, only to lapse into monolingualism upon
recovery.* The ingenious gentleman, and thence the Galtonian genius, are her natural successors.

4 See Noel Brann, The Debate over the Origin of Genius in the Italian Renaissance.

4 D’Abano, Conciliator Controversiarum, Differentia 37.
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Chapter 5
In-group, Out-group:
the Place of Intelligence in Anthropology

One’s intelligence is not determined by the hard realities of time and labour alone but also, and
equally concretely, by the realm of appearances. In this and the following two parts, we shall look
at the social manifestation of these appearances alongside certain other concepts with structural
similarities to intelligence, and then at the historical interplay among them.

Forms of self-representation

It is by appearances that we judge others, they judge us and mutual recognition or misrecognition
occurs. Intelligence is one such form of mutual (mis)recognition. Disputes about it are disputes
over status. Status is usually seen as a two-tiered structure: at the upper level, an abstraction of
social goals; at the lower, any concrete evidence or collateral one might have for claiming it.
Lower-level evidence varies with the values of a given historical or cultural context. For instance,
it may be that I own a diamond mine, or my great aunt’s second cousin was a Duke or [ am
completely chaste. Hypothetically at least, the reality of each of these can be externally confirmed;
they are more than just concepts. In our own meritocratic mind-set, intelligence too belongs on this
level; it is something to be called upon as concrete collateral when claiming status, and is assumed
to compete for recognition on the same taxonomic level with (for example) wealth.

But this two-level structure is inadequate. Looking at the sheer variety of candidates for
status across history and cultures, we find another level mediating between abstract status and its
collateral. This level consists of what are indeed only concepts (though as such they play an active
social role). Nor are they externally verifiable — indeed, that is often their whole point. Concepts
such as honour, for example, or grace, have been described by anthropologists in such terms.
Honour and grace are not themselves concrete collateral: they bring no offering to the great god
Status except the promise offered by the word itself. That is because they are wholly internal to
the game of bidding for status; they are, so to speak, its “modes.”! Modes of bidding belong in
the realm of appearances and mutual recognition alone. To people claiming status on grounds of
their honour or state of grace, a request for hard evidence is insulting because it would expose that
very flimsiness. This point has often been made. Aristotle rejected honour’s claim to constitute
the good life, because “it seems rather to exist in those doing the honouring than in him who is
honoured.” The seventeenth-century theologian Pierre Nicole recognized its modal role. If honour
has any reality, he says, it lies not even “in our inclination to love it, nor in the belief that such an
inclination is natural” but in the mere “inclination to attach it more to one thing than to another.”
As anobleman in a much-quoted phrase from Lope de Vega’s The Commanders of Cordoba admits,
“Honour is something one does not possess .... It is that which exists in the other,” a homage paid
to power. Evidence is therefore always contingent and arbitrary. Honour is that which the person in

' Don Herzog, Happy Slaves, 92.
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power says it is. Ultimately, said Hobbes, my honour is just my assertion of my social rank against
others, the display or “manifestation” of “the value we set on one another.” Likewise with my
being in grace: God has predestined my soul for salvation, and this gift of grace obviates the need
for any evidence base such as absence of sin. If I know I am in grace, that is enough. True, only
God can know what is “essential and constitutive of [the] being of grace”; but it is also a human
and social phenomenon, since we discern it in each other “mediately and secondarily, by the effects
and operations ... manifestative of such a being.””

Honour and grace, then, are examples of bidding modes: they connect status at its higher level,
as an abstraction of values and goals, to its lower level, as concrete collateral to be used in support
of a bid. That is why such modes are not susceptible to objectivist definition, why there is endless
controversy about what constitutes them and why people claiming status will talk about their honour
or state of grace as if it were self-evident when actually the terms are purely self-referential.

Back, then, to intelligence. In what class of things does it belong? We tend to answer this in
two ways. One is scientific: it belongs in the same class as gas particles or planets. The other is
sociological: it belongs in the same class as (for example) money, against which it competes. Usually
we think of it in both ways at the same time. But intelligence no more resembles a pound coin than
a planet. In the universal poker game of self-representation, its only collateral is its own name
and the deference this commands. Intelligence is thus the same kind of thing as honour and grace:
it belongs to the class of claims to status that are purely self-referential. Like honour and grace, it
is a mode of bidding for status and nothing else. Like them, it belongs in the realm of appearances,
even if it never lets us forget the reality of these appearances in any social interaction where
someone is pulling rank. Like them, it is located midway between status as a sum of general goals
and status as the array of concrete items upon which one calls when making a bid. Like them, it fills
the round hole of individual human uniqueness with the square peg of abstract hierarchy. And like
them, it creates not just an in-group but an out-group that is definitively disqualified from entering
the bidding in the first place.

The idea of an intelligence that is (a) specifically human, distinct from any other creature animal
or divine, and (b) an individual possession, is not something universal and transhistorical but arises
out of early modern games of social bidding. In this period, honour, grace and intelligence (“wit”)
at times occupied or fought over the same conceptual space. In its age of innocence, contemporaries
sometimes saw intelligence in this way themselves. When Descartes remarked, “No one desires
a larger measure of good sense than he already possesses,” he could equally have been talking
about the other two modes.® Conversely, when the Jesuit authority on human behaviour Balthasar
Gracian wrote “With the world full of fools, there is none who thinks himself one or even suspects
it,” his readers would have understood “fool” in terms of disablement from any or all three.”

Intelligence and the structure of status

Honour, grace and intelligence are not the only possible “modes” of this type, but in the early
modern period there is a dynamic, historically formative interplay between them. We can start
by establishing their common structural components. I draw here on the anthropology of Julian
Pitt-Rivers, who first noted the structural similarities between honour and grace and who (along

4 Leviathan, 62.
5 John Flavell, The Method of Grace, 405.
Descartes, Discours de la méthode, 7.
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with Pierre Bourdieu) also touched, if very half-heartedly, on their resemblance to intelligence. I
will flesh out that passing intuition.?

First of all, honour, grace and intelligence all entail personal destiny and collective perfectibility,
a permanent place in the cosmos that transcends the temporality of individual lives. Death with
honour, the traditional motto of the defeated, signifies that one may forfeit life itself so that honour
can live on; with honour, wrote Edmund Spenser, we are “eternized ... in th’immortal book of
fame.” The constitutive element of selfhood lies in the group identity of “the honour society”
(the societas, as contemporaries called it), where honour lifts one so far above the nonentity of the
mass that withdrawal of status is the difference between life and death. Similarly, with grace come
salvation and a life everlasting among the company of the elect, thereby marking one off from
the reprobate and doomed. Likewise intelligence is the individual possession of the intelligence
society — that is, the 98 per cent or so of the population who participate collectively in a future
intellectual perfection, marked by developmental goals and the practices of genetic enhancement
and eugenics. Perfection can be retrospective too: the honourable man’s glorious ancestors
(Spenser’s “eternal brood of glory excellent”), whose precedent seems impossible to reproduce;
Adam’s state of grace, corrupted by the Fall; the gene pool that has degenerated from its original
state, as in Galton’s fears about racial degeneration and regression to the mean.

All three modes sanctify the person. Each confirms the legitimacy of an individual’s behaviour
by referring it to external authority. In a form appropriate to the mode (the king disburses honourable
titles, God dispenses grace, the psychologist allocates 1Q scores), selected individuals are invested
with some of the superior’s sacred authority. Although this authority is in fact arbitrary, in receiving
its blessings we abnegate our right to question it, thereby binding ourselves to accept practices
which a different generation, in different historical circumstances, might regard as utterly wrong.

With sanctification of the person comes purity of the group, raising anxiety about inauthenticity
and pollution. The arriviste buys the coat of arms which only a person’s bloodline entitles them to;
by pretending to be honourable, he pollutes the group. The hypocrite fakes the outward behaviours
signalling confirmation of grace at holy communion; he thereby defiles it, since the devil himself
is able to “counterfeit all the saving operations and graces of the spirit of God.”!® People called
intellectually disabled are stereotypically good mimics but also mere mimics, of intelligent
behaviour; educational psychologists are at their most alert when someone already labelled as
severely autistic appears to give eye contact, thus mimicking human interaction, or when someone
with a supposedly deficient intelligence appears to be reading but is merely, like a dog, “barking
at print.” The disabled person is not really interacting, reading, thinking, self-aware, ambitious,
in love or expressing opinions, like everyone else, but merely copying surface behaviours he sees
around him. In all these examples, the physical presence of the polluter threatens to destabilize
the group and its internal bonds. Bastards adulterate noble and honourable blood; reprobate
communicants pollute the truly Christian receiver; the disabled contaminate the gene pool and
defile the community of the intelligent. (If this were not the case, one would not need segregated
social activities and institutions.)

We find too an anxiety about self-authentification, directed inwards at one’s self-esteem and
personal autonomy. A gentleman’s ancestry is the permanent guarantee of his honour, yet depends
also on an unattainable certainty as to who his real father was; if his pure bloodline falls in doubt,
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so does his autonomy and freedom from having to bow to the will of others, and perhaps he must
join the servile out-group which by definition has no such autonomy. People otherwise certain of
their own salvation worry about their status with God whenever they suffer a personal setback,
however clearly the Bible says that grace is conferred once and for all. And one’s intelligence, that
which endows modern personhood with its sense of permanence, may be denied by the formal
entrance requirements of educational and social institutions. The genealogy that certifies the
nobleman’s continuous honourable bloodline; the gift of grace by which the godly man is born
again forever; the autobiographical “self” whose intelligence has a birth-to-death consistency and
permanence: all are ways of whistling in the dark of transience, as we veer between self-flattery
and self-abasement.

There is also in each mode a tension between self-authentification and authentification by
others: between the felt, internal aspects of each mode and the verifiable, external ones; between
what I advance as a claim and others’ recognition of it; between private and public behaviour;
between potentiality and assessable performance. Honour, grace and intelligence each form a
nexus between the ideals of a society and the reproduction of those ideals in individuals who are
able to extort from others a validation of the image they cherish of themselves. Authentification is in
each case a source of socio-cultural conflict or coherence; it underpins the rituals specific to a mode
(interpersonal violence, prayer, command of grammar), its rites of passage (dubbing, confirmation,
developmental assessment) and forms of verification (jousting, trial by ordeal, academic exams).

All three are forms of apparently equal exchange amongst creatures who are actually unequal.
The man of honour exchanges forms of honourable address with the socially inferior stranger, out
of “politeness.” The quality of being polite or “polished” (clean) oneself obliges one to attribute
this quality, if only whimsically, to the unclean. The cost of this ambiguity is the eventual collapse
of the mode itself. First the merchant or yeoman farmer and then even the road sweeper has to be
addressed as Mr or Esquire. In religion, where inequality is at its starkest, grace is often known
as “the friendship of God,” while in secular terms grace is a form of social reciprocity illustrated
(as Marcel Mauss observed) by words such as gracias, grazie and so forth, which show that the
reciprocity is actually an obligation from one party to another and therefore intrinsically unequal.
The case of intelligence remains obscure to most of us, because it is the form of exchange in which
we remain enmeshed today. The relationship between the intelligent and the intellectually disabled
is nevertheless one of exchange, inasmuch as the credit of the one could not exist without the debit
of the other; it takes place without the awareness of either, or perhaps only with the awareness of
the latter. (A milder version is the advanced meritocratic principle of rule by exam-passers.) To
deal with ambiguities about equality, all three modes place seals of official public recognition on
reputations that would otherwise stand in doubt, giving them the illusion of permanence. The effect
is to suppress the immediacy of human reciprocity, objectifying and depersonalizing it in the form
of contracts and sanctions. Intelligence itself is a contractualized form, internalized within each
individual, of this felt need for social reciprocity and exchange.

Each mode is a legitimation of certain kinds of behaviour, relating the world as it is to the world
as the in-group would like to see it. Honour is a disculpating factor, rendering admissible the motive
for any behaviour so long as one is a member of the honour group. Grace brings “justification,”
God’s suspension of sentence for the elect few; in the extreme version of this doctrine known as
Antinomianism, no action can be sinful if the actor knows he is in grace. Intelligence, too, can
legitimize otherwise reprehensible behaviour, such as the genius’s neglect of spouse and children.
Grace, honour and intelligence are the halo that surrounds power. They turn its brute facts into moral
arguments, and have all been used to moralize the language of politics. Though they appear to be
evaluated by some objective knowledge system, they are in fact evaluated from within in-groups of
honourable, graced and intelligent people. The fact that with intelligence the in-group boundaries
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extend more or less to the boundaries of the human species should not blind us to the fact that in the
past both honour and grace entailed exactly the same claim; they cast the out-group (commoners,
hypocrites) as “monsters of nature,” even if at that time such monsters formed the majority of the
population. If this claim with regard to honour and grace seems ludicrous to us and with regard
to intelligence does not, it is because intelligence is our own preferred way of bidding for status;
the out-group may be very small, but that does not alter its structural similarity to those other out-
groups. All these legitimations belong to the extensive medium-term period of centralization of
power that runs from the surge in administrative outreach in the thirteenth century to the globalized
information societies of the twenty-first. Bidding modes are characteristically pushed forward by
ambitious groups not quite at the centre of power; consequently they become a preoccupation of
state power itself, as it responds to the threat. Henry VIII’s governmental revolution, for example,
centralized the honour codes that had till then been policed by semi-autonomous groups of nobles.
Jean Calvin’s godly government of Geneva transformed grace, which the Reformation held to be
a matter of the individual’s relationship with God, into a monopoly of the state. The totalitarian
tendency of modern liberal societies is obscured by its offer to individual citizens of a spurious
access to social power against a previously entrenched elite, through their certifiable intelligence
(“meritocracy”). In adopting the principle of each mode, state power renders illusory any promise
of personal autonomy which that mode may have begun by offering, and uses it to bind individuals
more tightly to the social order.

Important to legitimation is precedence. Each mode is competitive within itself: struggles
take place wherever precedence is intrinsic but the outcome in doubt. Each in-group has its own
technical gradations of excellence (honourable title, canonization, Mensa membership) that are
also presented as moral gradations. In addition, if communities of honour, grace and intelligence
are circumscribed by the vulgar, the ungodly and the disabled respectively, there are also groups
whose bid is ambiguous. Alongside honourable gentlemen are gentle women, whose honour is
something quite different from men’s; alongside the godly are those whose state of grace mere
mortals cannot know; alongside the intelligent are those whose status is ambiguous because
postponed, such as children (hence that thoroughly modern notion, “cognitive development”).

Friction also arises from the contradiction within each bidding mode between the porousness
of borders (a steady trickle of people being admitted to the in-group or expelled) and the fact that
membership is super-determined by a necessity that is beyond time or place. Thus there is tension
between status ascribed and status achieved. Is my innate honour subject to fate, or can I act to
rescue it? Am I saved by God’s predestined grace, or can [ work at my salvation? Is my intelligence
determined by my DNA, or is it improvable by nurture? These debates are the contentious political
face of the modes. Lives, and potential lives, hang on the outcome. The tensions are only ever
resolved temporarily, by quota systems which impose a conceptual discontinuity and social frontier
between the back row of the elite and the front row of the excluded, and which reserve a place for
the offspring of the in-group in each mode."

There is also a struggle to maintain the inherently abstract and general character of a mode,
without which it would break down because hard evidence would be needed instead — a need that
contradicts the very principle of the modes themselves. The struggle is against concretely verifiable
and therefore degraded accounts of the mode. Honour cannot be substituted with ersatz alternatives
such as mere honesty, which can be properly monitored and is therefore bourgeois. “Special” or
“saving” grace, which inexplicably guarantees salvation regardless of mere earthly merit, must be
sharply distinguished from “natural” graces, the empirically verifiable gifts or abilities that entitle
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one to command others in the secular realm. And intelligence as generalized intellectual ability
exists over and above the specificity of particular abilities, with their susceptibility to mundane
forms of verification.

To avoid calls for evidence, all three bids are forced instead to blur the distinction between
individual, subjective ability and objective abilities or powers (property differentials, contractual
freedoms, verifiable scientific knowledge and so forth), creating the illusion that certain objective
powers are the personal, internal quality of individuals. It then turns out that personal ability consists
in facing down people who might otherwise feel they were your equal. Just as in property disputes
nine-tenths of the law is possession, so nine-tenths of intelligence is the silencing of anyone who
would dispute your claim to it. A psychometric test may sometimes be called upon, though usually
all that is needed is the minutest of signs given off. Since each mode can in fact be used to signify
more or less anything one likes, or its opposite, according to the power of the parties involved, such
randomness has to be disguised by an apparently stable theoretical basis in the form of a script that
is read off from some external, objective source and means the same thing to everyone. In this way
personal abilities acquire the same ontological certainty as the corresponding objective powers.

Randomness also involves what Mauss calls a general theory of magic: each mode can vanish
and pop up again anywhere with fresh principles, differing from one time or place to another. Its
principles are refreshed by appealing to the new “facts” of the mode that establish one’s right to
give instructions or to talk first, and down. These principles usually involve only tacit consensus,
since the mere hint of spelling them out may cause offence or threaten the principle itself. Only
when the threat becomes real does it become necessary, despite everything, to codify the consensus
explicitly, producing (as we shall see) grace and honour quotients, GQ and HQ, as well as 1Q. These
codes are the official signs of one’s rank in a universal order, identically social and natural, where
it might otherwise stand in doubt. Bidding modes for status start out by being sensed emotionally,
as reciprocal but unverifiable “states of the heart”; but at certain historical points, the pressures of
socio-economic change call for desperate measures, not to say desperate measurements.'? Detached,
objectified, abstract, impersonal accounts are drawn up as a last resort against the impending meltdown
of a mode, and this new pseudo-legal, pseudo-scientific hierarchy is then inserted in the minds of
individual subjects who internalize it informally as a new state of the heart and a new source of social
cohesion — and of friction. The friction occurs within spaces so homogeneous, at least to an outside
observer, that difference is created out of nothing. A newly arrived Martian, for example, asked to
consider variations in intelligence among earthlings, would surely be baffled by the question.'

There follows, in all three modes, a confusion of sign with substance. In a technique characteristic
of power, the insignia of a mode precede its facts. The sign of a lion rampant on a coat of arms may
not make the owner brave, but it helps to enhance his power: “reputation of power, is power.”*
Calvin and Oliver Cromwell took their earthly triumphs as the sign they were in grace and therefore
fit to rule. This confusion of sign with substance renders the “nature” of the mode deterministic
and elevates it into something unchangeable. Accreditation operates in reverse order: the sign, with
its exactitude, arrives first and the thing it codifies comes after, in a clearly identifiable historical
sequence. The same happens with 1Q and cognitive ability scores, as we shall see shortly. Social
tensions are relieved by this constant turning of the sign or outer manifestation into inner truth,
display into identity (honourable, elect, intelligent). However, the relief is never enough because
there can be no guarantee that one has really reached the heart of the onion. Always controversial,
signs indicate differential degrees of a mode as they are constantly readjusted to the objective

12 Pitt-Rivers, “Postscript,” 215.
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structures legitimizing it. The natural distinction they identify correlates with one’s distance from
the swamps of vulgarity, reprobation or intellectual disability, and legitimizes social segregation.

Finally, the necessity of each mode is confirmed by that most clearly verifiable aspect of human
beings, their physical make-up. Grace, honour and intelligence are all associated with the body:
blood in the gentry, “soul spirits” in God’s elect, genes in the intelligent. The head especially,
as the point of control, ritually signals the authenticity of a bidding mode: the crowning of a
monarch, the sign of the cross over the head, or the touch on it with a book in academic degree
ceremonies. The body’s importance also means that all three modes are the business of physicians.
The body can be decisive in proving group membership, and in ousting certain individuals from
full membership of the natural human kind.

The structural, historically continuous feature of these self-referential status bids is precisely
their modal function, their ability to block our view of the facts of power. “After all,” to quote the
historian Marc Bloch, “what is a social hierarchy other than a system of collective representations
that are by their very nature mobile?” The name of any bid smells as sweet as any other, even
if in concrete historical contexts they compete with each other because each is implicated in its
own respective political ideology. Despite their similarities, the modes are structurally different in
one respect. While they all command charismatic recognition, intelligence seems to stand out from
the other two because of the numbers involved. The possessors of honour and grace were few and
proud of it. But if the proud possessors of intelligence are a group consisting entirely of charismatic
individuals, there are by now an awful lot of us, about 98 per cent of the population. The only
people in awe of us, one hopes, are the “intellectually disabled.” Intelligence is a generalized
charisma, its historical roots lying in the Protestant dispersal of sacredness to the laity. Bourdieu,
in describing charismatic honour and grace as forms of symbolic capital, dips a toe in this water
when he puts educational qualifications in the same category as the other two modes. However,
he does not put intelligence as such there; he assumes it has a genuine, untouchable substance that
is somehow separate from the sign. One can only think that this is because he is seduced by one
of the “realist typologies” he himself criticizes elsewhere. Intelligence, though absent from his
analysis, ought to be a supreme illustration of his own definition of symbolic capital as “the self-
consciousness of a dominant class.” As our political leaders keep telling us, “We are all middle
class now.” And inasmuch as intelligence characterizes the middle classes above all, the dream
Marx ascribed to them of “a bourgeoisie without a proletariat” is also the dream of an “intelligence
society” eugenically cleansed of the unintelligent.

“Merit” and modern intelligence: the immediate historical background

By the late nineteenth century, the shift in ideological balance from honour and grace to
intelligence — from “arms” to “letters,” seminary to seminar — and the split between religious and
secular-scientific learning were more or less complete. Revisiting the concept of the genius in this
context, we find that as scientific knowledge began to be thought of as the genius’s possession,
the branch of it known as psychology gave rise to scientific knowledge about the genius (and, of
course, its opposite). A status concept was thereby transformed into an objective scientific entity,
subsuming the characteristics of grace and honour under those of a supreme intuited intellect (nous,
for which “intelligence” was the preferred translation).

Hints of this were already around in the eighteenth century, when a descendant of the (Robert)
Boyle family received the following piece of flattery from an expert on human behaviour: “Every
one must see, in what an abundant measure you inherit the same genius, and with what an increase
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of honour ... you are likely to transmit the revered name to future generations.”'> Honourable
line and intellectual line are one here. (Boyle himself had, in fact, died childless.) To take another
example, what could have postulated an invisible and universal force — gravity — if not an invisible
and universal force — intelligence — with Newton at its summit? Newton was the last historical
exemplar of the medieval prophet, that is, someone whose route to knowledge was an unmediated,
intuited intellect; but by the same token he was a prototype of the modern genius, the era’s most
honoured mind and, in terms of grace, God’s elect instrument. “God said, let Newton be, and all was
light.” The public deference he obtained confirmed the honourable and elect status of all those who
bestowed it, endowing them with a third, intellectual claim to status that reflected Newton’s own
intellectual glory. However, by contrast with the honourable person’s disdain for labour and God’s
preference for faith over works, intellectual status of this sort seemed to demand quite hard works,
at least for ordinary mortals. Mathematical puzzles became acceptable pursuits in The Gentleman's
Magazine or Monthly Intelligencer and (because they did not threaten female honour either) The
Ladies’ Diary, and were a prototype for the first written, time-tested exams.'® The year 1682 saw the
launch of the Weekly Memorials for the Ingenious, a digest of the latest intellectual pursuits. The elite
still aspired to the emblems of honour and the signs of grace; now they also sought the accreditation
of their intelligence. And if “elite” is, as sociologists have observed, a nebulous concept, then so
much the better: it is entirely appropriate to the bidding modes and their unwavering superficiality.

Two names stand out in the history of forms of accreditation: Galton and Binet. The roots of
modern intelligence in honour and grace were nurtured by Galton, even if he rarely used the word
itself. The stimulus for his first book Hereditary Genius was his own youthful record, disapproved
by his family, of intellectual failure. Cousin Charles (Darwin) was a genius, their mutual grandfather
Erasmus Darwin had been a genius, so Galton naturally aspired to genius too. He needed a field in
which it could be expressed, and he found it in his theory that genius runs in families.!” Although
he excluded people whose reputations were due solely to hereditary title from his underlying
principle that “high reputation is a pretty accurate test of high ability,” Galton’s description of the
genius remains steeped in the vocabulary of honour. Genius and esteem were close, not necessarily
because esteem was the outcome of having high ability but because they were conceptually alike.
True, the anthropometrical laboratory he went on to construct measured people from all walks of
life. But he had been right the first time: the families of “men of reputation” are precisely where to
find genius, provided one can keep slipping in one’s own definition of the abilities that comprise it.
To complain that such families are not a proper population sample is to presuppose that intelligence
can be an object of scientific investigation with an observable essence across social classes, rather
than simply another bidding claim cognate with honour.

Historians have written much about Galton’s role as innovator, but little on what got him there.
The nonconformist culture of Galton’s family background had long ago turned optimistic about
the general availability of grace; elect status was not some blind Calvinist conundrum solved only
in one’s afterlife destination, it was manifest here on earth in the inner light of (nearly) every
individual’s nature.'® It nevertheless had the deterministic overtones of earlier predestinarianism.
These overtones entered psychology partly through the work of the eighteenth-century dissenting
clergyman Joseph Priestley, whose studies both of exact science and of human nature found room
for what he now termed “necessitarianism.” Galton took this term and squeezed what had been

15 Thomas Salkeld, The Compleat Gentleman, Dedicatory note.

16 Andrew Warwick, Masters of Theory, 130; C. John Somerville, The Secularization of Early Modern
England, 185.
17 Adrian Wooldridge, Measuring the Mind, 75.

8 See Geoffrey Cantor, Quakers, Jews and Science.
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a trinitarian mind-set (divine necessity, malleable nature, human nurture) into a new, dualistic
one of nature versus nurture.'” No doubt in using the term he was just pitching his tent on the
clergy’s lawn, but he was also refurbishing the causal basis on which geneticists might account
for intelligence. As for nurture, when Galton wrote about improving the human stock, he used
metaphors of “husbandry” and “grafting.” If these look quasi-biological and therefore modern,
we must remember that priests had been routinely using them a couple of centuries earlier in
their advice on how to rear the children of the elect. Galton’s “powers” and abilities therefore
had a subliminally divine element. They were to take precedence over mere high breeding of an
earthly kind. He reconstituted grace and election on a scientific basis that justified the claims of
an intellectually elite family like his own to the same status as the older aristocracy, which had so far
ranked above it in terms of bloodline and honour.?* The same is true further down the social scale.
When Burt justified 1Q tests by their raising of a few innately intelligent working-class children
to their proper station through entry into grammar schools, he was of this same tradition. If one
were to say that social selection by intelligence testing leads to the company of the elect, it would
be more than mere metaphor; there is an organic historical link. The contemporary prominence of
Plato’s Republic is again relevant, with its “noble lie” about the golden child who, having been
born into a bronze family, is reallocated to a golden one.”!

We have already seen that the procedure for establishing intelligence as a scientific concept
consists first in conjuring up the notion of a mean purely as such. Subsequently, and only
subsequently, this mean becomes something concrete; as “intelligence,” it in fact consists in
whatever is lying around in the conjuror’s mind-set at that point. The sign becomes the thing itself.
It is therefore nothing more than what those with the power say it is, as were honour and grace: a
dummy category, a magic hold-all into which they can pack whatever they like according to purpose.
Binet is a classic case. In 1904 a radically anti-clerical government commissioned him to deal with
the consequences of its closure of thousands of church schools, the central plank in its separation
of church and state. The left-wing parties were full of men of science and physician-legislators,
the prime minister Emile Combes being himself a doctor who had specialized in psychology; the
Third Republic’s prominent medical interest in hereditary degeneration was linked to its sense of
political and social malaise.”? The closure seems to have decanted into the recently established state
educational system certain children whom it did not want. As a network of separate special schools
was just then being established, Binet was required to design a stricter system that could identify
those children to be quarantined, or “helped,” as historians have put it. Where did the idea come
from in the first place, that some children might need to be ejected? The existence of some notional
out-group is a priori for those fearing pollution. Someone must be ejected, but who? At this stage
the slate was blank. No criteria existed for what exactly defined a problem child in the new system.
Binet’s underlying criteria were as arbitrary as the means of assessing them needed to be precise.

He began by noting that certain things are absent in certain children. What things, exactly? He
fell back, as one does, on his own previous and somewhat desultory professional history, which
was a mix of theoretical remnants of faculty psychology and disparate empirical studies that
had largely led up blind alleys. He notes that what is absent in problem children — that is, those
already shortlisted for segregation, on a pure hunch — is the faculties of attention span, judgement,
adaptation, critical spirit, abstraction and generalization. He then takes the unilateral decision to let
precisely these things comprise a standard, which he calls “mental age.” Finally he goes back and

Francis Galton, Inquiries into Human Faculty and its Development, 234.
2 Wooldridge, Measuring the Mind, 75.
2 The Republic, 547a.

22 See Daniel Pick, Faces of Degeneration; Jack D. Ellis, The Physician-Legislators of France.
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applies this standard to each individual “mentally defective” child on the shortlist; he compares
the child’s performance with the norm by establishing the (inevitably lower) age of the average
child at whose level the defective one is operating. The child might look at this process slightly
differently: he or she is being measured precisely according to those criteria which it is suspected in
advance he or she will fail to meet. Binet, by contrast, is looking at success: a chance government
summons has led him to the holy grail that will redeem the psychology of intelligence, and perhaps
all psychology, by curing it of its inexactness.

Binet, unlike Galton, was a worrier, whose work underwent anxious recensions: there is
probably no unitary intelligence, it is not actually a concrete characteristic like height, people will
over-systematize my ideas, we must prevent teachers from trying to eject normal children who are
merely disaffected or uninterested and so forth. Yet his only major effort to deal with his anxieties
was to say that it does not matter what the tests are of so long as there are plenty of them.?* In the
1920s, following the failure of the new applied disciplines to agree on a common definition of
intelligence, Kelley’s blunt closure to the debate ran: “Mental tests measure something, we may
or may not care what .... The measuring device as a measure of something that is desirable comes
first, and what it is a measure of comes second.” The whole claim to exact-science legitimacy was
loaded off from the substance of this elusive target, intelligence, and on to measurement alone, the
codification of status. For the psychometrician the arbitrariness of content is not a failing but an
endorsement, since the closer one is to measurement the closer one is to experimental psychology
and thus to the aura of an exact science. Here is the point at which a subjective bid for status
convinces itself that it is objective scientific knowledge. Our own everyday presuppositions about
intelligence are the product of this psychometric turn. Pychometrics was the vehicle through which
the reification of social relations was transferred from the domain of honour/degeneracy and grace/
reprobation to that of intellectual ability/disability.

Intellectual disability and meritocracy

If intelligence is purely self-referential, then those first psychometricians were right to conclude
that it cannot and need not be defined. Nevertheless, it does have one core constituent that covers all
contexts and might point to its rightful place in a dictionary of synonyms: intelligent means better.
The word can only function as a disguised comparative. So, it is true, do all descriptive terms in
the human sciences. None is neutral. But “intelligent” is not only value laden, it is content free.
Its comparativeness is synonymous with biological hierarchy as such. That is because (as we
shall see in Chapter 17) intelligence not only describes but in some sense also is, first, the place
of humans in relation to other animals, and second, the place of some humans in relation to other
humans. It is the scale of nature itself.

The ideological thrust of intelligence can be meritocratic, or conservative, or both at the same
time. Currently meritocracy predominates. When Michael Young coined this term in 7he Rise of the
Meritocracy, he was being ironic; he was describing how modern social systems and their forms
of accreditation block access to people without educational qualifications. Our present political
class has detoxified and repackaged it as apple pie, alongside freedom, democracy and choice.
In fact it has been stood on its head, to become rule by exam-passers. There is a long tradition
of such ambiguity over the usefulness of the concept of merit to political power. In the early

2 Alfred Binet, A Method of Measuring the Development of the Intelligence of Young Children, 67; Les
idées modernes sur les enfants, 103.
24 Kelley, Scientific Method, 77.



In-group, Out-group 73

seventeenth century there was a prevalent ideological tension between honour and merit, sparked
by the monarch’s sale of honourable titles to state-employed commoners and rich merchants.
In religion, the tension was between grace and merit; the latter one could earn by accumulating
good works, while grace came from God (it was external, “gratuitous”). Could one achieve grace
by one’s own merit? Whereas Aquinas had seen the relationship between grace and merit as “a
synthesis of divine condescension and human effort,” Luther and the Reformation saw them as
mutually exclusive, as did many Counter Reformation Catholics. The absolutist political doctrine
of rule by divine grace was partly an attempt to control these tensions.” And as John Carson’s The
Measure of Merit has shown, the residue of such anxieties would help shape the formal disciplines
of psychology in countries whose political cultures have had strong meritocratic pretensions such
as France and the USA.

In a meritocracy, to rise by merit means to rise by ability, not by inherited title or a hotline to
God. Does this include the abilities of road sweepers? Does each ability command equal status
regardless of what the ability is? One has to ask because status by its very definition consists of
ranks; and if that is the case, then abilities too must come in ranks, otherwise there would be no
way of pegging one to the other. Hence some abilities have a higher value than others. But by
what criteria? What constitutes the merit of one sort of ability against another? Although the vague
impression often given is that abilities are equal but different, meritocracy (some abilities are more
equal than others) is at one with conservatism (hierarchy is natural). One’s level of intelligence
both determines one’s vocation or calling and is that calling, one’s place in a natural social
hierarchy — a principle already announced in a seminal text of the 1590s familiar to all historians
of psychology, Juan Huarte’s The Examination of Men's Wits. In fact keeping the streets clean may
require such abilities as coherence, comprehensiveness and empirical adequacy (if not in so many
words), but these abilities are ranked below the same abilities as applied to trading hedge funds,
running a government department or writing books on conceptual history. Meritocracy cannot
favour “ability” over bloodline or wealth without passing hierarchical judgements that involve
matters intellectual and their concomitant social and political interests. This Whig-Tory hybrid
existed embryonically as early as 1659. At the point when restoration of the English House of
Lords was under consideration, some suggested that henceforth it should be based on appointed
life peerages alone, so that “no asses with golden trappings, may be admitted to sit and bray upon
our tribunals and seats of judicature” — while taking care that the elected House of Commons keep
out those who have “no better education ... than their shops or exchange.”?

Even in a meritocracy, then, the merits of intellectual ability cannot exist in the abstract. It
seems more like professional ability. The latter covertly assimilates the former. Young himself
compounds this, by thinking (like Bourdieu) only of educational levels. The failure of both writers
to go for intelligence as such neuters their critical intent. It is a form of intellectualocentrism, to use
Bourdieu’s own term. The assumption remains that behind the insignia of qualifications is some
abstract substance. And certainly, from the standpoint of the successful meritocrat, professional
knowledge just is intelligence. Why else would medical and psychological professionals come to
choose a label such as “intellectually disabled” for their clients? It is an officialization strategy (to
use a term of Bourdieu’s), which raises their own specific expertise to the level of a generalized
intellect. The professional identity that constitutes their interest in the social hierarchy is elevated
into a disinterested science governing the sphere of public reason; this is achieved by disconnecting
certain other people from that sphere and reducing them to a purely private condition (the
stereotypically private thinker at the moment is, of course, the “autist”). Status is a zero sum: it can
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only be acquired by one person by being taken from another. “Intellectual ability” — divine reason,
now become human — maintains the due distance between professionals in psychology and their
disabled clients. It makes them high or lowly, and orders their estate.

Reducing “intellectual” ability to professional merit is a way of defending one’s status against
the threat from external structural necessities. It provides the grounds on which people in a higher
calling (of which psychology is merely one, though it supplies the rest with a rationale) can establish
or hold their ground, against the threat from potentially equalizing counter tendencies that might
want to corner some intelligence for themselves. In this way, it is also a form of mutual awareness
and political bonding between fellow-members of a status group. A constant maintenance and
renewal of the self-referential bid for status is crucial to systems of social administration and
order as they respond to external threat. It enables them to obtain the consent of the minds they
structure. In labelling someone intellectually disabled, I am defining myself as intellectual. This
word, intellectual, claims a universal value and precedence for certain expertises required by the
dominant political ideology and institutions, and which my group possesses as bearers of intellect
on behalf of the rest of society — reducing the whole of “intellect” to the sum of our expertises
and thereby closing down any subversive potential or inherent freedoms the word may suggest.
This group, because its self-definition constitutes a vested interest in the argument, can invent and
reinvent intelligence at will: that is, until extreme circumstances demand the invention of a whole
new bidding mode.

Underlying all concepts of intelligence is the conservative assumption that one cannot have
order without hierarchy, either in society or nature. And undoubtedly it seems a bedrock truth that
some people are more able than others at some particular thing. This general acknowledgement
of hierarchy explains why the psychometricians, just when you thought you had seen the back of
them with some irrefutable critique, keep popping up again to say that men are more intelligent than
women or whites than blacks. The game is never up with such assertions. The psychometrician may
say he wishes the figures didn’t turn out this way but they do; to object, he says, is to be deluded
by an egalitarian ideology which, however worthy, is not borne out by the regrettable scientific
facts — and in any case he is only talking about averages, not individuals.?” But the egalitarianism
he claims to be opposing is a straw man. Belief in equality before the law or before God may by
now be a commonplace, but is there anyone who believes in equality of ability? Even a diehard
constructionist would be hard pressed to deny that some people are better than others at some
things (at deconstructing, for example). Unequal ability, it appears, has some incontestable essence
to it. Nevertheless, what is certainly arbitrary and constructed is the classification of some of those
things as intellectual and some not. Assessing whether one person is more able than another at
some particular thing is one kind of thought, and may in some cases be empirically verifiable.
Naming a general category — intelligence, for example — and putting some abilities into it while
excluding others is at root another kind of thought, to which the idea of empirical verification is
irrelevant. They do not belong together. The first is a judgement, the second a sorting of terms. The
confusion between those two entirely different types of thought process is key. To clear it up would
be not to relativize intelligence but to annihilate it. Yet abandoning a concept so socially powerful
requires a revolution.

Concealed within this arbitrary sorting of human beings is an absolute judgement on the
performance of things deemed to be intellectual. Today’s professionals exercise a monopoly of
power over that judgement, while in a fit of displaced egalitarianism they relativize other kinds
of judgement whose claims to be absolute are perhaps not so tenuous (moral or aesthetic ones,
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for example). In this confusion, the purely nominal classification of certain abilities as intelligent
or intellectual is passed off as real. I may be especially able at maths, for example, or ironic
humour, or orienteering, or recognizing another person’s concealed emotions. The only thing they
have in common is that I can be judged as being better or worse at them. That judgement may in
some cases be real enough. But to be useless at maths or orienteering is a chosen characteristic of
intellectual disability, to be useless at ironic humour or perceiving hidden feelings is not; and in
fact some people labelled with severe intellectual disability are better at ironic humour and
perceptiveness than some people classed as highly or just normally intelligent. No distinction
between intellectually better and worse can exist unless some temporary, subjective and purely
human consensus has been reached as to which particular abilities “intellectual” or “intelligent”
covers and which not. Talking about emotional intelligence, which might seem to cover humour
and perceptiveness, does not solve the problem, since exactly the same point can be made here too.
Indeed it is on these flimsy grounds (the consensual sorting of intellectual from emotional) that
some “high-functioning” people with the Asperger label, despite supposedly being humourless,
bad mind readers, are not intellectually disabled at all and may indeed be geniuses.

Finally, like Leo Kanner, one might agree with all the above and assume that the critique
of intellectual hierarchy just outlined is entirely valid, but — it goes without saying — cuts out at
some point near the bottom of the scale, where the selection of certain abilities as intellectual
becomes no longer merely consensual but is indeed objective, separating off a discrete set of really
intellectually disabled people who are therefore exempt from an otherwise historically constructed
group.?® Surely there must be some such creatures. But the exemption would only work if one
were already assuming that they exist separately in nature as some biological subspecies, which
is indeed the historically contingent premise on which the modern notion of intellectual disability
has been built. They are exempt from egalitarian principle only because that principle, in order to
exist at all, has already exempted them.

28 Gil Eyal et al., The Autism Matrix, 87.
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Chapter 6
Honour, Grace and Intelligence:
the Historical Interplay

Having dealt with structural similarity of the three modes of status bidding (honour, grace and

wit), we are now in a position to look at how they interact in the early modern period, at their

historical similarities and mutual displacements. All three belong to the same early modern sociol
cultural matrix, occupying at times a single conceptual space. Sometimes all three, or any two, are

competing with each other. Sometimes they coalesce. Or they morph into and out of each other.

Any one of them may be used to moderate tensions between the other two, between their invisible,

internal aspects and their visible, external ones. A change of mode may temporarily disguise the

redistribution of privilege, or its defence, in the face of excessive social mobility.

The nature of ability

The three modes are a rough frame of public reference by which judgement is passed on other
people. The honourable, the elect and the intelligent are cognate groups, as at the other end are the
masses, the reprobate and the intellectually disabled. No doubt a Venn diagram would yield only a
small number of primary sources where contemporaries saw intelligence as overlapping with the
other two modes. But sometimes it is the only way a text can be understood.

A prime example will suffice for the moment. Richard Mulcaster, Elizabeth’s education
policy adviser, was also head teacher of Merchant Taylors’ School. In this role he had to deal
with the porousness of in-group boundaries, as many of his pupils were tradesmen’s sons. It was
a long-standing problem that had surfaced during the Peasants’ Revolt two centuries earlier, when
Parliament unsuccessfully petitioned Richard II to prevent serfs’ children from going to school, so
as to “save the honour of all freemen of the realm.”’ When Mulcaster discusses his own school’s
admissions policy, he seems uncharacteristically muddled. Discussing “the difference of wits” in
children, he writes about the “natural ability” of the gentry and the “natural towardness” of the
non-gentle. Both groups should be “set to learning ... as the whole common weal standeth upon
these two kinds. If all rich be excluded, ability will snuff, if all poor be restrained, then will
towardness repine.” This distinction between ability and towardness seems to us redundant, since
he identifies the same cognitive components in both: wit, memory, numeracy and so on.? Is he
is just trying to please two different audiences at once, to give the nod to intelligent commoners
without alarming his gentle readership? At any rate he is ambiguous at best, impenetrable at worst,
until we realize that by this word ability he means, indiscriminately, both wit and the inheritability
of a landed title. There is no essential category distinction between the power of noble blood with
its concomitant external (political, legal) qualities, and internal reasoning powers. “Towardness,”
meanwhile, was generally identified with “the multitude” who stood at two removes from the
genuine virtues of “honour.”

! Cited in Nicholas Orme, Medieval Schools, 220.
2 Mulcaster, Positions, 138 ff.
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On the one hand, genteel landed property is the source of an ability that could not exist without
it; as an earlier Tudor authority had put it, “such men having substance in goods by certain and
stable possessions ... may (if nature repugn not) cause them to be so instructed and furnished
toward the administration of a public weal, that a poor man’s son, only by his natural wit ... seldom
may attain.” On the other hand, there is a difference, a fundamental one, between honourable and
dishonourable property ownership: between the rich who “bear the cognizance of virtue, whereto
honour is companion” and those “counterfeit gentlemen ... too filthy to be honoured upon earth
with either arms by herald, or honour by any,” or between land as synonymous with honour and
land as what it was increasingly becoming, a commodity. The moment one realizes where the
category boundaries are and are not drawn, the difficulties of interpretation disappear. Towardness
can only be observed once children are in school; ability precedes it, since it is given in the gentle
and not in the commoner. It is not so much that one expects ability in the former but not always in
the latter; rather, ability as innate intelligence and ability as social power are inseparable. Ability is
“answerable to their parents’ estate and quality.”™ It lies in the gentleman’s “freedom of his cunning,
and not to strain her for need”: in other words, distinguishing intellectual ability from wealth might
look suspiciously like having something to prove. Of course, the wealthy commoner may “be in the
same case for ability, though far behind for gentility”; but in that case his cleverness has “the worst
effects.” That is why, as is exactly the case with honour too, “it is not wit, that carrieth the praise,
but the matter, whereon, and the manner how it is, or hath been ill or well employed.”

Mulcaster goes on to discuss the bottom end of the intellectual scale: “infirmities in nobility
by descent.” The modern reader has to make similar adjustments here. Such disabilities exist
“either naturally by simpleness, or casually [sc. accidentally], by fortune.” Natural simpleness in
the gentry, though “to be moaned in respect of their [social] place” (it was the assumed natural
condition of most non-gentles), “yet is to be excused in respect of the [individual] person.” To “rail
upon nobility as too much degenerate” and morally responsible for their own infirmities was to
usurp the divine role in allocating or withholding grace. (Degeneracy was also a “fall from grace.”)
In any case, at the opposite pole to the ability of the genteel and noble stood not simpleness but
“idleness” or neglect of “the honour of their houses,” and thus of the abilities inscribed in their
own social rank — going into business, for example, or marrying a tradesman’s daughter. All three
modes are in play at once here, as they often were for Mulcaster’s contemporaries.

Honour and grace in crisis

In order to appreciate the part played by “wit” and human reasoning in settling the tensions between
honour and grace, we need first to understand the relationship between these latter two. “When
Adam delved and Eve span / Who was then the gentleman?” was a rhetorical question, the answer
obvious to any religious egalitarian: Adam’s spade symbolized the tiller of the soil, who was the
equal of any gentleman in his ability or inability to receive God’s grace. But its shape also resembled
a heraldic shield, and in this sense it symbolized the honour society with Adam as its founder: an
elite that singled out certain people from within the generality of the commonwealth. In the Middle
Ages honour had referred to military valour, and this tended to exclude grace; the man of honour
could offload responsibility for his state of grace to monastic types who would intercede for him,
or he could defer it to old age, when he could be “unmanned” (grace had feminine connotations)
without shedding honour. However, by the early seventeenth century grace had muscled its way to

4 Elyot, The Governour, 15r.
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the centre of the political and ideological stage. On the one hand, even in the republican England of
the 1650s people were still being beaten at the magistrate’s orders for not raising their hat to their
landlord (“hat honour™); on the other, criticism of traditional honour norms, based on the idea of
the creaturely equality of souls before God, had been mounting for decades.

One type of criticism was sceptical. Montaigne, for example, described honour as foolishness
and the typical earthly illusion, an “empty image ... with neither body nor form.” Honourable birth
and religious virtue positively precluded each other. Not only a gentleman’s honour but his very
substance was “a quality dependent on others”; real virtues were inner, religious ones, even in his
public role as a governor. Honour was located in the imaginatio — a random and dangerous place;
“men place [honour] where they want,” by contrast with the ultimate reality of grace.® This link
between honour and the imaginative faculty was widely made, often satirically (the symptom of
Don Quixote’s diseased imagination, for example, is his obsession with chivalry).

Other critics of honour tried instead to co-opt its terms. Calvinist theologian William Perkins, a
stickler for the strict division between elect and reprobate, makes honour a mark of our creaturely
equality. Access to grace and election may be restricted, but all of us — “Jew and Greek, slave
and free,” as St Paul had put it — share honour, by virtue of God’s love. To be dishonourable was
therefore, paradoxically, to have power (particularly intellectual power) here on earth, like the
Pharisees, whose hubristic sense of their own honour lay precisely in their assumption of a superior
wit and learning. It was a mark of original sin: “Such a one is every man by nature, he lifteth up
himself, saying,  am the man, and treadeth his brother under his feet.” The hubris comes from
thinking “of all other men beside ourselves: such and such a man is far inferior unto me, a base and
contemptible fellow in regard of me” (emphasis in original).” Catholics too co-opted the violence of
traditional honour codes for divine purposes in their notion of the “church militant.” Paintings of
the Archangel Michael display him in full armour, spear in hand, leading the nine orders of angelic
intelligences in the heraldic attire of their rank; and eventually any old bishop could have his
official portrait taken against the background of an altar cloth emblazoned with his own personal
coat of arms. Conversely the traditional honour clans of the nobility co-opted religious terms
when resisting the incursions of an increasingly centralized state. Their last-ditch rebellion against
the Tudors named itself the Pilgrimage of Grace. A century later, Bunyan’s famous hymn would
reverse the emphasis, insisting that “true” valour is Christian perseverance.

These tendencies to fuse honour and grace can be seen at the symbolic level of coats of arms.
Abuse of heraldry, that “sacrament of knightly dignity,” was also a pollution of the sacraments
of religion:®

None can by order of arms ... put to vile use any Christian’s banner ... [nor] pollute any sign or
token of arms. Therefore gentlemen should not suffer .... Much the Miller’s son, to be arrayed in
coats of arms, as I have seen some wear at Whitsuntide ... in maypole mirth, which have been
pulled down and given to them by the churchwardens.

Plebeians pollute heraldry as reprobates pollute the eucharist; these churchwardens’ negligence was
a threat to the social order in both respects. A cosmological abyss separated “the vessels of honour,
the elect, the children of promise” from “the vessels of dishonour and wrath, the reprobate.”™
St Paul, discussing the gift and refusal of grace, asks the Romans: “Hath not the potter power over
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the clay, of the same lump to make one vessel unto honour, and another unto dishonour?” Satan’s
angels were dishonoured by their apostasy; Cain’s progeny became servants. Philip Sidney, who
as a devout Calvinist slain in battle represented the late Elizabethan ideal of a combined grace and
honour — possibly the original of the phrase “a paragon of virtue” — himself represented reprobation
and dishonour as identical in his Arcadia; Spenser’s The Faerie Queene personifies them both in
the venal knight Sans Foy (“Faithless” or “Disloyal”).

The honour society’s ideologues depicted the substance of a gentleman in terms of his soul.
Gentility was “spiritual,” a “quality of the soul,” “a secret disposition of the soul to honourable
things.”!® Certain tensions were inherent in this picture. A “new man” is someone reborn in Christ,
but the same phrase also indicates an upstart who has arrived in society via his appointment by a
new, state-controlled honours system; a “man of means” is someone capable of living independently
on the interest from his estate, but the same phrase is used for being in possession of the means to
salvation. The anxiety provoked by these contradictions (Do I really belong socially? Can I really
get through the eye of the needle?) focused the gentleman’s attention inwards, on how he stood
with God as well as with his peers, and hence on the consistency of his personality over time.
This was to prove fertile soil for later notions of human intelligence as a natural constituent of
personhood, an individual possession.

These nervous accommodations between honour and grace occurred in shifting political
contexts and national cultures. In England, when Puritan gentry make appeals to creaturely
equality and claim that only God could know whether someone is in grace or not, it is sometimes
as a power play against the bishops, who did indeed claim to know. A Puritan leader might assert
that power should lie with “those of best rank according to God’s account,” but did so as a way of
attacking the government’s depredations on his estates, so that he could defend “the luster of this
house” and his family name, which “is and ever shall be precious to me.” His appeal to creaturely
equality was thus an appeal to a not-so-new earthly hierarchy: fellow Puritans were to infer that
his family ranked rather better with God than theirs.!" At the same time, there was a blurring of
the lines between “common” or “natural” grace, that is to say the gifts required here on earth to
maintain social order, and “special” or “effective” grace, which is divine and is not necessarily a
reward for earthly merit but simply elects some and ensures their salvation. His Gracious Majesty
the King of England was dispenser of all the earthly honours that went with natural graces, but
he was also the chief distribution channel for divine grace. Secular power, both over people’s
estates and their access to the sacraments, could properly exist only in someone who was himself
in grace. Although the monarch was “but a servant to execute the law of God and not to rule after
his own imagination,” in practice honour did not so much concede ground to grace as join with
it, as the arbitrary possession of the ruler. Henry VIII could therefore say both “I rule therefore I
am in grace” and “My state of grace entitles me to rule.”'? Special and natural grace unite here, as
instruments of divine necessity and social control.

This erosion of earthly and divine boundaries can be traced in Baldesar Castiglione’s The Book
of the Courtier of 1528, translated and read throughout Western Europe. Castiglione’s notion of
“imitative grace” (sprezzatura) confounded honour with grace in similar ways. As one of his disciples
put it, the distinctive mark of a gentleman is “a certain natural grace, which shines like a divine light
in all his exercises and even his least important activities” (emphasis added): in other words, a kind
of acting ability. It was paramount to avoid giving offence, even if you knew that the requisite virtue
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was absent in the person you were honouring and that he was merely acting; one avoided doing so
“for courtesy’s sake ..., because it belongs to the conversation of human society” and to the social
order.” The real boundary was therefore not so much between genuine and false claims to social
rank as between those who had got themselves into the position of being entitled to put on an act in
the first place, and those who had not. Francis Bacon provides us with a similar example. Though he
locates honour mainly in religious virtue, this virtue is nevertheless the property of an already closed
group. Your social peers will honour you for the virtues you really do possess, but the honour that
comes to you “from the common people ... is commonly false and naught,” so “shows, and species
virtutibus similes [appearances that resemble virtues], serve best with them.” Unlike Castiglione,
Bacon thought the gentry should reserve their acting skills for social inferiors.'*

In England, as across Europe, religion not only refurbished the ruler’s earthly honour by
designating him the “godly prince” but internalized this image within each of his subjects. There
had to be something within human beings that would respond to God’s external, supernatural
gift and to royal decree alike. Political and military decisions now required not just the priest’s
blessing but an inner religious motivation. Troops on the eve of battle were told, “No man can
be honourable without divine inspiration and inward motion.”'> Some people probably adopted
religious language from cynical motives, but generally talk of grace indicated a genuine obedience
to secular authority. The crucial text in this respect was John Foxe’s 1563 Book of Martyrs, read by
nearly every literate English person for the next half century: to the idea of monarchy as a divine
calling, Foxe added a providential pattern of history that explained the past and pointed the elect
nation of the English towards its future destiny, with which the obedient Protestant could identify.
Purely secular honour was a sinful worship of the individual will; conversely, the faith bestowed by
God’s grace gave men courage in battle. The violence of the honour mode was thereby transferred
to that of grace, rather than merely suppressed. Puritans, borrowing their language of violence from
the honour mode, fantasized about an Anti-Christ who was making war against the elect and whom
a godly ruler (Cromwell, as it turned out) must defeat.

In Spain too, justifications of earthly honour were increasingly made in the Counter Reformation
language of grace. In the dramas of Lope de Vega and Calderon, the king makes regular appearances
in the final scene to confer grace in a way that takes no account of the recipient’s earthly status. Rather
than merely parodying sacramental powers, the royal act is sanctified by its divine connotations.
The suggestion of the equality of souls before God is sometimes used to raise the profile, while
obscuring the continuing subservience, of the peasantry, who at times might even be considered an
entire elect caste. (Foxe too exemplified the elect in the lower and middling orders.) This idea was
invoked to counterbalance the social importance of the rising professional castes, who were in merit-
based competition with the old nobility for honours and titles. The latter perceived the professions
to be dominated by descendants of forcibly baptized Jews and Moors, a counterfeit nobility with
contaminated and polluting blood. Via this radicalized route, the idea of the elect nation — where
uniform faith and national honour are the same thing — came very early in Spain, lasting at least until
Franco. The Inquisition fought heresy “in the service of God and his majesty, and for the honour of
the Spanish nation.” The discriminations involved become natural ones; as one of Lope’s characters
says to a Moor, “Without my faith there is no nobility ... whoever has God is noble, whoever doesn’t
is a dog.”'®
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In Geneva, Calvinist playwrights (among them Calvin’s political successor, Théodore Beza)
wrote popular didactic dramas that used contemporary social anxieties around land inheritance,
primogeniture and bloodline as metaphors in the teaching of grace and predestination.'” The landed
inheritance was the Promised Land, which was reserved for the Calvinist elect, the bloodline of
Abraham; Catholics, stripped of their coats of arms, were a disinherited line. Reprobation and
disinheritance were one and the same. The key biblical characters in this genre were the twins
Esau and Jacob. Esau was born first, but God decreed that he serve the younger, through whom
the bloodline of Abraham would continue. The story shows how personal salvation is predestined,
a product of grace. Neither legal primogeniture nor moral merit — Jacob gets his father’s blessing
by trickery — can alter God’s predeterminate decision. Honour and grace then pass through a
single, elect bloodline from Jacob through to the community of Geneva itself, having prevented
the dispersal of the Promised Land among a multitude of heirs and protected its latter-day saints
against disinheritance. Echoes of Esau and Jacob remain in Alexandre Dumas’s The Man in the
Iron Mask, where Louis XIV turns out to have a dastardly twin who claims his inheritance, and
indeed in the obsession modern cognitive genetics has with twin studies (even if the emphasis here
is on sameness rather than difference).

In France, the political tensions between honour and grace arose out of the nobility’s anxieties
about social status and religious belief, which reinforced each other. Many nobles thought they
partook of the purity of Christ’s blood not only at communion but by direct descent in their own
noble veins — an idea that eventually found its way into the racism of Gobineau. But at the same
time, they had to endure public investigation into false claims to nobility. These were conducted by
non-noble functionaries who went under the unfortunate professional title of /es élus, at the same
time as Protestant nobles were using this term to describe their own religious status.'® Humiliated
by such inquisitions, and alarmed at the state’s mass sale of honourable titles to commoners, they
insisted that “nobility should remain the endowment of a minority, of the elect” and promoted a
eugenics of virtue."” Election was, in a more than merely homonymous sense, an earthly as well as
a heavenly status; religious writers had in any case long noted the irony in having both a “company
of the elect” of God and a Pope “clected” by mortal cardinals. Accordingly, ordinary guides to
earthly social rank were presented in hyperbolic terms of religious purity and defilement. One
such writer introduces the topic thus: “Since it was proposed to me to discourse on true Nobility,
it seemed to me that I should do as those do who seek religiously and in good conscience to enter
a Temple, and who must first be purified and prepared for divine thoughts and holy meditations,
leaving at the door all those affections which might prevent them from raising their spirits above
temporal things.”?

During the European fiscal crises and spectacular advancement of merchant capital of the 1590s,
the increasing grants of titles to commoners for cash or services began to demand theorization.
Some behavioural authors took an openly bourgeois line, attacking the idea that purity of blood
was a product of ancestry. Virtue, especially that which consisted in wisdom and learning, could
accumulate over a couple of generations and in that way become hereditary; a law of acquired
characteristics arose, with metaphors drawn from animal husbandry. Other writers strayed even
further from the criterion of bloodline. The most essential aspect of man was the soul, whose
gradations were subject not to laws of nature but to divine necessity. There were indeed “rights of
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blood”; it was just that they were not the product of ancestry or nature but donated by the King, who
stood in for God and filled the role of necessity here on earth by handing out titles.?' These writers
projected the same principle back into history. The origins of honour, they said (correctly), lay in
the feudal ruler’s allocation of fiefdoms to his personal warrior servants, rather than anything more
ancient: “hence ... our ancient and immemorial nobility of which the commencement is unknown,
does not come by right of nature, as liberty does, but from the ancient right and disposition of the
state.” The ruler could likewise remove at a stroke any taints in nature — pollution by marriage to a
merchant’s daughter, for example — with a “restitution of native rights.” While it was true that only
God could “make someone a bloodline noble who is not one by nature,” he delegated this job to
earthly rulers. Necessity, at once divine and political, could override nature.

A huge theoretical apparatus was wheeled in to justify this position. Aristotle’s theory of the
final cause, in which natural causes are explicable only in terms of their goals, was used to justify
divine right: honour and titles belonged to the science of nature because their true goals lay in their
source, which was the monarch.?> By Louis XIV’s time, strict social practices had been generated
to deal with tensions over honourable precedence and the rivalry among those immediately below
him. A formalized prestige fetish came into existence: a set of rituals upon which courtiers, all
signed up into an Order of the Knights of the Holy Spirit, depended both for their spiritual salvation
and for their degree of social distance from the out-group and from each other, and consequently for
their whole personal identity.”® To be demoted or ejected was at once social death and death of the
soul. The minutest discriminations of the external honour insignia conferred by the king were also
those of the inner, divine grace he transmitted; these involved elements of public performance at
court. Verification by insignia was also naturalization; the visible hierarchical signs presented
at court were drawn from nature, following earlier authorities who had ranked coats of arms by
the emblematic creatures which were displayed on them and each of which had their place in a
biological hierarchy. The arrival of new forms of biological classification in the eighteenth century
among naturalists such as Buffon may owe something to the wider mind-set created in the interim
by the strict courtly ranking of the emblems of honour and grace.

Wit to the rescue

Such were the tensions, combinations and recombinations between honour and grace. How did
specifically human intelligence (“wit”) come to resolve them? Was this somehow a progressive
change? Intelligence is a change of nomenclature for the way the abstract goals of status are
accommodated to the brute facts of life; it is the bourgeoisification of honour and the secularization
of grace. But if honour and grace really were principles of a value-rational society and intelligence
of a succeeding goal-rational one (as Weber might have put it), the first two should have been
withering away during the gestation of the third — and the opposite is the case. The language
of honour and grace became increasingly central to early modern politics, and only as its
accompanying codifications became increasingly rigid were they absorbed within that of wit. The
absorption process was facilitated by another of the structural similarities noted above. Each mode
has three elements: an in-group in whom the mode is embodied (the gentle and noble, the godly
and elect, people within the band of normal intelligence and above) and a set of external signs (coat
of arms, catechism, cognitive ability score). A team of experts (heralds, pastors, psychologists)
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operates border controls, distinguishing genuine from counterfeit, maintaining in-group quotas and
verifying the external insignia that confirm these borders as natural ones. Command of the public
sphere takes place in the name of the appropriate mode, banishing autonomous honour, personal
grace and private intelligence (autism, for example) to the margins or worse.

Although the dominance of intelligence today might lead us to think of it as a progressive
victory of wit over the other two modes, popular texts of the time dealing with everyday matters
of child-rearing, education and personal virtue, often mixed up with accounts of genealogy and
heraldic science, reveal a more complex relationship. The competition and complementarity
among the three modes rearranged the terms in which political power was justified, and forged
new relationships between state power and the “virtues” or types of excellence it required.

Tensions in the relationship between externality and internality, outward show and inward
reflectiveness, reality and appearance (central to the Dutch portraiture of the period, for example)
are clearly perceptible. The public coat of arms required “the privy coat of a good conscience,”
but this sense of complementarity is equally matched by that of tension.* Grace was in some
sense external, since it could not be generated from within oneself; but more often it bore internal
connotations of faith and a one-to-one relationship with God. The proponents of grace contrasted it
with the pure externality of honour. Hence Cromwell’s demand for Sir Peter Lely to paint him, unlike
Charles I, with his warts intact (perhaps in mitigation for his acceptance of the Lord Protectorship
and retention of the vanquished Antichrist’s own official portraitist). Predestinarians of all colours
— Protestants first, then the Jansenist school of Catholicism — claimed that honour’s externality was
surely the positive sign of a corrupt interior. Honour was external also in that to exist at all it had
to be recognized by other people. Its official performative rite was heraldic display; the Jansenists’
critique of honour would resurface among the Jacobins, who regarded heraldry as “barbarous and
arid emblems which speak only to the eyes.””

Since this exposed honour to the charge that it was only external and therefore superficial,
its defenders had to cite in support its internal constituents of blood and lineage, or at least of
virtue acquired over generations. Honour was in this sense a “true substance ..., that needeth
the mixture of no other colours than its own beauty,” by contrast with the “mere popinjays, who
glory more in the painting or varnish of honour” — what mattered was one’s “natural or original
disposition.”” Yet “natural” here does not indicate biological necessity. And we should note what a
recent preoccupation bloodline and the “true substance” of time-honoured ancestry were. The very
principle of succession of titles was made law only in the fifteenth century. It then took another two
centuries for an English court to deem honourable titles inalienable. It did so on the grounds that
they were a natural and “invisible hereditament in the blood.” “Hereditament” was a legal term for
inherited land. In its new usage here, gentry and honour are the internalization of an external good:
the subjectification of an objective ability or power (landed property).

The contrast between honour as external and grace as internal was thus not straightforward.
And in fact these attempts to enhance the internality of honour led to a change of mode. Of all its
internal virtues, the most honourable had to be an “inward mind” that matched “outward glittering”:
a gentleman “should surmount the rest in store of wisdom’ and, moreover, “quickness of invention”
(emphasis added).”” And the constancy that had been an external, public value of the honour society —
loyalty and promise keeping (“a gentleman’s word is his bond”) — was increasingly supplanted
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by the internal value of consistency over one’s lifetime, a religious quality and, increasingly, an
intellectual one in which intelligence was a personal possession. The honour clan’s mutual solidarity
became individual solidity, a permanence of those qualities, while the external display so important
to the old honourable behaviours turned into the mere superficiality of everyday manners. Likewise
internality as the sense of personal autonomy and freedom from external compulsion, central to a
gentleman’s honour, was transmuted into a modern rational autonomy.

Wit, in addition to usurping honour’s own internal qualities, began to usurp those of grace,
as we shall see. Tensions between all three modes were a source of political disorder and led to
attempts at synthesis. Castiglione, for example, by associating gentry with humanist learning rather
than the martial valour of the traditional honour code, was addressing the crisis in social identity
that followed a long period of civil and religious wars on the Italian peninsula. It was already
hard to sustain any pretence that the identity concerned was not bourgeois. Traditional chivalry
was codified into a “technically rigorous cultural model, more theoretically trained, more rigidly
selected,” a virtuous pursuit of professionalism.”® The trick was to handle the shifting personnel,
functions and vocabulary of the honour society while representing it as the immutable hierarchy of
anatural order. Men of wit (ingenium) and quick soul spirits but no genealogy could obtain honours
for services rendered. As recipients of the prince’s grace, they then represented themselves as a
company of earthly elect (electi), by contrast with the out-group of the plebs. This instant election
not only qualified them as gentlemen (cavalieri), it instilled in them a systematic knowledge of
their own gentility, at which point any labour they may have expended on acquiring this knowledge
suddenly became invisible and unmentionable.

Castiglione’s characters politely maintain the fiction that it is hard to be the perfect courtier
without being of noble birth; but, and more seriously, those claiming noble birth must have the
ability appropriate to their public duties. Wit, as professional merit, therefore achieved prel!
eminence because of its place in a system of social exchange: status for skills. This went with the
intensified codification characteristic of any bidding mode, an increasing requirement for status to
be performed that extended to the most mundane behaviours, such as table manners. The key to a
courtier’s professional knowledge (scienza) was knowing how to imitate natural grace. He had the
ability to perform as a member of the honour society, and only as a result to be one. This ability was
an inner quality and even had its own corresponding bodily complexion (the “sanguine”). Grace as
imitated to perfection, even if natural and not spiritual, could “correct natural defects,” in a parody
of Christian rebirth.?

The interplay between modes was presented in terms of faculty psychology. One French writer
in the Castiglione tradition presents the faculties of the human Soul (capital S) as a descending
series: understanding, spirit and soul (small s). Understanding is that which “some call ... a portion
of divinity” and comprises the power of cognition and of ordering things wisely. Spirit is “the
mediator between terrestrial and heavenly things,” and can float upwards to the understanding or be
dragged downwards. To soul belong the passions, senses and corresponding bodily temperaments.
“Can we find anywhere in nature images that correspond better to the prince, the nobles and the
people, than this triple distinction of our Soul?” The prince’s equivalence with the ruling faculty
is more than metaphorical. He just is the “rational Soul” or “understanding,” and as such he holds
together the macrocosm of external world and the microcosm of the individual psychology. This
not only allows him to disburse honours, it consists in his disbursing honours, which then become

28 Giancarlo Mazzacurati, Il Renascimento dei moderni, 234.

?  Harry Berger, The Absence of Grace, 16.



86 A History of Intelligence and “Intellectual Disability”

imprinted physically and materially on his subjects’ soul spirits. Hence “honour is the greatest
earthly good, and no other; goods are only such to the extent that they participate in honour.”*
The tensions were particularly great in England. From the late sixteenth century there was a
deepening ideological fissure between self-assertive honour and the pursuit of godly behaviour,
at a time when the weakness of existing forms of coercion was forcing government to pursue
the internalization of social controls. This fissure made room for wit’s status to advance within the
mix of cultural norms. One of the highest political achievements was to calibrate successfully
the fulcrum of the three status modes. Impending social breakdown is always evidenced by a perceived
lack of discipline in the upcoming generation, and a famous moral panic of Elizabeth’s reign was the
strike by Eton pupils against corporal punishment. It led her secretary and former tutor, the alarmed
Roger Ascham, to come up with a new handbook on pedagogy, whose opening statement of intent
ran: “In writing this, I have had earnest respect to three special points: truth of religion, honesty in
living, right order in learning.”! With these three great goals of public life in mind, educators like
Ascham and Mulcaster sought to mould what they called a “monarchical learner.” By this they meant
someone who, in ruling himself, would therefore accept the rule of another. The honour society had
originally been a pluralist system of solidarity among semi-autonomous nobles, with the monarch as
first among equals; this pluralism had produced the century of civil strife that was resolved only by
the Tudors, along with their monopolization of the honour system. There was now a single seat of
authority. Henry VIII tamed semi-autonomous nobles by making the principle of honour obedience
to himself, rather than obedience to a separate, self-standing code to which he too might have been
bound. Honour, following Cicero’s Roman model, now came from service to the state, as a reward
for the professional wit of an expanding clerical caste with its administrative and legal abilities.
The most widely consulted advice on behaviour during Henry VIII’s governmental innovations
was Thomas Elyot’s The Governour, which advocated replacing military prowess with learning
as the core skill of the gentry. Honourable lineage was important as a surface decoration that
might help preserve due deference from the lower ranks. But it had to be complemented by inner
religious virtues, shorn of any implicit egalitarianism. It was in any case becoming less clear where
the virtue of a religious “understanding” or intellectus stopped and professional wit started. The
governing elite, a lay intellectual caste that had traditionally been inculcated with the public virtues
of Aristotle’s Ethics, had now to be imbued with an internal honour that was achievable through
grace. This moralization of politics was reflected in a moralization of administration, though the
abrupt end to Thomas More’s career shows that the moralizers sometimes pushed their luck.
Cultivation of a higher religious learning was now a requirement of public life, intrinsic to the self-
image of the man of honour. Perversely, it would in the end fuel opposition to the absolute state.
While Elyot’s ostensible theme is honour, which many of his readers might have identified with
military valour, his opening chapter is nevertheless entitled “The Understanding.” A token nod to
intellectual distinctions between the angelic orders, as evidence for the varying degrees of their
divinity, yields within a few lines to a discussion of the earthly social differentiations that imitate
them. Just as the individual’s understanding is the most important part of his soul, “most nigh unto
the similitude of God ... so should the estate of his person be advanced in degree, or place, where
understanding may profit.”*? God does not distribute natural graces equally. Some men are “set in
a more high place” because they “excel other in this influence of understanding ... by the beams
of their excellent wit.” Unlike Calvin, who kept the spiritual gift of divine grace separate from
the natural gift of a corruptible human reason that should therefore not encroach upon religion,
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Elyot fuses the understanding (intellectus), divine origin and all, with natural, everyday human
wit (ingenium). Wit is an “instrument” of the understanding, a mobile, practical force engaged in
“finding out” rather than merely contemplating.

The most usually cited authorities on honour, Ramén Lull and Bartolus of Saxoferrato, had
already regretted any lack of learning in a gentleman. However, they saw learning merely as
complementary to lineage and valour, whereas Elyot now has a positive agenda for instilling it.
He invokes the divinity of the understanding only and precisely in order to sanctify the secular
authority of wit. Human understanding thus reconceived hangs on to its divine doppelganger by
the thinnest of threads. In replacing one mode with another, Elyot is acknowledging the structural
importance of self-referential status modes in general:

It can none otherwise stand with reason, but that the estate of the person in pre-eminence of living,
should be esteemed with his understanding ... whereunto must be added an augmentation of
honour and substance: which not only impresseth a reverence, whereof proceedeth due obedience
among subjects: but also inflameth men naturally inclined to idleness, or sensual appetite ... to
dispose them to study.

In short, honour is kicked upstairs to become a vague aspiration in the moment that it becomes
modally subordinate to the understanding. Its role now is to conceal any lingering Calvinistic
contradiction between the understanding’s divine, spiritual role and its natural, earthly one. And
that is how it would feature in Locke’s Essay, whose very first sentence appeals to this principle:
“Since it is the understanding that sets man above the rest of sensible beings, and gives him all the
advantage and dominion, which he has over them; it is certainly a subject, even for its nobleness,
worth our labour to enquire into.”** It would become, in the words of his close acquaintance
Joseph Glanvill, a matter of defending “the honour of our faculties” against the unreason of
sectarian fanaticism.

The erection of wit

Some late Elizabethan writers went further than Elyot and came up with the concept of an “erected
wit”: a natural grace that, though human, might escape the taint of corruption. Echoing growing
millenarian tendencies, they imagined that Adam’s total understanding of nature before the Fall
might be restored to his descendants. It is true, says one, that Aristotle’s “desire to understand” is
part of man’s (sinful) nature and so can corrupt, as Calvin warned — but only “if special grace, or an
excellent education (which cannot be without grace) do not fashion and frame the mind to the right
use of it.”** The second use of the word grace here is syntactically ambiguous: does it refer to the
special (i.e., divine) grace of the opening phrase, or to the merely human, natural grace implied by
“education”? This ambiguity is the cautious expression of an increasingly optimistic perspective on
our ability to develop quasi-divine understandings here on earth. There was, as Mervyn James has
described, a “composite Tudor court culture which aspired to be honourable, religious and wise,” and
the erection of wit coincides exactly with failure to paper over the cracks between the first two.*

A major example of this self-conscious search for three-way synthesis is Sidney’s A Defence
of Poesy. Like Elyot’s, this was a much-read text aimed at “governors” that sought to improve the
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existing classical curriculum with new inputs from religion. Sidney advocated self-examination
as a training for good conduct. He had translated and absorbed the French Protestant Philippe de
Mornay’s De la vérité de la religion chrétienne, approving the role of human effort and natural
virtue as supplements to faith, as well as the role of rational consent in face of political tyranny.
A necessary ingredient of self-examination was the “strengthening” and “purifying [of] man’s wit”
in order to purge its intrinsic corruption. He presents it in faculty psychology terms: purification
is “the enriching of memory, enabling of judgement, and enlarging of conceit” or imagination.
The man of honour matures, from his quest for glory in private violence, into the “wisdom” that is
true honour and consists in obedience and service to a just public order (“the king his majesty, his
councillors, officers, and administrators”).* More than just everyday cleverness, the “final end” of
wit is “to lead ... us to as high a perfection as our degenerate souls, made worse by their clayey
lodgings, can be capable of” — to the point where it becomes “erected wit ... not at all corrupted.”
That the devoutly Calvinist Sidney could express such an un-Calvinist notion, even if tentatively
(the text goes on to display some second thoughts), illustrates the depth of the crisis. Only an
erected wit could negotiate the abyss between honour and grace.

Wit now seems to be an independent entity, at the same level as the other two modes rather than
merely complementing one or the other. Elyot had already put civic intellect (prudentia) in the first
and most honourable place in the cultural identity of the gentleman. But Sidney’s “erected wit,”
albeit restricted to the gentry, went beyond that old Aristotelian mantra. The idea that honour and
nobility might have an intellectual component of sorts was not entirely new, nor was his proposal
that wit could yield in part a “knowledge of a man’s self” through his conscience. What was startling
was his notion that it might shake off original sin and lead to a “perfect ... knowledge of a man’s
self” (emphasis added). Human understanding — that is, purely human and thus synonymous with
wit — was a political project that could only mediate between honour and grace if it could be hived
off from the cosmological and divine associations of the scholastic intellectus. Elyot had still seen
man’s reasoning abilities as a second-hand version of divine ones; they were the road to knowledge
but would always be blocked at the last step by the need for some additional, spiritual element
beyond the operations of mere wit. Sidney, in contrast, writes about the human understanding as a
natural grace with a superadded perfection of its own. His insistence on self-examination is key to
this. For Elyot, man’s understanding is honourable as long as he contemplates the divine; Sidney’s
project for man is “to lift up the mind ... to the enjoying [of] Ais own divine essence” (emphasis
added). His erection of wit is already aimed at something like the modern psychological project: at
intelligence’s own (circular) rationale and self-justification.

The political context of Sidney’s three-way synthesis was matched in an ecclesiastical one by
his contemporary Richard Hooker, Elizabethan England’s leading authority on church government.
Both men recognized the hubristic implications of promoting a specifically human understanding,
but while these made Sidney hesitant, Hooker cocoons them in ambiguity. Sometimes, when
writing about human “reason,” he claims that the elect have one type of reason that is divine, aided
by “special” grace, and another type that is not divine but merely natural. At other times, however,
he writes about a reason that is naturally human and exists irrespective of whether one is elect or
not, and describes this as “divine.” In other words, human reason can be divinely enhanced even
while retaining its role as a merely natural grace. Whereas Calvin restricted the application of
reason as a natural grace to earthly matters and warned that any intrusion of it into religion would
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lead to depravity, Hooker uses it to hint that humans may not be totally depraved, that they may
have a divinely tinged “ableness” (his term) of their own.*’

Many behaviour guides (and, later on, Locke) draw on these writings of the Sidney circle
and of Hooker. According to one, “those which think themselves gentlemen, only because their
fathers ... did descend of noble houses” are exactly the same as those “void of grace which wisheth
no order of obedience in commonwealth to be observed.”® The solution to both is learning;
ignorance is the contrary of all three. Learning is “next to the omnipotent God”; its particular
disciplines of grammar, logic and rhetoric persuade “by grace, and divine assistance” and hence
have supernatural efficiency. But the greatest persuader, Sidney noted, is poetry, reason’s supreme
expression and an “instrument” of divine grace, with a “utility, power, and virtue” whose movement
doctors can trace in the body. It has been said that “the nexus of grammar and grace is found ... at
the surface of discourse” in these texts, and must not be “reduced to a doctrinal statement.”> But
this begs the question of how what is at the surface of discourse becomes doctrinal subsequently,
and hence enmeshed in material interests. These latter are implicit in the Sidney-inspired practical
guides to everyday behaviour just as they are in today’s psychology textbook. The Protestant
emphasis on reading for oneself, on the principle that “grammar is next to godliness,” created a
new out-group of the unlearned and illiterate, thus drawing closer to the role of verbal reasoning
sections in cognitive ability tests, which help to exclude a group labelled as intellectually disabled.
The very existence of such out-groups amounts to a doctrinal statement.

In the early Stuart culture some 20 years after Sidney’s death, a fusion of honour, religion and
humanist learning was briefly achieved, but as a tool of absolutism. Its court literature represents
kingly authority in terms of a supreme honour which, in combination with the other two modes,
infiltrates his subjects and enables them to overcome the passions, and more importantly the self,
in favour of political obedience. In order to achieve this, honour as old-fashioned vainglory (one of
Bacon’s idols of the tribe) is effaced, in favour of what Ben Jonson in his court masque The New Inne
calls the “honour that springs from reason.” With this the elite took on a particular psychological
identity. “Contemplation,” formerly typical of the learned monk, now typified the gentleman. It set
him on the path of what Bacon called “the great restoration” of man’s prelapsarian understanding,
and rendered him sufficiently reasonable in the meantime to avoid turning into a “factious or litigious
sectist” who might challenge the absolute state.*” The civil war period was to prove the futility of
this line. Parliament’s support was supposed to have come from men “of a lower state ... that love
freedom and to be something themselves,” whereas the king’s was said to come from “the nobility
and gentry ... men of implicit faith, whose conscience is much regulated by their superiors,” i.e.,
their earthly ones, and “whose honour is predominant over their reason and religion.”™!

The civil wars also saw the rise of the “invisible college” (precursor to the Royal Society), a
new attempt at fusion in which wit was even more clearly in the lead — though as Steven Shapin
has demonstrated, the other two modes are constantly in play; both Boyle and Newton liked to
hint that their extraordinary intellectual abilities proved their descent by blood and faith from
King Solomon. Gentlemen of the college built mutual trust by a deliberate, pacific abstention
from all discussion of current political conflicts as well as from their loosely associated disputes
over honour and grace; the gap was filled by promoting the modal status of the human subject’s
“ingenuity,” embodied in an objective, scientific method which they knew to be secure because

37 Cited in Nigel Voak, Richard Hooker and Reformed Theology, 278.

38 Humfrey Braham, The Institucion of a Gentleman, unpaginated.

3 Cummings, The Literary Culture of the Reformation, 281.
40 Brathwait, The English Gentleman, 47.

41 Cited in Hill, From Reformation to Revolution, 132.



90 A History of Intelligence and “Intellectual Disability”

“a man of honour would not write a lie.” In this milieu at last, it was conceivable that there is
“no truth ... so far elevated out of our reach, but man’s wit may raise engines to scale and conquer
it.”*? And that would include truths about man’s wit.

Literary treatments of wit and foolishness

The three status modes and the relationships among them leap from the pages of the canonical
literary texts of the time. Book 1 of Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, contemporary with Sidney,
portrays a man who arrives at court and is at first denied honourable status because of what the poet
in his prefatory letter calls a “clownish” (rustic and stupid) appearance. Sent on a trial mission, the
anonymous knight ends up being providentially bathed in a “living well” of saving grace that enables
him to restore a family’s noble lineage from pollution by a dragon. Evidently capable of noble deeds,
he is, as it turns out, one of those creatures whom “men do changelings call, so changed by faeries’
theft”: in other words, the ploughman who raised him is not his real father. He discovers this when
he arrives at the New Jerusalem built by God “for those to dwell in, that are chosen,” where faith and
reason are one. An old man named Contemplation (this being the supreme function of the reasoning
faculty) offers himself as a guide. The knight, on being shown the company of the elect and told
that he will be joining them, wonders: “Unworthy wretch ... of so great grace / How dare I think
such glory to attain?” Whereupon the old man tells him his true name and genealogy, which are his
entitlement to membership: he is Georgos, sprung “from ancient race / Of Saxon kings.”

Spenser’s readers well knew both that georgos was Greek for “peasant” and that St George was
patron saint of knightly gentlemen. This ambiguity reflects the poet himself. A journeyman’s son
claiming aristocratic family connections, Spenser had been educated at Merchant Taylors’, where
no doubt headteacher Mulcaster had typecast him with plebeian “towardness” rather than innate or
landed “ability.” This circumstance certainly rounds out for us Spenser’s description of the purpose
behind The Faerie Queene (to Sir Walter Raleigh) as being to “fashion a gentleman or noble person
in virtuous and gentle discipline.” Here, in the Tudor elite’s state of denial about the emptiness of
their own claims to ancient lineage (a good proportion of Henry VII’s ancestors had been servants),
is the source for that canon of obsequious disbelief and disgust at the ordinariness of one’s own
social origins that pervades English literature through to Dickens and Harry Potter.

The “changeling” explanation offered by Spenser for the knight’s (and possibly his own) status
re-emerges in a reversed format in Locke’s changeling, which was one of the most important
textual models for modern concepts of severe intellectual disability. Instead of a country clown
who turns out to have been born noble and elect, we have here a creature whose appearance is not
clownish, whose physical and bodily matter suggests the “form” of a rational soul, who is born of
parents belonging to the human species, but who exhibits no signs of rationality throughout his life
and therefore turns out to lack a soul and to be possibly not even human. Translating this back into
Tudor terms, we might say that he is intellectually a ploughman even though born to an honourable
and elect line: the opposite of Spenser’s knight.

Old man Contemplation is only one of Spenser’s allegorical descriptions of human reasoning
as it interfaces with social and religious status. We also find “workman’s wit,” which builds the
House of Pride. It falls down: so far, so conventionally Calvinist. Then there is “mortal wit,” which
sways with the winds of Providence; “sudden wit,” which is over-quick to counsel despair; “the
weaker wit of man,” lacking the necessary complement of faith; and “practic wit,” i.e., the devil’s.

42 Steven Shapin, 4 Social History of Truth; Kenelm Digby, Observations upon Religio Medici.
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Yet contrasted with all these is something positive, namely “poet’s wit.”* Like Sidney, Spenser
promotes poetry not only as the highest form of reason but as a policy tool: the appearance of
poet’s wit in Book 2 coincides exactly with the appearance of the Queen herself. Elizabeth is
represented as Medina (the mean), dispensing honours and transmitting divine grace in order to
reimpose a peace that has been shaken by Acrasia (intemperance). To match this public allegory
there is also a private, inner one. A knight-errant on a quest for temperance is conducted by Lady
Alma (“Soul”), herself dressed in heraldic garments, on a journey through her palace. Each room
is named after one of the three psychological faculties.* The House of Alma is organic to the
knight’s inner self: his journey through the palace makes him who he is. After passing through
the rooms of imagination and judgement, he arrives at memory, and this is where Spenser chooses
to itemize Elizabeth’s genealogy; his lengthy recital of her honourable line gives memory a lopsided
importance by comparison with the other faculties, just as theological texts tend to devote more space
to memory than to the other faculties because of its importance to confession and the conscience.
Ending the ancestral list with the present incumbent, he assembles all three modes together to sum
Elizabeth up: “Nobler liveth none this hour, / Ne like in grace, ne like in learned skill.”

Shakespeare invokes the triad frequently. Hamlet laments that his reflective understanding
“quartered hath but one part wisdom, / And ever three parts coward.” A heraldic device consisted
of four “quarterings.” The coward occupying the other three and negating Hamlet’s honour is his
conscience, which in Puritan doctrine is the one residue of divine reason still lodged within human
beings after the Fall: “Thus conscience doth make cowards of us all.” Love s Labour s Lost opens
with the King of Navarre telling his courtiers that the tension between worldly glory (the struggle
for a fame “registered upon our brazen tombs”) and religion (the struggle against “the huge army of
the world’s desires”) can be resolved, because both offer a window on immortality. Abandoning the
usual court life and turning it into “a little academe, / Still and contemplative” will enable them to
see this. However, this dramatic intervention by the intellect is subordinate to the main dichotomy
between honour and grace, which Navarre is unable to repair; reasoned contemplation can only
flourish in withdrawal from the real political world where the dichotomy is being played out.

The best-known texts to evoke the triad of status modes involve Falstaff. His famous soliloquy
on honour in / Henry IV is often cited to illustrate the decline of the honour-rational society. It is,
however, more than that. We can set his dismissal of honour alongside his other famous soliloquy,
from /I Henry IV, which is a celebration of wit. Honour as military valour is the contrary of wit
and therefore foolish, a disabled rival in the bidding game of worldly advancement. Falstaff’s
wit is not just a trivial ability to amuse his companions or the audience. It is the human understanding
itself, represented here by the “discretion” (discretio or discrimination, a key operation of the
reasoning faculty) which Falstaff calls “the better part of valour.” If Falstaff is “not only witty in
myself but the cause that wit is in other men,” he is a cause in the Aristotelian sense: wit is that
to which all men, as a species, naturally tend. Hotspur in the opposing political camp calls people
who disregard their own honour “foolish”; the fat knight is a fool because his shameful behaviour
contradicts his ascribed membership of the honour society. It might be supposed that when each
identifies the other as a fool, he is invoking some external referent, specifically the person whom
today’s psychologist would call intellectually disabled. But no such person yet existed. Lack of a
sense of one’s own honour is, for Hotspur, foolishness defined, not foolishness by metaphor. He
who does not pay attention to his own honour is a fool at root; that is what a fool is.

Falstaff’s honour soliloquy, parodying conventional eve-of-battle meditations on God and
death, is set out in question-and-answer format like a catechism: “What is honour? A word ... Who
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hath it? He that died a’Wednesday,” etc. His sign-off line — “Honour is a mere scutcheon, and so
ends my catechism” — juxtaposes two politically hostile ways of claiming status, but can only be
understood by its covert reference to a third. A scutcheon was the emblem on a shield that verified
its owner’s honourable status (in Puritan terms a meaningless outward show), while the catechism
verifies the communicant’s receptivity to grace. But for Falstaff, neither is an adequate means of
authentification. His self-seeking wit is subversive of the other two modes, rather than just a purely
hypothetical solution to the tensions between them as it was in Loves Labour’s Lost. Wit, with
Prince Hal’s embodiment of it eventually usurping Falstaft’s, competes successfully with grace for
the role of inner man, as the main opposition to the externality and superficiality of honour.

A similar nexus appears in lines as central to Spanish drama as Falstaff’s are to English.
Calderon’s The Mayor of Zalamea features Pedro Crespo, a peasant whose daughter has been raped
by a nobleman. He claims, absurdly for a peasant, that his honour has been insulted and therefore
he may kill in revenge: absurdly because, as any nobleman knows, honour is lacking in peasants.
To justify himself Crespo universalizes the concept of honour, in defiance of existing social norms:
“Honour is the patrimony of my soul, and my soul is God’s alone.” This is not mere metaphor, nor
is honour here just some external adornment to the soul. The word “patrimony” suggests property,
both in a legalistic sense (God is the soul’s ultimate owner) and in a faculty-psychology sense
(honour is a property of the soul). The lines are in fact a paraphrase of Aquinas, who had written
that the understanding (intellectus) was the patrimony of the soul, and the intellective soul from
God alone — not from the parental act of conception, and thus not from honourable ancestry.*
When the Thomist ex-seminarian Calderon substitutes honour for the human intellect here, he is
pointing out their kinship; both belong to the same class of things, along with the gift of divine
grace that is freely offered to every soul, even a peasant’s.

Crespo’s social levelling of honour helps bring the intellectus down with it into the real social
and political world. Honour, intellect and grace are transposable with each other both as status terms
and as naturalized “psychological” ones. His claim is both religious (all souls are equally honourable
because they come from God) and secular (honour is a quasi-material inheritance, like land — a
protectable personal possession). The prospect offered — that horizontal honour might consist not
only of equal access to grace but of earthly equality — is nevertheless a ruse of power. The granting
to a peasant of his own quasi-autonomous sphere was also a strengthening of the bonds tying him
to the state; the King appears in the final scene to endorse Crespo’s claim but also thereby his own
supremacy, as sole distributor of earthly honours. Like meritocratic intelligence today, horizontal
honour helped to naturalize the structures of political authority. Any form of self-assertion, even that
of a peasant, was permissible — natural, even — just as long as it did not challenge those structures.

A final, summary example is George Herbert’s couplet “The pliant mind, whose gentle measure /
Complies and suits with all estates,” which encapsulates the three-way relationship in a single
poetic breath. Here any tension between the creaturely equality of grace and earthly hierarchy
is resolved by the flexibility of the reasoning mind, which is perhaps why this poem had trouble
getting past the ecclesiastical censors. “Gentle” refers both to social rank and to the resolution
of conflict, while “measure” contains the sense of “pace,” a mean speed, as well as being the
poem’s reference to its own stanzaic structure. The mind’s pliancy allows it to negotiate political
tensions among “estates” both social (high/low) and religious (elect/reprobate). The poem’s title,
“Content,” implying as it does social and not only personal peace, provides the cloak under which
all three modes are interchangeable but have the reasoning mind as their subject and therefore as
first among equals.
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Chapter 7
“Souls Drowned in a Lump of Flesh”:
the Excluded

On the eve of psychology’s birth as a formal discipline, Wordsworth hints at something like the
status modes described above. He writes to a friend about the part played in public life by certain
“modes of sentiment.” Honour and grace are there, in what he calls the “civil” and “religious” modes
of sentiment. Intelligence is there too but only in its negative form, in a comment he makes about
the “sentiment” of “loathing and disgust which many people have at the sight of an idiot.””! Readers
had criticized “The Idiot Boy” because they claimed it was not a subject fit for poetry. Their disgust
is not natural, says Wordsworth, but inspired by class disdain. Ordinary people, who actually live
with idiots (the rich board them out), do not have this sense of disgust because for them idiots
like the poem’s Johnny Foy are just part of normal life; Wordsworth’s inclusiveness is a refusal to
succumb to the fear of pollution which out-groups inspire and by which their conceptualization is
inspired. It is to these various types of out-group and their early modern sources that we now turn.
Here we shall be looking in outline at how all three modes work together; a separate and more
detailed analysis of each mode comes in Parts 4 and 5.

Children

Certain people are disqualified, by nature, from even entering the bidding for in-group membership.
For some, this state is temporary. Modern notions of childhood are inseparable from those of
adulthood as a state of fully developed intelligence and the concomitant ability to give rational
consent. Take Locke’s account of religious toleration and political heterodoxy in the Two Treatises
of Civil Government, written in response to the publication in 1680, at a politically provocative
moment, of an absolutist samizdat from the civil war period, Robert Filmer’s Patriarcha, or the
Natural Power of Kings. Locke’s premise is that each human being possesses the light of reason,
individually, given that “each man’s mind has some peculiarity as well as his face that distinguishes
him from all others.”” The point of this heterodox reason is that it will eventually guide all persons
to a single revealed truth if they are allowed to pursue it freely by themselves. In the first treatise,
Locke gives us his view of the historical Adam. For Filmer, Adam was first in a chain of rulers
over other men; for Locke, he was all human beings, a universal man who had bequeathed to
them their right to rule over the animals. In other words, he represents a human equality from
which difference emerged only subsequently. The original state of equality was one of original
sin. The esoteric biblical exegesis of the first treatise then leads directly into the modern political
philosophy of the rest: from the equality of sinful humankind in Adam to the rational property
differentials among his descendants. The fence around property is also the fence around the self.
It encloses not only differential amounts of material property but differential amounts of interior
space, inhabited by the individual’s reason.
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Our modern notions of intellectual competence, derived partly as they are from Locke, are
thus ramifications of the myth of Eden. The individual’s reason, says Locke, is constituted in the
historical act of freeing itself from the dominion of others: in society from paternalistic political
rule, and in families from the father. This sets up a distinction between (a) minors, who are now
(more sharply than before) temporary idiots over whom paternal rule is morally justified on
grounds of psychological immaturity, and (b) people come of age — “free and intelligent agent[s]” —
over whom paternal rule suppresses God’s gift of reason because it treats them not as freely
developing adults but as unfree children of the monarch (“idiots” in the old sense). Locke separated
adult psychological status from that of children and therefore from childlike adults. He reinvents
“idiots” in order to oppose absolutist politics. If opposition to Filmer’s paternalism requires that
children will develop into adults and that adults ought not to be treated like children, a narrower
but sharper conceptual space is thereby created for the person come of age who ought still to be so
treated: a character who had till now lay in obscure corners of jurisprudence and whose diagnostic
traits were in any case different. The residual paternalism in Locke’s concept of idiotic adults
drives his anti-paternalist argument about autonomy for the rest of us.

And just as the child develops into an adult, so immature societies develop into adult ones.
In Locke’s mind, God is at this very moment intervening in history with a new revelation of which
Locke and his contemporaries are the bearers, and which sanctifies the reasoning adulthood of
the society just then developing around them; this adulthood extends beyond the honour society
and the company of the elect to wider sectors of the population who are no longer the children
they had been. And so the secularization of psychology, said to start with Locke, is not so much a
progressivist replacement of selective, divine “special” grace by a universalized natural grace but
rather a universalization of the former. Intelligent adulthood is the new election, brought down
to earth and historically located midway between Adam and our redemption at the day of glory,
in preparing for which an earthly “application of mind” is now required.® The politics of rational
consent, to which Locke’s Whig political doctrine was the handbook, remains in some sense the
road to the kingdom of the saints, with the intellectually disabled — Locke’s idiots and changelings —
in the out-group role formerly occupied by reprobates.

The lower orders

When the Leveller John Lilburne said, “Christ doth not choose many rich, nor many wise, but the
fools, idiots, base and contemptible poor men and women in the esteem of the world,” all these
groups were parts of a single concept.* And when Locke’s Quaker friend William Penn prefaced
his own account of toleration with the remark that absolutist and paternalist ideologies “cannot
convince the understanding of [even] the poorest idiot,” did he mean here a wage labourer, or
someone who is disabled in their understanding?® We cannot tell, nor did he. Locke’s own idiots
in the Essay (as distinct from his purely mindless “changelings™) occupy a similarly ambiguous
niche between sociological and psychological definition. Where psychology and social class
interface, deficiencies of intelligence are never far away. Sometimes the political target is at the top
of the social scale, as in the above examples, but more often it is those underneath. The psalmist’s
much-quoted line, “Man that is in honour, and understandeth not, is like the beasts that perish,”
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was taken to indicate those who do not understand how man’s access to divine reason makes him
different from the animals. People who do not understand their own honour are of a piece with
those who do not save honour (which in the psalm is a recuperated term for grace). This is what
medieval writers meant by pagani (literally “country-dwellers™): labouring, illiterate, unbelieving —
and therefore semi-bestial. The same line from the psalms was used in the early modern period
to attack the Anabaptists. Mainly artisans or traders, they abused the notion of creaturely equality
before God by trying to put it into practice on this earth. They did not understand that only some of
them — and perhaps in view of their non-gentle status none of them — were elect.

The out-group of social class is “natural” partly in terms of its degeneracy. This initially involved
all three modes at once. The bloodline virtues of the honour society were something which “nature
in her own operation, doth seldom digress [sc. degenerate] from.” That word “seldom” is crucial,
because it pitches nature somewhere between deterministic necessity and the vagaries of nurture.
It leaves room for the existence of certain ascribed members of the honour society who “neither
by celestial grace nor by learning, nor endeavour ... aspire unto the habit of virtue,” and since this
makes them “thereby unfit for all public action,” they are to be reclassified with commoners, as
merely private individuals. Nicole Faret cited the widely discussed case of a French nobleman who
had served as a magistrate, though barely able to sign his name: “How then could he judge matters
of honour and human life?”

Faret, expert on honour and a cobbler’s son, noted that natural graces cut across class divisions.
Some non-gentles may have a “good seed.” Even the gentleman’s seed has to be “carefully
manured.” Nature and nurture here overlap, in antithesis to “the sower,” who is a personification of
divine necessity and its “secret” predestined goals; grace may be read both under the first heading,
as natural grace, and under the second, as “a beam of divinity” or superaddition for those who
lack the natural eminence of honourable birth. Meanwhile at the bottom end of the scale, there are
creatures “so unfortunate, as a man may say they are cast into the world by force, or that they
are not made but to serve for objects of sport and scorn to other men.” In other words they are fully
determined: both by religious necessity, like reprobates, and by social necessity, like household
jesters. In such people there is no spiritual grace and no natural grace, but also no nurture that can
come to the rescue of the latter. They are an unimprovable, absolute exclusion. This creates space
for an intellectually “middling sort ... a mean of those which have not received such extraordinary
favours of nature, neither have they any remarkable imperfections.” Such people are educable in
the natural (professional) graces and, by hard work, come to “deserve the esteem” of the honour
society. This middling sort is modern and meritocratic: it is not a point of balance like the classical
mean, but an aspiration towards one extreme and away from the other.

Mid-seventeenth century England is especially rich in such ambiguities around class and
degeneracy, which are reflected in the very title of Baxter’s 1681 Compassionate Counsel to All
Young Men. Especially, 1. London apprentices. 2. Students of divinity, physic, and law. 3. the sons
of magistrates and rich men. Is 1-2-3 a descending or an ascending scale? He would rather, he
says, be ministering to 3 or 2 than, as he is, to 1. (The Restoration bishops had just dumped an
inner-city parish on the provincial Baxter as punishment for his heterodox views.) Nevertheless,
he points out that category 3 contains “the ill examples of too many persons of your rank. You are
apt to think that their wealth and pomp and power makes them ... more honourable. And if they
wallow in drunkenness or filthy lust, or talk profanely, you may think that such sins are the less
disgraceful. But you can dream.” The title, self-consciously reversing the honour rankings, hints
at the creaturely equality of souls. The Baxter who in the 1650s had seen man’s reason as just one
preparation among many for an imminent rule of the saints now saw preparation more soberly

¢ William Segar, The Book of Honor and Armes, 51; Nicole Faret, The Honest Man, 18 ff.
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as “a good succession of the several generations,” demanding a curriculum with a correspondingly
greater reasoning element. “A Christian’s child,” he says, “is born with no more knowledge than a
heathen’s, and must have as much labour and study to make him wise .... O what a blessed world
were it, if the blessings of men famous for wisdom and godliness, were entailed on all that should
spring from them! And if this were the common case! But the doleful miseries of the world have
come from the degenerating of good men’s posterity,” from regression to the mean.’

Sidelined by political events, Baxter redeploys the surface language of the elite in pursuit of a
deeper strategy: the abandonment of a theory of imminent grace in the elect and its transformation
into a theory of intellectual development for all. The road to salvation now lies in hard intellectual
graft. And the absence of intellect that once denoted degeneracy within the honour society alone,
having been taken for granted in the masses and feared only at moments of social disorder, now
induces a permanent and generalized fear of any individual displaying such absence, from across
the entire range of humanity.

Another concept highlighting pseudo-egalitarian tendencies, religious and secular, was that of
the “capable subject.” This referred either to those capable of receiving God’s grace or to those
with earthly capabilities such as landed property, or (more usually) both in the same person. In
contrast stood “the uncapable multitude,” which was the phrase Charles II reached for when he
banned preaching on predestination out of fear that it would stir them up.® Uncapable — disabled —
in what sense here? Talk about “uncapable” subjects helped smooth over elite disputes about
grace by uniting them in defence against the out-group. An out-group is only ever a temporary
manifestation, in whatever mode, of a prior category, that of the representative otherness which
each era seems to manifest in different ways. The modern concept of intellectual disability was just
then being inserted in this role. When in the 1670s Joseph Glanvill, a Royal Society member and
acquaintance of Baxter and Locke, criticized the doctrine that the elect are few, he appealed to a
concept of “general grace.” This, he said, had been offered “unto all men, in the light of reason, the
[natural] laws written upon our hearts, and common aids of the spirit ... in its universal diffusion
through the world without let, or impediment ... communicating itself to all subjects that were
capable” (emphasis in original).” However, this subject, in whom divine grace is naturalized by
being embedded in human reason and natural law, is still not an everyman. It hovers between the
creaturely equality of souls and social hierarchy. In generalizing (divine) grace, Glanvill is not
exactly discarding election. “General” grace differs from the divine grace of the elect few not so
much by being universal as by being mouldable to fit whatever social boundaries one might want
it to fit (like “general” intelligence, in fact).

Locke simply ignores the language of grace, describing capability in terms of its detailed
psychological operations. However, that is not because he was a sensible fellow, modern before his
time, but because talk of grace was surplus to his requirements. In fact, in founding a seemingly
universal and classless psychology, he was not abandoning the mode of divine grace at all, nor indeed
that of honour. Rather, he absorbed both within a primarily intellectual vocabulary. The uncapable
multitude, the “hydra-headed monster” recently let loose by civil war, very gradually thereafter
would become a minority. Two centuries later public education, dominated by Nonconformism
and its remaining subliminal beliefs about election, had transformed “a mad, bad and dangerous
people” into citizenry of the middling sort, respectable rather than honourable, leaving behind only

7 Compassionate Counsel, 386.

8 Isabel Rivers, Reason, Grace and Sentiment, 54.

°  Joseph Glanvill, “Anti-fanatical religion, and free philosophy,” 34, in Essays.
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a small, pathological intellectually disabled population (alongside and merging into the unskilled
working class) to be as feared as the “multitude” once was.'

The importance of social class to the interplay between bidding modes and their respective
out-groups is apparent also from the detail of church politics. When Hooker outlines the principles
or “laws of ecclesiastical polity,” he makes human reasoning a back-up to the holy spirit, its job
being to persuade us that revelation is authentic. Whereas Calvin would have regarded this as
blasphemous because our reasoning corrupts religion, Hooker thought corruption occurs mainly
outside the honour society. He notes that the “common people” are “credulous and over capable
of ... pleasing errors.” They have only the holy spirit to go by, and this means they can easily
convince themselves that something is from the holy spirit when in fact it is from the devil."
His example is religious sectarians who claim powers of “prophecy,” or instantaneously achieved
reason. “Understanding of the scriptures,” he warns, is “dependent not principally of the sharpness
of men’s wits or of their learning” (emphasis added). The common sort take their quick, unreasoning
apprehension of the holy spirit to mean that they are elect, whereas in fact no one can know he
is elect unless the holy spirit works laboriously through his intellect to convince him of the fact.
Questions of election and social class overlap almost completely here. Only “almost,” because
when Hooker writes about speedy and unreasoning “common people” as above, he is not playing
it straight; he is actually referring in coded terms to the Presbyterian gentry, who in Hooker’s time
formed an opposition tendency within church and state. One dealt with one’s opponents’ claims to
grace and therefore to possession of the right political policy by representing them in the persona
of idiots, of the common sort.

A similar interplay can be seen at local level, in authority’s management of the hard facts of
everyday behaviour. The parish was a unit of social administration; the church was its town hall,
and reports on anti-social behaviour among the common people were posted on the door. Honour
rankings were marked within the physical space of the church itself, pews arranged by degree of
comfort and the amount of rates paid; local social status overrode creaturely equality (though this
also meant that fights broke out over who could sit where). During services, the lower sort were
barred from the chancel because it was assumed their behaviour would be indecorous, a likely
token of reprobation. By the 1650s some churches were lifting the bar, but not completely, as we
shall see later. All were agreed that “idiots” should be excluded from communion. But who were
now these idiots? If no longer the generality of the common people, did they still include the
illiterate, or servants? The latter were not always expected to attend church at all. It was said that
gentry who brought their servants “were as good send their horse,” that epitome of the reasonless
brutes over whom man was born to rule."

Women

As with class, so with gender. At the trial of the charismatic preacher Anne Hutchinson,
Massachusetts’s blessed magistracy proclaimed that for women — who after all were natural idiots —
to get together and think in abstractions, as her all-female caucus did, was to remove honour
from men and to strip reason of its inherent maleness."* Hutchinson, by claiming that she knew

10 Boyd Hilton, 4 Mad, Bad, and Dangerous People? England 1783—1846.

' Voak, Richard Hooker, 230.

12 Cited in Martin Ingram, “From Reformation to toleration,” in T. Harris (ed.), Popular Culture in
England.

13" Michael Winship, Making Heretics, 42.
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who belonged to the company of the elect and that the magistrates did not, was impugning their
honour. The only honour appropriate to women was that which they derived from their husbands’
or fathers’ possession of them. The opposition between grace and male honour (at least of the
old self-assertive kind) implied an identification between grace and female honour. As Pitt-Rivers
notes, to renounce one’s honour is also to cry for mercy, like a woman: without self-assertiveness,
there is only submission.

The softer side of feminine values could be of considerable use to male power. While woman’s
rightful place was in the private sphere of home, private men were a potential threat. Private male
reasoning might lead to heresy or opposition. The Tudor elite had therefore been cautioned to rear
its infants in an exclusively female environment, to avoid exposing them to the rough manners of
male clan members.'* The nobility till then had reared its children and those of its feudal vassals
in the old martial honour codes, often within the private household. Henry VIII’s increasingly
centralized state apparatus, with increased control of the honour codes, found this practice suspect.
Testostrionic men were to be kept away from the nursery because their private minds and self-
assertive behaviours might set a bad example to the young, fostering oppositional defiant disorder
or an unreasoning disdain for reasons of state. The young had to be socialized into obedience
to its head, though he himself was less radical feminist than serial femicide. The Puritans who
grew in political strength over the next generation would have been the first to learn to police
themselves in this way. Their rejection of the honour clans’ way of bidding for status, in favour of
an internal religious grace and regeneration or “new man,” was their rejection of machismo for a
more feminine quality that would eventually enable Puritan elites, male of course, to manage more
softly and delicately the levers of power. “Have a new master: get a new man,” was Caliban’s
advice to his fellow menials in 7he Tempest. (In Shakespeare’s ironic inversion, this new man was
a libertine, a drunken servant.)

A comparison may be drawn here with modern intellectual disability doctrine, notably around
autism, and its involvement in the recuperation of radical feminist values. The autistic brain with its
excessively private reasoning, says Simon Baron-Cohen in The Essential Difference, is an extreme
version of the male one. Therefore we are to think of the female brain as normative. As Cordelia
Fine has comprehensively shown, Baron-Cohen is unaware of the socially constructed character
of notions of gender."> But it should further be noted that when the new man, like his Puritan
counterpart, aspires to these feminized behavioural norms — “empathy”, for example, as that which
the “autist” cannot perform — he finds in them the constituents of a new managerial technique for
maintaining, in the long run, a social control that remains patriarchal, and his.

The seminal insult

One final element is to be noted in the three-way relationship and its out-groups: the role of satire
and insult. When a satirist of the time, with Socratic irony, calls himself an “idiot,” rather than
pretending to be intellectually disabled as we would understand it, he is more often representing
himself as a member of the out-group in all three modes at once, with the aim of recalibrating
the relationship between them. Take, for example, the reaction to Castiglione’s elision of the
distinctions between divine and natural grace and between honourable lineage and professional
merit, with reason subsumed under both and ability reduced to performance and imitation. By way
of contrast, his younger contemporary Giovanni Della Casa creates the persona of “an old idiot”

4 Elyot, The Governour, 17r.

15 See Delusions of Gender: the Real Science behind Sex Differences.
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(un vecchio idiota), whose defining psychological characteristic is an inability to enact the
performances required of him as a member of the social elite. In an Italian context of great social
mobility, where reason is explicitly reinterpreted as imitative grace and honour consists in sham
genealogies whose invention is openly admitted to be a mere ritual of office holding, one’s only
resource is to renounce membership of all three in-groups at once. What Della Casa wants us to infer
from that ironic assumption of the title “idiot” is that imitative grace is an actual absence of true
grace, and that in a true gentleman, honour does not have to be performed; it simply is. True grace
and true honour are, instead, inborn nature plus reason. Only if the “nobility” (however dubious)
adopts this novel approach, where a natural, specifically human wit reinforces the other two and is
at least equal to them in value, can its bid for status remain competitive against the sophistries of
the arrivisti.'®

Today’s insults (“idiot,” “retard,” etc.), especially when applied to one’s peers, assume a
referent. They say: you are like that pathological group over there. In the early modern period,
the very existence of any such group or referent is questionable. Where there is textual evidence
for such insults, it is in the class sense of the idiot as labourer or layman. When an opponent’s
argument is said to be “popish, that is very plebeianly and idiotically spoken,” we still — this is
the later seventeenth century — have no clear sense of the category boundaries between these three
descriptive terms.'” Satire and insult in the primary sources can therefore be read as applying in any
bidding mode, and a vast range of reference is often incorporated in the “disabled” identity. This is
clear from the many books about character types published in the seventeenth century in the genre
inspired by Theophrastus. The satirist Samuel Butler, for example, writes of the man who

9

Believes the honour that was left him as well as the estate is sufficient to support his quality without
troubling himself to purchase any more of his own; and he meddles as little with the management
of the one as the other, but trusts both to the government of his servants, by whom he is equally
cheated in both. He is like a fanatic, that contents himself with the mere title of a saint and makes
that his privilege to act all manner of wickedness.'®

To Theophrastus’s standard example, involving social class, Butler has added the religious element
of an empty Antinomian claim to be among the elect. Or take the following entry, “Dunce,” added
(allegedly by John Donne) to Thomas Overbury’s famous work in the same genre:

He hath a soul drowned in a lump of flesh ... the most dangerous creature for confirming an atheist,
who would swear his soul were nothing but the bare temperature of his body. He sleeps as he goes,
and his thoughts seldom reach an inch further than his eyes. The most part of the faculties of his
soul lie fallow .... One of the most unprofitable of God’s creatures, being, as he is, a thing put clean
besides his right use, made fit for the cart and the flail, and by mischance entangled amongst books
and papers. A man cannot tell possible what he is now good for, save to move up and down and
fill room, or to serve as animatum instrumentum, for others to work withal in base employments,
or to be foil for better wits, or to serve (as they say monsters do) to set out the variety of nature ....
He is mere nothing of himself, neither eats, nor drinks, nor goes, nor spits, but by imitation, for all
which he hath set forms and fashions .... He speaks just what his books or last company said unto
him, without varying one whit, and very seldom understands himself .... Rip him quite asunder,
and examine every shred of him, you shall find him to be just nothing but the subject of nothing:

16 Berger, The Absence of Grace, 196.
17" Glanvill, Saducismus, 47.

18 Samuel Butler, Characters, 67.
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the object of contempt. Yet such as he is you must take him, for there is no hope he should ever
become better.

This is a rich mix: it refers to intellectual opposition (“dunce” is from the philosopher John Duns
Scotus), original sin (the drowned soul), atheism, materialism (the soul as merely the “temperature”
of the mortal body), lethargy, reliance on the external senses, emptiness or absence, horse-like
beastliness, lack of autonomy, unstable opinion, manual labour, natural slavery, monstrosity,
imitation, incurability — though little, it seems, that might be recognizable as disability to a modern
psychologist. There is no sense that the author might be distinguishing between the people insulted
and some separate population that provides a reference point for the insult. Passages like this are
not metaphors by which one sneeringly or jokingly compares one’s peers with some positive,
pre-existing intellectually disabled population, so much as an early co-creator of a referent that is
itself modern.

Y Thomas Overbury, Characters.
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Chapter 8
Virtue, Blood, Wit:
from Lineage to Learning

It is not often that we can see all three modes of bidding for status — honour, grace and wit — in full
focus at the same time. We have abundant evidence, however, for the separate ways in which each
of the two older modes and their corresponding concepts of disability feed into the modern one. In
this and the next chapter we shall look at this process in terms of social status (honour), and in the
following two, in terms of religious status (grace).

Changes in the types of collateral offered against recognition of status can be gleaned from the
widespread early modern genre of conduct manuals and courtesy books: “behaviour guides” as I
shall call them. These popular psychology texts form a continuous tradition, taking in key works
such as Castiglione’s The Book of the Courtier (1528), Henry Peacham’s The Compleat Gentleman
(1622) and Francis Nivelon’s The Rudiments of Genteel Behaviour (1737, much consulted by
contemporary portrait painters), through to those of the intelligence society: Edward de Bono’s
How to Have a Beautiful Mind (2004), for example. These guides, whether from the sixteenth
century or the twenty-first, reveal the nexus between the ideals of the society and the facsimile
of those ideals in the individual who aspires to personify them, and who has the ability to extort
from others a validation of the image he cherishes of himself. In modern societies this validation is
extorted by the creation of the disability we call intellectual, which can be traced back to the types of
disqualification made on the grounds of honour. Before looking at the question of disqualification,
however, we need first to examine the positive concept of honour to which it relates, and about
which James and Shapin have already written.

We shall start by looking at the relationship of honour to social structure and mobility in the
early modern period, and at ways in which honour was scientifically assessed. The discussion will
then centre on the modal shift from honour to wit and learning, often via the mediation of “virtue.”
We need to remind ourselves yet again here how intrinsically slippery such concepts are. Honour
may simply mean reputation and glory, or it may mean a supposedly more substantial, class-based
“nobility.” Nobility itself is sometimes synonymous with gentility, sometimes (and increasingly)
a distinctly higher form of the latter. The inflection of these terms in any case varies according to
author and/or national context. More than this by way of a general analysis of terms and we shall
find ourselves drowning. We will engage with the texts first, and then see.

Social structure and social mobility

For the “real life” landscape of early modern social structure, we must seek elsewhere. We might
find, for example, how when the chips were down, gentry would bond with the merchants and
yeomen to defend common interests. We are looking here instead at the history of surfaces, of
human self-representation. Even if societas, “the honour society,” was something fairly nebulous,
its members knew exactly who each of the others were. This mutual recognition is itself one aspect
of social structure, and therefore we need at least a brief account of the latter.

At first sight, intelligence seems to play a quite different role in social structures from the role
played by ancestral lineage. The difference lies in the distinction anthropologists make between
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“achieved” and “ascribed” status. Intelligence seems to be a quality within each individual, on the
basis of which people achieve status by replacing each other in the structure: “social mobility.”
Lineage, by contrast, seems to be ascribed to families and groups by external social codes that
pose absolute barriers to mobility, at the same time as creating anxiety about the porousness of
those barriers. At first sight the intelligence society has no barriers that can be porous or otherwise,
since intelligence is supposedly intrinsic to the species as a whole (allowing for certain differences
of degree in individual capabilities and the amount of effort one puts in). But in fact intelligence,
too, is an ascribed status: the intelligence society is a caste into which one is born socially, with
social restrictions imposed on membership, just as was the case with honour. We have only our
notional intellectually disabled people to explain to us that this is the case, and their categorization
as intellectually disabled pre-empts all possible critique by disqualifying them from membership of
the group that has the ability to explain anything.

The honour society’s ideology of limited membership was one thing, actual social mobility
quite another. Meritocracy’s historical fable runs: once upon a time, you got on because of who you
were (i.e., who you were descended from); now you get on because of what you can do, which is
chiefly ranked by your intellectual ability. This kind of achievement-based system is supposed to
have been suppressed in earlier times by an elite marked out by bloodline and inherited juridical
powers. The onset of gentry and nobility is pushed as far back in time as possible, almost to a state
of nature, thereby creating the historical myth of semi-permanent rule by an honour group, which
in fact mirrors that group’s own idea of itself as reaching back to the dawn of the species. The
truth is something else. The difference between aristocracy and meritocracy is not between less and
more social mobility, but between two different ways of closing off privilege and passing it on to
one’s offspring. And it is not just that meritocracy is the new aristocracy. Aristocracy, as historians
have long known, was the old meritocracy, “governing solely by virtue of birth (not usually that
ancient), royal caprice, or flat cash payment.”" Detailed family records were not kept before the
thirteenth century; nor, once they were, could descent be traced back more than a few decades.
Partly this was because of structural changes in kinship; strict patrilinealism, which made tracing
the family line important, was a relatively new system. And partly it was because even as the
system was taking root, the ruling elite was undergoing constant change and infiltration. Let us
compare the kinds of advantage people have sought to pass on to their offspring then and now: the
gentility qualifications of parents around 1500 (juridical ones attached to landed estates) and the
merit-based qualifications of parents today (“intellectual” or educational ones). In modern societies
upward mobility is structurally restricted above all by parents’ lack of educational qualifications,
but this bias evens out over three generations or so. In the earlier period, changes of social rank
through land acquisition probably evened out over a similar period. We cannot take it for granted
that there was less social mobility in the thirteenth or seventeenth century than in the twenty-first.
To do so is just to repeat the meritocratic fable that the undeserving have been replaced by the
deserving, who by objectively justified criteria such as intelligence just happen to be us.

The very origin of gentility was meritocratic. In the property revolution of the late medieval
period, lands were handed out in return for military service regardless of social background;
“honour” could be used synonymously to mean a grant of land. Hereditary titles, and with them
early modern notions of inherited honour, only came about once the king, then merely the strongest
among equals, needed a system for keeping track of his peers’ ambitious sons. Conversely, titles
were a guarantee to chosen individuals that the king’s favour could not be revoked. Economic
capital was a means to the upkeep of these gentle appearances, which were the more real and valued
entity. Titles, having begun as a form of ID card, only became systemized during that phase of early

' Hexter, “The English aristocracy,” 72.
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modern capitalism which was already beginning to spawn an intelligence-based meritocracy too; it
seems to have been possible even then to describe oneself to the Court of Chivalry as “a gentleman
by birth and a linen draper by trade” while keeping a straight face.?

As the French revolutionaries would (correctly) point out, titled nobility started out as gangs.?
The system did not settle into one of primogeniture and hereditary surnames until the thirteenth
century; in England, hereditary entitlement to a seat in the House of Lords came as late as the end
of the fifteenth century, it having been an appointed chamber until then. The system of heraldic
assessment and the genre of behaviour guides began immediately after this. The gap between the
most pukka gentleman and the arriviste “shot up with last night’s mushroom” (a frequent trope)
was slight. The real question was, exactly how recently arrived? Not just in James I’s two-a-penny
honours sales or in the contemporary mass ennoblement of professionals in France but all along,
urban trade or peasant avarice sufficed to buy a title, at some decent interval following purchase of
the land. Expansion of the gentry had always occurred from the bottom up because heralds had a
direct financial interest in granting coats of arms. In the 1540s the English state monopolized the
business of collecting fees for the granting of arms. The nobility’s crisis of prestige then came only
when monarchs accelerated the granting of new titles, to reinforce the elite with good administrators
and merchants who could supply the treasury with ready cash. The value of titles declined with
their increase in number; like grade inflation in educational qualifications, these over-rapid shifts
in precedence threatened the stability of existing occupants of the social niche. Honour after 1600
increasingly became not just an attribute of caste but concretized in the person, an individual
possession emanating from within, even as it was reinterpreted in terms of obedience to the state.
Religious authorities attempted, with some success, to replace bloodline with the soul and the mind
as the locus of honour, which helped justify a limited extension of status down the social scale. It
also sowed the seeds of honour’s decline, since it meant the individual might be author of his own
code; this semi-classless honour was eventually reduced to bourgeois “honesty” (financial and
contractual), thus provoking conflict with the anti-mercenary bias of the old honour codes.

The purity of the in-group had in any case revealed certain inherent structural problems. In 1200
the nobility was tiny, and knighthood a lower, specialist stratum; when they merged, the former’s
system of primogeniture and hereditary names met up with the latter’s codification system of heraldic
coats of arms.* The problem was that the more tightly codified the patrilineal family, the more easily
it died out. Plague exacerbated this. Gaps in the gentry had to be filled by servants from the great
houses or men from the religious establishments beyond the honour society, without whom the elite
could not have regularly renewed itself. Villeins studied at Paris and Oxford, taking up posts in the
expanding ecclesiastical and state administrations and forming a literate secretariat for household
economies increasingly reliant on documentation. A leading English recruiter from the ranks was
William of Wykeham, himself unashamedly a tradesman’s son, Lord Chancellor, and founder of
the first Oxford college. Gentry and merchants in England, like nobility and bourgeoisie in France,
shared a common cultural space despite the flamboyant noises about honour continually heard from
the higher stratum. One of the most popular genres in the first wave of new, printed books among their
bourgeois consumers were albums of medallion engravings illustrating the coats of arms to which
they aspired; in republican Italy, whose ruling families tended to have very recent merchant origins,
the coat of arms at first modestly embossed on the covers of book-keeping ledgers eventually found
a prominent place in the portraits these family members commissioned of themselves in ancient
dress, proclaiming their direct biological line of honourable descent from the ancient Romans.

2 Cited in George Squibb, The High Court of Chivalry, 172.
3 Dulaure, Histoire, 47.

4 See Georges Duby, The Chivalrous Society, 9 ff.; 85 ff.
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Some, then, are born honourable and great, some achieve greatness and some have greatness
thrust upon them: in the second case through merit, and in the third by one’s lord (or in Malvolio’s
case, lady). Conversely, it would be no enormous scandal when as great a nobleman as Lord North
apprenticed his eldest son to a turkey merchant on account of his intellectual disposition; he was
excessively fast, having “too much spirit” for his books or to be useful to the state.’ Younger sons
regularly entered trade. “What a gentleman is, is hard with us to define,” wrote the legal historian
John Selden. “In other countries he is known by his privileges; in Westminster Hall he is one that is
reputed one; in the court of honour, he that hath arms.”® Even in France, where nobility was more
formally defined, a noble father would marry his daughter to a bourgeois if it meant no dowry was
expected; and the commoner to whom a nobleman sold his land could assume a title, any challenge
to it being legally invalid after a fixed period even if he continued working with his hands.” Such
people claimed noble descent to avoid certain taxes from which nobles were exempt. In neither
country did the heraldic expert require more than three generations on both sides (mere living
memory) for a gentle line to be written down as “ancient”: that is, if prompt payment of his fee did
not obviate the need to trace it in the first place.?

Certainly there were massive complaints about upstarts and ‘“new men.” But the new man
differed from the old only in the sense that whereas people had once been honoured for military
service to the state, now it was also for professional services, which involved a notional intellectual
component. The fifteenth-century legal authority Sir John Fortescue claimed, “There is scarcely
a man learned in the laws ... who is not ... sprung of noble lineage,” but that was in principle
only. Judges were knighted from scratch, recruited from the sons of yeomen, merchants or even
artisans.’ Indeed, it was a stereotype of the lawyer that “his very calling writes him esquire, though
his scutcheon sometimes cannot speak him gentleman, except by way of admittance” (that is,
having come from outside the group).!® Conversely, people who lost their land were not easily
prised loose of their gentility. The claim to status in all its self-referentiality belongs as firmly to
the social structure as any more concrete form of collateral. The Spanish Zidalgo (“gentleman”)
is an abbreviation of Zijo de algo, “son of something,” recalling the complaint of the respectable
English family fallen on hard times “We came from something, you know.” The something in
question is the title as such, rather than the long-gone landed estate. Status modes take on a life of
their own when a group establishes an identity that may help it to corner some advantage which it
can pass on to its descendants, hence psychology’s longstanding interest in the hereditary nature
of intelligence. In the shift from one mode to the other, the intelligence needed to preserve one’s
patrimony became intelligence as patrimony.

Honour and the assessment process

If honour and intelligence are similar in their relationship to social mobility, so too are they in
their forms of assessment. Heraldic devices bear a functional resemblance to psychometric scores.
The tensions of shifting social stratification, between society as it was and society as some of its
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members wanted it to be, led to Canute-like attempts to preserve social difference in the existing
honour mode by refining heraldry into a scientia, a branch of theoretically justified knowledge.
This science, which patrolled the borders of the honour society, was no less specialist and complex
than the psychology which patrols the intelligence society. A hobby of great interest to those who
aspired as well as those who already belonged, it features in many of the behaviour guides of the
period. It consisted in complex genealogical calculation, of which coats of arms were the quasi-
mathematical indices. Heraldic science helped to negotiate the gulf between structural realities and
the desire of the upwardly mobile for legitimation. Any mode of bidding for status, to be effective,
requires public recognition and therefore external display. Honour had to be seen to be done. Its
tools of authentification were exact signs that separated out-group from in-group, and grades of
superiority within the latter. How the idea that heraldic knowledge is a branch of natural philosophy
would have struck natural philosophers in other fields, especially in the physical realm, is unclear.
Bacon thought that laws of evidence could not be applied to honour because it was all in the mind
(“a satanical illusion and apparition ... against religion”) and therefore impossible to gauge.!' One
might criticize psychometrics from the same standpoint, since intelligence is likewise all in the
mind. In fact it is often seen as all of the mind too, making the potential confusions even greater.
Heraldic science provided forms of assessment on which to base a jurisprudence of honour.
The honour society’s previous way of settling its tensions had been by private violence, which the
absolute state found as threatening as private reason. Matters of honour had tended to be settled
by duelling. This reached its high point in the later sixteenth century, that is, precisely as heraldic
science was beginning to take shape. As the “point of honour” the duel, like the cognitive ability
test, was a pseudo-legal institution in an arena where the law itself was not competent, and where
the claimant to status must get himself formally authenticated by others at his own evaluation or
else find that his claim is empty. Honour had to be impregnable from below, since its very premise
was that inferior groups existed who lacked it. Destroying someone’s honour not only reduced
him to the ranks, it raised the destroyer; as the English Hymnal points out, “Conquering kings
their titles take / From the foes they captive make.” One recalls here the special esteem accorded
to professional caregivers in segregated institutions for the disabled, or St Francis who with his
pathological hatred of lepers was reborn in Christ the moment he condescended to touch one.
Decisions made by duel were deterministic, a form of necessity or fate. Sixteenth-century
rulers tried to ban duelling, stood in for necessity themselves and assumed full responsibility for
arbitrating all claims to honour. Whereas duels proclaimed the victor’s autonomy independently of
central power, heraldic signs offered the state a sanitized public equivalent which it could turn to
its advantage by controlling the distribution of status. Moreover duelling, while caused by man’s
“natural inclination” and passions, was opposed by his “natural intelligence” (intelligentia)."
Accordingly, heraldry became more scientifically rigorous during the sixteenth century: a new
means of dealing with social mobility rather than the relic of an antique system about to be swamped
by it. Anecdotal memory (idealized by epic poetry) gave way to precise genealogy, and previously
disparate conventions to a unitary bureaucratic system. The herald, originally a tournament umpire,
now analyzed armorial bearings, especially in England where the absence of clear-cut political
privileges for the gentry meant that coats of arms bore the main proof of their gentility. Most of
the legal “abilities” or privileges that marked out a gentleman (to hunt deer, carry weapons, etc.)
had fallen into disuse, leaving only non-substantive, para-legal ones, of which heraldic display was
chief. The high period of coats of arms began in Henry VIII’s reign, when a permanent Commission
was set up to regulate them. Republican parliamentarians were still insisting on theirs a century
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later; only with the revolution of 1689 did the formal value of heraldic signs fade. Even then, they
were still used as psychological indicators. They denote behavioural traits, for example, in the
caricatures of the anonymous eighteenth-century satirist lampooning aristocrats with fake coats of
arms (“two priapuses,” “two virgins weeping,” etc.).!

Heraldic science was based on three principles, each with its equivalent in the science of
intelligence measurement: (1) the idea that honour and its differentials are natural phenomena
which therefore self-evidently justify social distinctions, and of which the coat of arms is the
external sign; (2) a theory of honour as individual possession, a form of property in those signs;
and (3) a system of assessment, or heraldic visitations authenticating that possession. The elision
between the signs or “tokens of nobleness” and its substance is typical of status modes in general.
The sign itself becomes a substantive personal property, just as the statistical mean used in
intelligence measurement, having started out as a purely numerical sign, subsequently becomes the
natural phenomenon of intelligence: that is to say, what the measurer has decided intelligence is.

The heraldic Commission’s freedom from state interference was a nod to the previous honour
dispensation which in principle had been pluralist, the monarch himself being subject to its rules.
However, the Commission was his initiative and existed for his benefit. The herald carried royal
letters patent, showing that the right had been delegated to him. If some of the monarch’s fellow
nobles had previously held honours within their gift, now he was the fount of all honour, reinforced
by his role as the earthly mediator of divine grace. Honour required state authentification as well
as self-authentification. Out on the road, though, the herald remained his own master. As the
honour society’s informal judiciary, his quasi-forensic task was to separate the genuine from the
fake. This was no simple matter. Henry’s first Commission asked the heralds to assess “good
honest reputation” when awarding or approving coats of arms. Men “issued of vile blood” were
to be excluded. However, that was in theory; in practice, reputation meant “service done to us
or another” or “possessions and riches” above a certain level. Also excluded were “heretics
contrary to the faith”; religious wisdom was now a reinforcement to state power, thrusting the
clergy into an honour system that had traditionally excluded them. After the first Commission, a
herald periodically visited claimants to gentle status at home or summoned them to attend him.
Anyone who could not justify his coat of arms had his dishonour posted up in public. The Court
of Chivalry held tribunals which testify to the widespread practice of inappropriate display by
those not entitled. Those who passed the test had their coats of arms entered on a pro forma, “small
tickets ... printed with blanks,” the upper half of each page drawn with empty shields (to be filled
out with the relevant emblems) and space for a brief verbal description.'

Before this period, it was assumed that two gentlemen meeting for the first time did not compare
genealogies; all they needed (as Cicero had said) was a quick glance at each other. The new heraldic
scientists thought it took a bit more than that. The social order was at stake: it was well known
that “no coat of arms is more beautiful than a villein’s.”"® Yet at least one manual on coats of arms,
having begun with a rigorous exclusion of merchants and mechanics, goes on to qualify this out of
existence by selecting “laudable” trades and crafts that might be eligible. This seems to mean any
trade as long as the person under assessment could stump up the fee. The very same people who
in one context might be “night-grown, mushrumps, start-ups,” could in a more favourable one be
“gentlemen of the first head,” that is, founders of a new honourable line.'® The latter phrase, like
“meritocrat,” had started out as ironic but very quickly turned positive. Goalposts moved here
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and there, just as they do with intelligence when its constituent parts are selected, reselected and
reconstituted even as the principle of measurement maintains its supremacy all the while.

For someone to be “creator of his own honours” in this way was justifiable because his fee
contributed to the upkeep of the heraldic system, thereby improving the commonwealth. Law was
at the centre of this trade. Many of the behavioural writers were at the Inns of Court, as were the
prospective owners of coats of arms among their readers; this was the same professional caste
which, at the opposite end of the status spectrum, was just then creating a new and antithetical caste
of dishonourable “idiot” incompetents at the Court of Wards and helping to sequester their estates.
Gentlemen of the first head were contrasted with “dunghill or truck-knights, whose honours have
no other ... scale to rise by but only their wealth,” and who pay “common scriveners” to paint their
coat of arms. In principle “honourable places [are] due to great estates,” so how did one distinguish
between money which could buy honour and that which could not?'” The answer seems to be that
you paid through the appropriate channel. Although proofs of authenticity in heraldic science were
based on lineage, an under-the-counter trade in coats of arms had always gone on, and in fact they
had started out as legally alienable property. The law only prohibited this practice at the same (late)
point when it confirmed the inheritability of titles.

Heraldic scientists built into their professional role an excluding jargon called “Blazon,” part-
pictorial, which they could use with each other, knowing that clients would not understand. Like
IQ, it was an abstract code. Interest in Blazon grew sharply in the 1620s, in reaction to the Duke
of Buckingham’s notorious honours-for-sale policy (Peacham, the best-known popularizer of
heraldic science, was tutor to the son of Buckingham’s chief political rival). As the coats grew
more complex and scrutinized, so did the usefulness of Blazon to heralds. It ensured that their
expert services were always needed. It is impossible to convey in paraphrase the flavour of some
of these texts. The minute hierarchical grading of coats, with added symbols for birth order (first,
second, third son, etc.) and differentiations for the number and type of quarterings, was as complex
as chi-squaring. Or the science could be disarmingly simple while equally exact: the Hall of Nobles
in Stockholm, for example, displays their coats of arms with numbers running in order of their year
of introduction, oldest families first.

If heraldry later came to be seen as what Voltaire supposedly called it, “the science of fools
with long memories,” it had critics even at the time. Some of the criticism came in the rival mode
of grace. William Perkins, characteristically trenchant, says: “No man is to stand upon his gentility,
or glory in his parentage for nobility and great blood, but only rejoice in this, that he is drawn out
of the kingdom of darkness.”'® Erasmus mocked the air of intellectual difficulty heraldic experts
cultivated and the status this lent them: people think this, rather than religion, is the supreme
intellectual accomplishment. When gentlemen discuss it, “their forehead and upper brows [are]
drawn together with very great gravity, as it were a matter of marvellous difficulty; yea and with
great enforcement bringing forth plain trifles [and] think other in comparison of themselves scarce
to be men.”" Other criticisms came from the champions of honour themselves. They complained
about charlatan “armorists” whose “impostures conspire in the concealing of their imagined
secrets.”” These writers feared that heraldic science might threaten the very principle of honour,
because it protested too much; after all, the very call for evidence contradicts the principle behind
status modes. One early seventeenth-century author for example, in a textbook description of
character types, describes the herald thus:
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To the making of him went not a generation, but a genealogy. His trade is honour, and he sells it,
and gives arms himself, though he be no gentleman. His bribes are like those of a corrupt judge,
for they are the prices of blood. He seems very rich in discourse, for he tells you of whole fields of
gold and silver, or and argent, worth much in French but in English nothing.?!

In criticizing the heralds, this author is seeking to preserve the autonomy of country gentry, whose
honour was self-evident and needed no checking. At the extreme, though, heraldic science was a
“mockery,” its sole aim to rake in assessment fees.?

When the experts defended themselves, it was characteristic of status modes in general that
they did so via their opponent’s psychological deficiencies: “the pride they have in their own wits
and understandings, weening themselves to be very wise, where indeed they are very simple,”
and their “rashness, and want of judgement” (both these latter being precise terms in faculty
psychology). The experts invoked a typical claim of the human sciences: to historical permanence,
and hence to nature. One fifteenth-century text universally consulted through the early modern
period identifies the hierarchical insignia of honour as “the nine colours in arms figured by the nine
orders of angels” — medieval philosophy’s nine intelligences, corresponding to the nine celestial
spheres — ““... show[ing] which be worthy and which be royal.”* This demonstrated for experts the
cosmological dimension of their expertise. According to this same author, “Christ was a gentleman
of coat armour.” A principle of nature and the cosmos thus reinforced one of socio-political order:
“Bondage ... began first in angel[s] and after succeeded in mankind.” Practice, as well as theory,
was read back into antiquity. Heraldry was traced back at least as far as the Roman patricians who
put up wax images of their ancestors; and he who had none to display “was called by them ... a new
fellow, a son of the dunghill, fatherless.”?* Sitters for portraits wore classical dress embroidered
with their coats of arms.

The perceived cross-historical validity of Blazon thereby credited honour with being a natural
and permanent substance. And what was historically true had to be anthropologically true, across
present-day cultures. John Gibbon, one of Charles II's heraldic officials, commented on people he
had seen in Virginia with tattoos on their bodies and emblems on their shields. They proved that
“heraldry ... is ingrafted naturally into the sense of the human race”: that is, its “internal sense” or
psychological faculties. These indigenous practices proved that heraldry was universally human
in the same way as, for Locke, the existence of “intelligent Americans” proved that the human
understanding was universal and that they were not “mindless” as their Spanish enslavers had
called them. Personality could be read off from a coat of arms as from the shape of a skull. Sign as
well as substance were inalienable properties of the mind itself:

Arms ... shall be accounted ... the significations, and outward marks of virtues, which have
proceeded, from the soul or mind of the first bearer. And therefore ... arms, are things so excellent
and honourable in themselves, that they are not to be accounted, in the nature of goods, riches
or lands.”

Honour was not concrete collateral, therefore, but an intangible principle located in a universal
realm of nature where it “sympathizes with every noble and generous disposition.” Not only
that: heraldry meant that honour was scientifically demonstrable, indeed “the most refined part
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of natural philosophy, while it taketh the principles from geometry, making use almost of every
several square and angle.”?® Assessment of heraldic insignia was therefore what we now call an
exact science: moreover the ultimate exact science, which rendered the social as well as the natural
order eternal. Coats of arms, with their minutely divided orders of precedence, built hierarchical
human honour into the structure of the universe. At the same time we must note that Gibbon saw
nature as a modifiable set of “dispositions.” On the one hand there was scientific rigidity; on the
other, nurture made a difference. Hence the line between elite and non-elite remained unclear. It
meant both that there could be boundary crossers (however rigorous the membership criteria), and
that the sons of gentry had better shape up.

Sometimes the scientiae of law, medicine and heraldry unite in a single account of natural
classification. Take the lawyer writing a foreword to his friend’s guide to heraldic science, a
textbook as meticulously positivist as anything in today’s psychometrics. The author is praised
for reducing “an art (much like our law), unmethodized, to ... a method” and “rules.”” He makes
armorial bearings “most natural,” not in the sense of faithful pictorial representation but in that of
natural history: “This work, did ransack heaven and earth, / Yea nature’s bulk itself, or all that is /
In nature hid, before this book had birth.” The author is the true heir of the great Roman naturalist
Pliny. He has revealed the psycho-social laws of nature, by cataloguing the heraldic animals, plants
and stars that act as their emblems and signs: “Nature’s secretary we may style / Thy searching
spirit .... All that honour arms must honour thee, / That hast made arms from all confusion free” —
apresentiment of Pope’s encomium on Newton. Turning heraldic signs into the substance of honour
thus leads to a harder-edged account of nature.

The author himself heads his text with the Hobbesian declaration, “Nature is ruled by an
intelligence that does not err.” This strictness about nature is required because of the “confused
mixture” into which coats of arms have descended. The confusion, he says, lies not in the intrusion
of upstarts or fake coats of arms but in the science itself, in its present state. It needs to be made more
exact. At the beginning, even Noah’s despised worker-son Ham had his own armorial bearings. “In
this first assumption of these signs, every man [emphasis added] did take to himself some such
beast, bird, fish, serpent ... as he thought best fitting his estate.” These insignia were not at the
outset hierarchical or exclusive but simply “marks to distinguish tribes, families, and particular
persons from each other.” So how did honour differentials arise subsequently? They did so first
in the mind of “the ingenious beholder,” who notes “after some sort [sc. classification] the natural
quality and disposition of their bearers.” The gradual hierarchization of the insignia of honour
thus runs interactively with improvement in the intelligence of observers, so that (as in every good
pseudo-science) we cannot tell whether the differentials are ante or post factum.

Another feature of this increasingly scientistic approach is primogeniture, which starts to
change from a legal concept into one that abstractly represents the natural order of things. With
inheritable honour increasingly a possession of the individual, it became important to stress that
this still did not make it a form of concrete collateral; it was not a commodity one could pass up or
alienate, like one’s property. The eldest son’s right of inheritance was a biological definition of the
person. Hence Jehan Scohier’s slogan, “The eldest son never dies.””® (It is worth noting here that
“Jehan” was a medievalist affectation, sporting what the French came to know as “the heraldic h.”)
Primogeniture is “separate from the law of succession, and is not subject to the laws or customs of
the country, but follows the order of nature alone.” To establish this, the writer creates the fiction
that in some countries it is the second son who inherits, “thus perverting the order of nature, with
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no assurance or conformity in the office of arms, nor among heralds.” Writing in opposition to the
inflation of honourable titles, his tactic is to affirm the hereditary principle as deterministically
as possible: “The right of primogeniture in itself cannot be prescribed, either by the sons or by
anyone outside the family .... [It is] immutable ... and here is the living reason why the right of
primogeniture cannot be sold.” The book contains a correspondingly comprehensive catalogue
of coats of arms, whose scientificity proves the natural honour of primogeniture, just as IQ scores
prove natural intelligence. It is when the social need for tighter authentification arises — when there
is a threat of being swamped or polluted — that one has to intrude this more deterministic sense
into nature.

Virtue: mediating between honour and wit

Pitt-Rivers notes how hard it is to separate the two terms, honour and virtue. Of the things that
“accompany honour like a shadow,” virtue was the most frequently mentioned. It too, however,
could be variously interpreted. Was virtue “blood ... conjoined with wealth,” or that “which ...
because it proceedeth from the mind, is true and perfect”?? It had long been recognized that
virtuous conduct did not necessarily depend on one’s bloodline; but the migration of virtue to the
mind signalled a decline in the language of honour. Virtue (excellence, or perhaps “superiority”)
became more clearly a value term than honour itself. In the migration of status bids, it was a magic
carpet on which the author could beam down from one mode of bidding to another, or mediate in
the conflicts between them.

This is evident from the way heralds and behavioural writers dealt with their own dubious
lineages. Cicero, who wrote about honour, was noted for having been, like most of them, plebeian
by birth. Peacham (in a fictitious persona) admits, “Being a gentleman myself, I have been many
times asked my coat, and except I should have showed them my jerkin, I knew not what to
say.”" To this conundrum of self-authentification, he replies that he just knows he’s a gentleman,
despite having to labour for his living by tutoring. The conundrum was solved by that value-laden
slipperiness of “virtue.” Heralds were needed because the king could not “pierce into every dark
and obscure corner that lies hid within his dominions.” And it was precisely the existence of some
unvirtuous, ignorant gentlemen that created a market for the behavioural expertise of the herald.
Peacham accuses heralds of “deal[ing] more bountifully with a fellow who can but teach a dog ...
than upon an honest, learned and well qualified man” to advise on the upbringing of their children.
The bourgeois flavour of that word “honest,” as distinct from honourable, sidesteps the delicate
question of his own social status being not quite that of those whom he is lecturing about their
ignorant and degenerate behaviour. This mission — to rescue from itself an elite whose behavioural
norms one claims to represent despite one’s own dubious social origins — is another literary fixture:
think Jane Austen. It typifies many of the writers in this genre and gave them career opportunities.
Gibbon, who held the post of Bluemantle Poursuivant at the College of Heralds, was a shopkeeper’s
son with a politics that was high Tory. (Heraldic science was associated with the Tories’ attachment
to Royal Prerogative.) These writers read their own humble social origins back into the history
of the science. The first feudal heralds, they said, had been “mechanical men” who looked after
their lord’s armour and were knighted in return.’! It is worth noting here that key figures in the
invention of modern intelligence and intellectual disability grew up in similarly status-ambiguous
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positions of some kind: Baxter, the son of self-improvers; Locke, from the smallest of small gentry,
bitterly dependent on patronage; Galton, from a wealthy but nonconformist family which resented
its exclusion from the charmed circle of the Anglican ruling elite.

Assumptions of virtue made up for faults of pedigree. Sir Thomas Browne describes virtue as
“nobility without heraldry.”*? Heraldry was “a good enough illustration of the antiquity of the race,
but not the nobility of its successors; although they may be known by ... [coats of] arms, they are
only noble by their virtues.”* But the more rigorous the science, the less it could cope with such
interpretive fluidity. And it coped least when virtue was reinterpreted as learning. Virtuous purity
of blood had once been said to resemble the marble of a statue, and learning its surface decoration.
At a certain point, however, they became man and wife: noble ancestry and “that sweet bride,
good learning.”** One encyclopaedia of heraldry points out that in Latin ingenui, the well born,
reads almost the same as ingenii, the quick-witted; they must have a common etymology, since
these qualities are interchangeable.*® The same notion appears in Elyot’s seminal text on how to
train up a learned gentry. Though his reformed curriculum culminates (routinely for the time) in
Aristotelian ethics, he recasts Aristotle’s “great-souled man” as the Tudor gentleman, honourable
and in grace. The continuance of a noble line depends on each generation’s renewal of the virtue
that existed in nobility at the outset, and renewal then comes from following his recommended
philosophy curriculum. He draws no category distinction between virtue as learning ability and
“ability” as the power derived from landed possessions — nor even, he hints, from upwardly mobile
merchants’ wealth, as long as they agree to play the game. One eye is on incumbents; the other tips
the wink at any social climber who might end up being useful. The categories overlap, inasmuch as
all are ways of establishing a niche for one’s son in a fluid socio-economic structure where lineage
may turn out to be not enough.

Honour is being framed here, in the late sixteenth century, in an increasingly abstract
terminology that is civic as well as scientific. Its virtues are performed in public service. Sidney,
while acknowledging the importance of heraldic science to a knowledge of human behaviour, said
that he was not interested in men’s pedigrees: “it sufficeth to know their virtues.”® It is striking
how often even writers with the most rigorous approach to heraldic science also credit virtue with
a higher value than lineage. But the contradiction is in our eyes only. For contemporaries, one
essence was not replacing another. Virtue as learning and virtue as bloodline belonged to the same
class of things, or at least occupied similar taxonomic slots. If learning-based virtue was a cuckoo
in honour’s nest, the behavioural writers did not spot it. The moral autonomy of the individual in the
old honour society had been his “franchise” (Lull’s word), a form of freedom consisting in personal
self-assertiveness whose ultimate sanction was violence and whose psychological location was
the will.” During the seventeenth century this autonomy was relocated from the will to reason;
freedom and the franchise came to reside in the individual’s formal civic maturity, his rational
ability to allow himself to be governed or (later) to actively consent to this. The behaviour guides
such as Peacham’s continued to be cited, but they are not a good indicator of what was going on
in everyday life, since the actual practice of honour on the ground, like that of intelligence today,
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was mundane and taken for granted, a prosaic interaction among social peers; it was a system of
reciprocity and communication, and indeed of “intelligence” in this latter sense.*®

The idea that one collateral substance has been exchanged for another is therefore illusory. In
the displacement of an honour society by an intelligence-based meritocracy we can see a structural
rearrangement of practical means by which power is validated, through bidding modes that are
at root interchangeable. “Virtue” drew a veil over any conflictedness in the relationship between
lineage and learning. Such conflicts over one’s evidence base tend to be harmful to self-referential
status claims; the very idea of evidence threatens the person claiming it. (This nebulousness brings
to status its permanent air of crisis, and if today we talk contradictory nonsense to each other
about intelligence, it is just that we do not notice our condition as one of crisis, nor do we notice
the chains — social, cultural, political — in which intelligence binds us.) Once virtue, the substance
of honour, began to be associated with individual intellects and their learning, the next step was
its sublimation into something made up of intellect, thus rendering talk of honour redundant. Of
course the war between excellence of bloodline and excellence of the intellect went on for a long
time. A mere century ago for example, Proust’s hidebound aristocrats, the Courvoisiers, still cast
intelligence as the “burglar’s jemmy” with which upstart commoners were threatening to break
into their hallowed circle. Yet for several centuries, intellectual merit and bloodline, bride and
groom, had already been advancing hand in hand.

Noble lineage and Christian learning

The identification of virtue with learning had a strongly Christian inflection. If intellectual virtues
increasingly infiltrated the concept of honour, there was a corresponding halo of honour around the
intellect itself, as a theological object. For the scholastics, all branches of learning were “among
the number of honorabilia” because “they show that the intellect is perfectible.”*® And one branch
of learning was higher on the scale than the rest: “Knowledge (scientia) of the soul is more
certain and worthy of honour than other kinds of knowledge ... because of the excellence of its
object and the certainty of knowing it.” The honourable occupation of the intellect as subject is to
contemplate the honourability of the intellect as object.*° This circularity makes it proof against the
corrupting influences of the body; the intellect is “more noble ... because the ability (potentia) of
the intellect is not something organic like the senses.”! Of course one might object that the words
honourable and noble are especially loose and unspecific here, and simply mean something like
“better”; but as we have already seen, this is true of all modal terms, including “intelligent.”
Renaissance writers transformed Aristotle’s slightly dismissive notion of honour — that it lay
in the eye of the person conferring it — into a more positive theological explanation for the origins
of human nature: “Honour being an external adjunct, and in the honourer rather than in the
person being honoured, it was necessary to make a creature, from whom [God] might receive this
homage.”* This made honour a central principle in natural law, which is how it also came to be a
species characteristic and a component of human faculty psychology. There were already inklings
of this in the leading Roman educational authority Alexander of Aphrodisias, a contemporary
of Galen’s and a substantial influence on Arab and thence Western scholastic philosophers.
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Honour, he said, is the common possession of all men as distinct from animals.* On this natural
history basis, the relative honour of the intellectual faculties and operations of certain groups
becomes, at the lower margins, a test of their species membership. Albert, discussing half-human
“pygmies,” says their chief characteristic is that they “do not heed the shame resulting from what
is unseemly or the glory resulting from what is noble .... No animal but the human is ashamed of
doing foul deeds.”** Honour thus marks a discontinuity on the scale of nature. As he also says:

One property of man that makes him a man is to be shamed by the perpetration of ugly acts. This
does not happen with any other animal except man. And so he is said to be a creature of inveterate
shame, because when on occasion men assume the irrationality of brute nature, they are moved by
the honour of reason [rationis honore].

The reason of human beings is thereby entailed in their honour as much as vice versa. Albert
attributes honour to all humans; it is horizontal, an aspect of creaturely equality, the only exceptions
being half-human or mythical. However, these exceptions are a reminder that the psychological
criteria are also, and inseparably, social ones (the pygmy, for example, is unable to “maintain a
perfect political system or laws” and “has no civility”), and that in this sense they mark a vertical
division. Lack of reason and lack of social honour, in the out-group, are more or less coterminous:
the one is not merely a metaphor for the other.

The honour of some men in relation to others has its parallel within the individual, in the
hierarchy of psychological faculties and operations. The operations of the reasoning or judging
faculty were seen by most writers as “more noble” than those of the imagination because the
latter was linked to the external senses and hence to the material world; others thought the nobler
part was the imagination because wit (ingenium) operated from there, and upon this depended
the subsequent quality of the reasoning faculty’s own operations.* Bodily matter too, the organic
location of the faculties, reflected this hierarchy, some particles in the blood being “nobler” than
others and thus more fit to receive and be directed by the soul spirits.*

Ingenium or wit lurked within classical concepts of honour, based as they were on public
and professional office holding and its related abilities (the Roman word nobilis simply meant
“notable”).*” The chief Christian sources for the early modern behavioural genre — Aquinas,
Bartolus, Erasmus — had quoted Cicero liberally in their attempt to Christianize the military
concept of honour, though without focusing greatly on professional wit. Aquinas placed honour
“nearest to virtue” in the order of desiderata. Virtue was what taught the truly honourable man
to adhere to a mean between the “blameworthy” extremes of “despising of honours” and “an
inordinate appetite for them.”*® Bartolus identified honour with non-military virtues, but in terms
of Christian character as much as learning; he divided nobility into a triad of necessity, nature and
nurture/convention: “supernatural nobility” (given by and known only to God), “natural nobility”
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(ranks of virtue within species and across species) and “political nobility” (donated by the ruler).*
In Erasmus, Christianization clearly does not mean intellectualization:*

Let it not move thee one whit when thou hearest the wise men of this world, men of sadness
endowed with great authority, so earnestly disputing of the degrees of their genealogies or lineage,
.... Let other men be kings’ sons: to thee let it be greatest honour that can be, that thou art called,
and art so indeed, the son of God .... Take heed what manner of fellows Christ chooseth: feeble
persons, fools, vile as touching this world. In Adam we are all born of low degree.

Rather than a call for equality here on earth, this is ironic advice to the gentry. Admiring the religious
status of the unlearned is simply his way of warning his own social peers to cease being their own
worst enemies. The reference to sadness plays on the ambiguity of melancholia, a sign of wisdom in
the scholastic culture but of disability in a humanist one such as Erasmus’s. “Fools” is his translator’s
word for idiotae, the word used in the Vulgate Bible for the disciples prior to their receiving the holy
spirit. In this context the moral and the purely intellectual are seemingly separated: “Better an idiot
untaught and well living, / Than a vicious doctor ill mannered and cunning.”!

This humanist notion of Christian virtue fitted comfortably with the function of behaviour guides
as training manuals for the career ladder. Hence their self-contradictoriness about membership
qualifications. The arriviste could use the Christian idea of creaturely equality, suitably hedged,
to penetrate the honour society. With dedications and preambles that typically address “the
honourable assemblies of the Inns of Court” and “wish the reader advancement by virtue,” the
behaviour guides incorporate learning-based virtue in their natural philosophy of honour, in the
pursuit of group interests as well as of maintaining the existing order.> The paradigm was William
of Wykeham’s famous motto “Manners maketh man” (rank me by my behaviour, not my ancestry),
appended to the coat of arms he had acquired from scratch. Aspiring entrants to the in-group and
established members alike complained about the degeneracy and lapsed virtue of “nobility and
gentry nowadays, [whom] you shall see ... bred as if they made for no other end than pastime and
idleness .... Good men and such as are learned are not admitted amongst them.” Moreover, “the
affairs of their estates they impose upon others”; in other words, virtuous Christian learning means
having enough wit to prevent your own rapacious stewards from robbing you.>* And when Elyot
(drawing on Erasmus and Bartolus) casts learning as a form of religious humility by contrast with
the arrogant military might of an unrestrained nobility, he is recommending humility towards the
monarch. Knowledge is knowing your place.

Christian creaturely equality and learning-based honour therefore had their limits. While
heraldic science treated the virtues of the mind with respect, its main task was still to conserve the
importance of bloodline. However much the behaviour guides may have insisted that there is no
honour “in hawking, hunting, hastiness, mighty power, vain vaunts, trains of horse, and servants,
riot, mischiefs, bravery, roisting port, or great line” and located it instead in a Christian virtue defined
by reading learned books, eminence in learning typically occurs in people who are “noble through
their house and ancestors,” and only incidentally in those who “are of themselves noble.”**
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One promoter of inner qualities lets the cat out of the bag. “Handicraftmen in these days,” he
says, “have obtained the title of honour,” squatting “in the house of worthy fame ... and at this
day do bear those arms which were given unto old gentry.” That is why “noble and gentle men
must diligently labour to excel others in virtue, or else there will rise comparison [sc. equality]
of worthiness” — and of course social chaos.® In his dedication to Lord Fitzwalter he belittles
coats of arms as mere externals or “coloured things”; to itemize them, as conventional dedications
do, would be mere flattery. But this protestation is itself a piece of flattery, since he takes the
opportunity to list instead Fitzwalter’s internal, learning-based virtues. Just because we are all
descended from Adam, says the writer, it does not mean there is no hierarchy. Adam was even
then the gentleman. “Degree,” as intellectual differentiation, has existed from the dawn of time,
headed by “gentlemen ... which by their learning and knowledge excelled others, and were for that
cause thought worthy of greater honour.” “Nobles have the better nature,” he says, but nature is
inseparable from nurture and can be transformed by it through virtuous learning. The same goes
for your future stock. Preserving status, in a system of landed inheritance as in a meritocracy,
means preserving it for your children too. And that is why, as again in today’s meritocracy, you
should focus on their education: “Honour falleth to no man by descent; no man can entail honour
to his heirs male, the which enfeoffeth a man in lands and possessions, [and] cannot therewith
give virtue unto him, without the which no man can be rightfully called honourable.” To obtain
virtue requires “labour” instead, an intellectual labour in its broadest sense, and avoidance of
“idleness.” This overlaps with religious doctrines (Protestant and, increasingly, Catholic ones), in
which intellectual labour is becoming a preparation for grace. Christian learning has turned into a
crutch which honour cannot do without.

Definitions of virtue: the rivals to learning

The chief rival to learning in its various forms was ostensibly military virtue. But the former did
not simply replace the latter. The conventional pairing of “courage and wisdom” (fortitudo et
sapientia), ubiquitously cited in the Middle Ages as rival sources of moral authority — military and
ecclesiastical — were now united in the person of the great nobleman. It was “false and ridiculous”
to say that it must be arms or letters; there is “a double ray of honour,” such that “valour and
knowledge are the best parts of the virtues.”® On the one hand, learning-based “virtue on its own
does not ennoble.” On the other, weapons training can be “a school of idleness,” leading to the
“ignorance” that is “a vice and dishonour to nobles.”’ Weaponless virtue was useful to emergent
theories of absolute power because it helped to pick out compliant nobles from potentially rebellious
ones; medieval tales of opposition between knighthood and priesthood nevertheless continued to be
recycled, since stories about ancestral military exploits were locked into the claims of genealogy.
The rise of virtue as nobility of mind was not necessarily the decline of virtue as military
valour. Both alike helped firm up the hereditary principle. The idea of any kind of honour being
hereditary, “an exceptional quality transmitted by the blood,” was recent.*® Most behaviour guides,
while they endorse inner virtue or even mere acquired professional merit, also and in the same
breath insist on linecage and bravery. A textbook from James I’s King of Heralds (a court office), for
example, devotes its first three sections to soldiery, knighthood and duels. Only in the last section
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is wit discussed and virtue defined as “true perfection of reason” acquired by “habit”; by an abrupt
switch, honour is then defined as what one achieves as a result of this latter virtue.”® The author
has trawled the entire range of contested notions of honour, glossing over their disparities in order
to bring in and flatter every conceivable subgroup of gentry or indeed professional non-gentry into
obedience to the state and the monarch. Strong emphasis on bloodline and its supposed association
with military virtues was a reaction, not a preface, to the social and political shifts taking place in
this period, which is why it appears so often alongside the appeal to learning-based virtue, usually
within one and the same text. They grew up together.

The allocation of virtue to learning and professional wit was a reaction to social instability,
which writers addressed by making increasingly extravagant claims for their close relationship
with lineage. The ultimate destination would be nineteenth- and twentieth-century concepts of
inherited intelligence. Elyot writes that “Virtue joined with great possessions or dignity, ... long
continue in the blood or house of a gentleman, as it were an inheritance.”®® With this notion of
virtue as a genealogy of the inner self, the self-referentiality of status could renew itself. Its rise in
importance coincided with the gentry starting to claim direct blood descent from Prester John or
Hector of Troy — a claim more characteristic of the late sixteenth century than of earlier ones.®! As
for the man whose genealogy was dubious, Golden Age arguments came to his rescue. His present
social position was an aberration. He should cultivate his intellect so that in him “the ancient and
reverend nobility may return,” alongside “the glory of their wit and learning.”® Lists of non-
martial virtues could of course be moral as much as strictly intellectual in character; yet such moral
claims, frequent as they are, tend to be presented as aspects or “fruits of the human understanding,”
which consists of “science and intelligence.”®

Arival to learning and “the desire to understand” that was denied any claim to virtue was money,
the love that dare not speak its name. Spanish writers like Cervantes and the anonymous author
of Lazarillo de Tormes treat this satirically, comparing honour’s empty self-referentiality with an
empty wallet. Their satire rests on the fact that like is not being compared with like: honour is
appearance, not real collateral. It will not get you a square meal. The behaviour guides, by contrast,
simply contradict themselves about wealth — or so it seems to a twenty-first-century reader. “What
things shall a courtier most rely upon? His God, his king, his wit, and his purse,” says one.** In
order to achieve learning-based virtue from non-gentle origins, one must already be capable of
generosity, including of a financial kind. To be poor, non-gentle and virtuous is impossible. To be
poor, gentle and virtuous, on the other hand, is not. Distinctions are made as to particular kinds
of wealth: “I speak not ... in defence of all new risen men, but only of such as worthiness hath
brought unto honour,” says the King of Heralds quoted above: that is, the sort of worthiness that
derives from some intellectual component, usually in professional learning. He contrasts these men
with the “vulgar,” with the “hogling ... that was but lately digged out of a dunghill, whose wit and
honesty both, doth only consist but in compassing of crowns” and in “servile functions.”® The
official line was that it is a certain type of money grubber, the one with gold bath taps, who is to be
positioned as far down the social scale as possible. Another writer, subdividing the ungentle into
villeins, merchants, burgesses and servants, ranks villeins as the highest of these four because they
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“minister ... necessities to man’s life,” unlike the merchant.®® What seems contradictory to us (can
money buy honour or can’t it?) was quite straightforward to people of the time who lacked a firm
category distinction between socio-economic ability and intellectual ability.

Lineage and professional skills

If, then, wit and learning — in a relationship with lineage that was part collision, part collusion —
were gaining the upper hand in defining the in-group and in its closure of ranks, what exactly
was the content of that learning? One author, ostentatiously favouring the inwardness of learning
over the outward display of genealogical insignia, goes on to identify the paradigm of learning as
knowledge of those insignia, and of the biographies of honourable men. These are, for the gentry,
“the perfect mean to sharpen their wits.”®” They show us that what constitutes “learning” is often
circular within any bidding mode, thus directly reinforcing it; just as the educational psychologist,
in testing intelligence, tests above all the subject’s potential to be an educational psychologist, so
for the heraldic scientist the epitome of learning is knowledge of heraldry. One thing it is not, says
this author, is scholarship. The mind has “more serious employments” than learning just for the
sake of it. To devote one’s life to scholarship is “to desert the mistress to make love to the maid”
and as a result to exhaust one’s soul spirits, with disastrous effects on the body’s reproductive
abilities and thus on the continued excellence of the genealogical line.®

The link between cultural representations of learning and its social practice is the professions.
Giambattista Tiepolo’s 1743 Virtue and Nobility Putting Ignorance to Flight, for example, depicts
these allegorical figures in classical dress; it invites the viewer to admire and honour the profession
of its commissioner, a lawyer, by embellishing it with the trappings of ancient ancestry.® Is this
reduction of learning-based virtue to everyday professional ability essentially modern? Perhaps,
but if so, its history is longer than one might think. Tiepolo got his theme from emblem books of at
least two centuries earlier. Fundamental to professional learning was the ability to read and write,
and many trades had long needed literacy from their apprentices. Within the honour society the
need had always been there; even in the twelfth century, the philosopher John of Salisbury had
likened an unlettered king to a crowned donkey. The nobility needed at least enough wit to avoid
being cheated by their estate managers. It was not unusual for higher nobles to attend university,
while younger sons would need to be literate for a career of service to the state. By the sixteenth
century it was clearly recognized that a Master of Arts degree had “the power to create gentility,”
if not any actual enthusiasm for one’s studies.”

Alongside the instant expertise of the “ingenious gentleman” noted in an earlier chapter, a
contrary and once dishonourable notion began to take hold: that it had to be complemented by
intellectual labour, “a sweat of the brains” as Boyle called it.”' A gentleman needed “double honour,
[to be] both eugenes and polymathes,” in Peacham’s words. Shirking was a sign of degeneracy.
There was condemnation of gentry who “hate all things that must be obtained by industry, who
most degenerately entrusting their wits as well as fortunes with their inferiors, have made them
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master of both.””> In England, the demand for professional learning had grown during the early
sixteenth century as a single administration of law arose out of formerly disparate legal entities
loosely tied to relatively autonomous noble clans. This centralization, which required increasing
numbers of officials, coincided with the state takeover of the herald’s functions. For the architects
of the Tudor state such as Thomas Cromwell, public verification of honourable descent as a tool
of control became more, not less important. Many of the architects were of non-gentle origins
themselves; Cromwell, who as Henry VIII’s Chief Minister was created first Earl of Essex, was
a blacksmith’s son. This paradox irked the oppositional gentry: both the Pilgrimage of Grace and
the engineers of Cromwell’s eventual execution called for “villein blood” to be removed from the
King’s council.

The goal of professional learning was sound magistracy. The focusing of virtue on wit and
learning, and of wit and learning on administrative skill, was made possible in England partly by
the rise of secular grammar schools, of which St Paul’s, set up by Erasmus’s friend John Colet
in 1509, was the chief example. Similar demands for a schooling in learning-based virtue as the
state’s response to political and religious fragmentation sprang up in France, where the first state
academy for nobles was established in 1594. Promoting the image of the cultured nobleman, it
was a reversal of the previous stereotype (for French noblemen “to read a good book ... is in
their eyes to seem like the son of a doctor or lawyer”), which in any case merely may have been
a convenient fiction.” In Moliére’s Le bourgeois gentilhomme, Monsieur Jourdain’s middle-class
ignorance contrasts with the noble learning of Comte Dorante. Even though learning had in fact
long been a part of noble life, it was presented as a novelty because only now was it a necessary
mode of self-representation, formally recognized as part of the nobility’s administrative role.
Whereas commoners needed five years to graduate in law, three was enough for a nobleman,
“either because they are more apt at understanding the sciences than non-nobles ... or because it
is the gentleman’s desire for honour that forces him always to excel.” (His superior intelligence
might have also more material causes, according to this author: one of the nobility’s privileges
was to hunt partridge, whose meat produces “a sense and intelligence more delicate than in those
fed on beef and pork.”)’ The gentleman’s duty to dispense justice and maintain the common good
demanded a disinterested virtue — and an administrative ability — which entitled him to honour and
privileges from the community. It was his intellect and his honour together, then, that constituted
“the advantage I have of the vulgar.””

Genealogical claims were therefore only one element in the accumulated symbolic capital
shoring up professional privilege, at a time when the accumulated economic capital of non-gentle
but in fact highly literate and numerate merchants was increasingly vital to the state. The tensions
here are clearest in France, where it led to the genealogical “nobility of the sword” being more
rather than less clearly contrasted with the upstart “nobility of the [lawyer’s] gown,” and to a
sharper distinction between honour and “merit.” When behavioural writers warned against putting
“honour and shame, merit and demerit, on the same rank,” as if honour and merit could be of equal
value, it was a sign that the vocabulary in which self-referential status bids were conceived was
already changing.’® Merit, it seemed, was replacing personal forms of authority based on ancestry
with an impersonal culture enshrined in professional and administrative ability. Champions of merit
defined it as ability in the “liberal sciences.” One even narrowed it down as far as mathematics,

2 The Compleat Gentleman, 28; Nathaniel Highmore, The History of Generation, 4r.

73 Thierriat, Trois tractez, 47.

™ Tbid.

> Browne, Religio, 14.

76 Cited in Bitton, The French Nobility, 92.



Virtue, Blood, Wit 121

the “captain” of all other kinds of learning, as long as it was “employed in the government of
people”: that is, civil service accounting, a precursor of the nineteenth-century social statistics that
inspired the first psychometricians.”” Conflicts over promotion to the in-group forced disputants
into a consensus about the types of professional learning that were honourable; it was agreed to
include anyone “dignified with the title of Doctor, or graced by some office of reputation,” even
if (with the rapid footwork characteristic of status modes), once “that be taken away, he shall be
reputed a common person” again. Doctors should automatically have coats of arms even if born
ungentle, as should lawyers.™

In a key move, Henri IV tried in 1604 to accommodate the bloodline concept of honour to this
new outlook, by making crown offices in law and finance saleable but subsequently inheritable.
The criterion of lineage turned out to be adaptable to circumstance, lubricated by the cash that
passed hands in the ennoblement of both sword and gown. French and English writers accused
each other’s countries of instigating this practice. Peacham said that when Louis XI ennobled his
Chancellor, he had “unworthily advanced [him] from a stocking-mender” for pecuniary advantage;
his French contemporary said that the practice was already observable in England, “where one
must have a certain income in order to be ennobled.”” Merit was a quality of the honnéte homme,
covering bourgeois honesty as much as genteel honour. In reaction to the rise of this “new”
professional, assemblies of French nobles in 1616 and 1627 showed that the existing aristocracy
knew a trick or two. To resist the inflation of honours and the degradation of self-referential honour
into a collateral honesty, the nobility itself began to promote “merit” — but by the Humpty Dumpty
method (typical of status bids) of redefining the term. Offices should be distributed by merit,
yes — as long as one defined merit as birth. Of course few in the assembly could trace their own
nobility further back than two or three generations, so it was scarcely an argument against “new
men” in genealogical principle, only against the numbers to be allowed in at any one point.

The threat of being swamped by outsiders could be averted by concentrating on the “cultivation”
of blood, by educating your offspring: a precursor to Jean-Baptiste Lamarck’s biological principle
of descent by acquired characteristics. It was not enough to be well born. Parents, said the
behavioural writers, had to feed the plant and “spread from the earliest age the seeds of virtues” by
“honest nurture.” While nurture and nature were sometimes set off against each other — Browne, for
example, is grateful that his own virtue came “from the seeds of nature, rather than the innoculation
and forced grafts of education” — his point was that nurture, as custom and firmly planted good
advice, should become nature, of a type that would recur in succeeding generations. This was more
characteristic of the period. The classical sources such as Pliny had looked on nature as a “nurse.”
The element of determinism lies not in nature but in blood. That is why blood has to be pure; hence
the need for a correspondingly precise scientificity of heraldic assessment. If a noble marries a
non-noble, the blood takes a hundred years to become completely “distilled” again; by contrast,
the man of honour who commits a crime “nevertheless conserves his original nobility, since the
virtue passed into him with the blood of his ancestors comes as much from his proper essence as
from the character which nature has imprinted upon his person.” Blood as internal necessity stands
in contrast to “nature” as acquired characteristics.*

This necessity has its external, political aspect in absolute monarchy: “honours and baronies
... were [first] granted by the king,” with the result that “now being so invested in our blood, and
become hereditary, they cannot be revoked.” The king could also “grant” a pedigree retrospectively,
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or even “repair a fault of birth in those to whom nature has denied it.” The idea that “none are
[in] honour originally, but such as are belonging to the king” influenced the historiography too.
“Nobility dative” (i.e., given by someone else) was an expression of pure necessity; it reflected
the fact that the source of human honour was Adam and that it was given by God, with the king as
his understudy. It was superior to “nobility native” (i.e., bestowed or acquired by nature), which
was less determinate. Nobility granted by the monarch is instantaneous; it “purges the blood and
the ennobled man’s posterity of all taint of mechanical labour, and distils it to the same quality
and dignity as if his race had been born to it.”®' In short, it can be relative and malleable (merit)
at exactly the same time and in exactly the same social context as it is absolute and deterministic
(blood), just as intelligence is for the modern professional who talks of intelligence in terms of
constructions and discourses but nevertheless needs it to get on in the world. Bloodline combined
with meritorious wit was the identity politics of an ascendant class.

In Spain, as we have already noted, the tensions between a much-discussed limpieza de sangre
(“purity of blood”) and the newer gentry’s learning-based merit centred on supposed ethnic and
religious difference. Professional service to the state was seen as coming disproportionately from
the descendants of forcibly converted Moors and Jews, who at some point became feared more
than peasant or merchant stock as the source of pollution. There were complaints about their
clever “imitations” of honour. Those of Jewish blood had in fact their own self-image of inherited
intelligence, drawn from their ancestors’ Judaic doctrines of lineage. They were perceived as
contributing significantly to the number of courtiers, magistrates and leading churchmen, as well as
of lower-order professionals who complained about having to serve stupid masters of pure Spanish
blood. (The myth ran that “it is a sign of noble lineage not to know how to write your name.”)*
It was these learned men of converso stock whom the behavioural authority Bernabé Moreno de
Vargas had in mind when he warned about the subversive social effect of such imitative skill: “The
commoner judges things not as they are but as they appear; and seeing that some men have the
ostentation, words and title of gentlemen, he takes them for such.” People “ambitious for honour”
who adopted spurious coats of arms were to be punished in law, whereas nobles who lost their land
did not thereby lose their nobility. Nevertheless, Bernabé did not oppose the dubbing of conversos
or plebeians if it was done by the king, the necessary instrument of God’s grace.

A classic example of this type of passage from chivalry to learning comes in the dénouement
of Don Quixote. The man who finally cures the Don’s diseased imaginative faculty is the clever
“Bachelor [of Arts] Sanson Carrasco,” as Cervantes pointedly always styles him. Carrasco’s
university qualification represents merit-based learning, against those nobles who in playing tricks
on the Don “have turned into fools themselves” (the type of the “artificial fool,” discussed in more
detail in Chapter 9). Likewise he gets to be the Don’s sidekick, replacing the peasant smallholder
Sancho Panza, who may have been “a man of some standing (if a poor man may be said to have
standing), but whose brains were a bit short of salt.”®* The loss of Don Quixote’s foolishness, the
restoration of his senses, is also the loss of his sense of honour. This fits the broader historical shift
that was taking place in faculty psychology at the time. Wit (the book’s ironic subtitle dubs him
el ingenioso hidalgo, “the gentleman of wit”) is relocated away from the imaginative faculty where
mere appearances such as honour first impact on the mind, and towards the superior faculty of
reasoning. It is not that Don Quixote’s foolishness calls his honour in question; rather, the sense
of honour itself is typically foolish.
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Honour, learning and perfectibility

Virtue also plays a role in the transformation of honour-related principles of personal destiny into
intelligence-related ones of group perfectibility, in service of the state. “To what end,” asked a
Tudor ideologue, “are so many monuments and pedigrees granted to [an] excellent m[a]n ... so
much the apter unto virtue as he is of greater birth, dignity or authority ... but that by them they
meant to teach posterity to be forward in virtue by imitation of their ancestors?””* The eugenic
perfectibility of future generations, interwoven with earthly preparation for the second coming,
became a central issue. “Honour,” it was said, “consisteth in the perfection of kind.”> There were
three ways of doing it, in accordance with the necessity-nature-nurture triad:

The first, antiquity of blood (by descending from noble parents); the second, nature (by the bettering
of our disposition); and the third, proper virtue (by assuming and accomplishing things good and
excellent).... These ... are lively roots from whence honours may grow; for we daily see that
fathers, grandfathers and great grandfathers have their images and portraitures lively represented
in the bodies of their children; and why not then the virtues of their minds.

Virtue here, being a matter of nurture, helps to admit “minds” into the schema and then feeds back
into the determinism of blood.

In reaction to the honour-inflation crisis of the early seventeenth century, some French writers
insisted that the horde of newly ennobled merchants and professionals were receiving only a
nominal nobility; it was not the restitution of some real, quasi-biological superiority. But others
tried to accommodate the bourgeois influx by invoking a nascent theory of development. They
subdivided the in-group into a supreme noblesse parfaite, a developing noblesse croissante and
a newly dubbed noblesse commengante.®® This transposition of derivation from into development
towards group perfection soothed the political tensions that arose from the inflation of honourable
titles. Previously nobility had been the conservation of an immemorial record, within a largely
spatial and steady-state cosmology; now it was an investment in staged future growth, within
a temporal one. The three stages above were said to correspond with “infancy,” “puberty” and
“maturity,” for which the author drew on the science of alchemy (lead needed three operations
to be refined into gold). The three past honourable generations required for heraldic verification
are now projected into the future. A static microcosm-macrocosm picture of the world was being
replaced by one where the individual’s development and perfectibility is that of the species: the
beginnings of a Kantian universal history.

As group perfectibility became the goal, inheritance lost none of its force. Instead, the modes of
honour and intellect fused and were extended beyond elite families to the nation, and finally to the
human race in general. Previously, “nature” in social divisions (despite all the wild metaphor about
the “multitude” being a hydra-headed monster) had been in the last resort a difference of degree:
“Nobility announces itself in one and the same species of nature ... having in a greater degree of
perfection that which is natural and proper to its species, than the other things of the same species.”’
At the twilight of the traditional honour mode, its last-ditch defenders such as Henri de Boulainvilliers
turned it into a primitive theory of “natural” class struggle by asserting that social divisions follow
species-like differences in kind, by race and class. Some of his Enlightenment contemporaries turned
it into a doctrine of national honour, one branch of which fed later into fascism’s “blood and honour”;
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others turned it into égalité and the brotherhood of man. Baron d’Holbach, for example, described
revolutionary America as a “citizen nobility.” The American constitution’s right to bear arms, while
no doubt it refers to actual weapons, might also be read in terms of coats of arms, pointing to the
same thought: that every citizen has the right to be regarded as a gentleman.

Hereditary honour also fed into French republican notions of democracy and the perfection of
man. The idea that honour might inhere in a universal bloodline proved compatible with meritocracy
from the start. As an egalitarian of the 1770s, arguing for all children to wear school uniforms, wrote:
“Uniformity favours equality. In vain has so much been written and said about genealogy, titles,
coats of arms, birth; all men are born equal, of the same father. Nature has engraved that truth in
ineffaceable letters on every cradle.”® By “letters” he is implying heraldic insignia, now universalized.
The 1789 Jacobins, with their claim that a fake aristocracy had filched the term “honour” from an
originally egalitarian human community, were suggesting that honour could be redefined as reason;
in bestowing this reconceived honour now upon all humans, they were restoring its true substance.®
However an abstract concept of fraternity, if defined in advance of the individuals comprising it, will
inevitably mean the exclusion of some of them: an exclusion upon which that concept depends for
its very existence. The intimations of equality in American citizen honour still ruled out labourers
and the poor, let alone slaves. Likewise with French national honour: it was “a French gentleman
[emphasis added] that one desires to have, the habits, the manner, the grace which is truly French
and not foreign.” If boasting about one’s ancestors had come to be frowned upon, this attitude long
remained ambiguous. Proust’s Duchesse de Guermantes, for example (who surely knew Hippolyte
Taine’s De [l’intelligence, widely read in the France of the time), was noted for choosing her friends
by their intelligence rather than their birth. Judging people by their ancestry was old hat, but Proust
notes that somehow the servants never forgot to address her as Madame la Duchesse.

When the radical egalitarian Thomas Paine wrote that the idea of hereditary legislators was
as absurd as that of hereditary mathematicians, he little thought how he would be trumped by the
absurdity of history. We did indeed come up with hereditary mathematicians. In Galton’s Hereditary
Genius, for example, mathematical abilities are the inherited intellectual property of the white race
and (despite problems of regression to the mean) must be passed on to future generations. Galton
came from a Western tradition which told him that humans are worthier than other animals but also,
by similarly intellectual criteria, worthier than some other humans whom it might therefore be more
appropriate to classify as degenerate (labourers, black people) or quasi-brutes (idiots, imbeciles).
Just as control of marriage within the elite became stricter from the thirteenth century onwards in
order to enhance the inheritable symbolic capital of honour, so today eugenic insemination — in
line with Galton’s proposal that only exam-passers be allowed to have children — is designed to
enhance the inheritable symbolic capital of intelligence and the social distinctions it affords. The
history of intelligence has been intrinsic to the channelling of distinctions of blood and honour into
racial separateness: first English rather than French (Spanish, Italian, etc.), then white rather than
black, then human rather than — what, exactly? The conceptual space certainly arises there, inviting
us to fill it with something inferior or plain pathological. By “human race” we mean the rationally
choosing and consenting race, with its powers of logical reasoning, abstraction and information
processing. If that is the case, then from the perspective of someone deemed to lack these things
the anti-racist slogan “One race, the human race” remains on an ethical continuum with racist ones:
that is, until the urge to seek and fill the conceptual space with not-quite-humans is recognized as
being itself the pathology.
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Chapter 9
“Dead in the Very Midst of Life™:
the Dishonourable and the Idiotic

Here we shall be asking: who were the people that lay beyond the scope of honour, and what
connection did this have with their intellectual status? Honour was a universal way of ordering
social relationships, with an all-encompassing prescriptive force that justified discriminations of
social class and gender and, to a lesser extent, ethnicity and religion. Intelligence too is exactly
this, although its discriminations around class, gender and race and their claimed evidence base in
IQ have become contentious, not to say (with certain recurring exceptions) passé. Only in the case
of the so-called intellectually disabled does ordeal by intelligence not appear to be discriminatory
or unjust.

Claims to honour, as to intelligence, are valid only if there is also a group that has no claim.
This out-group can be subdivided. First, certain people are not born to the in-group. But secondly
there are odd individuals who are born to the in-group, who therefore have a notional claim to
the honour collectively ascribed to their group, but who nevertheless lack it. From the standpoint
of any dominant status mode, these two types do not appear to differ from each other, since the
modes generally presuppose that what it is to be honourable (elect, intelligent) is also what it is to
be human. In the case of intelligence, the criterion for being human is to think abstractly, reason
logically, process information, etc. There is no sense in trying to differentiate between one type of
person who belongs outside the intelligence society and another who belongs in it but is incapable
of meeting these criteria; the result would simply be a tautology. The same was true of concepts
of honour for the sixteenth-century reader. One would not, at that time, have tried to differentiate
between a type that lay beyond the honour society (labourers, shopkeepers, women, etc.) and a
type that was born within that society but was incapable of exhibiting signs of belonging to it,
however clear the difference is to us now. That is why, in the primary sources, we find that a single
set of terms (“idiot,” “fool”’) covers both types. Since the difference in respect of honour has been
discarded and therefore is clear to us, we can take these types separately and in turn.

Class, race and gender: idiots before the modern stereotype

In terms of social rank, the out-group were “idiots” in the old sense of uneducated: a large sector
of the population. And as Lynn Rose points out, the conceptual distance between the uneducated
and the supposedly uneducable is short.! When Alexander distinguished between “philosophers
and idiotai,” the latter meant people naturally lacking ideas or abilities — but it also meant ordinary
people.? Stoic philosophers, said Alexander, mistakenly exaggerated the importance of fate; they
too could sometimes be “idiots” and so this word could, in all non-satirical seriousness, extend as
far as philosophers with the wrong ideas. Conversely, both philosophers and idiots were capable
of having the right ideas about fate; the fact that these two groups were divided in their intellectual
natures did not mean that they could not be united in their response to an intellectual question.

' Rose, “The courage.”

2 Alexander, Scripta Minima, 171.28; 172.5; 189.12; On Fate, 131.



126 A History of Intelligence and “Intellectual Disability”

The early church fathers used idiota to mean someone lacking religious wisdom, and in theology
up to the eighteenth century it continued to be synonymous with indoctus (uneducated).® Albert
described idiotae more precisely as people who “do not discern the universal from particulars,” i.e.,
those who do not make abstractions.* Like Alexander, he seems to have meant everyone who was
not a philosopher and some of those too. The point was repeated later by Locke when he suggested
that idiots (among whom he might still have included landless labourers) are like animals because
they “abstract not.” The deficiency is the same for Albert, Locke and today’s psychologist; it is
just that the number of people to whom it is attributed has gradually diminished. The abstracting
skills which Albert attributed solely to those of his learned colleagues who agreed with him around
the year 1200 have become, roughly speaking, the skills which psychology defines as universally
human, bar a few freaks, around the year 2012.

As we have already seen, the social vocabulary of gentility and honour in the late medieval
period is reflected in the theoretical vocabulary of philosophers as they order their knowledge into
ranks. “One kind of knowledge is more honourable than another,” says Albert in the above text; it
all depends on the “incorruptibility” of the subject matter and the “certitude” with which one can
reach conclusions. Lurking within this hierarchy of knowledge is the claim to honour of people
who know and can demonstrate such certainties. The most certain are geometry and the existence of
God, plus “the nobility and utility of knowledge of the soul.” Abstraction and theoretical knowledge
consist of things separated from the material world, and their highest form is knowledge of how
the human soul undertakes this separation. One’s place at the top of the hierarchy, natural and
social, thus springs from one’s ability to know one’s place at the top of the hierarchy. According
to Albert, souls “lose honour to the extent that they are immersed” in the images of the material
things encountered in everyday life, and which themselves have varying degrees of honourability
and incorruptibility. The soul’s theoretical knowledge of its own theoretical faculty of knowing
descends into corruption by degrees that correspond with social rankings. Recognizable modern
class stereotypes emerge after this first wave of scholasticism, in the Renaissance commentaries
on Aristotle. As writers inserted elements of his On the Soul into their commentaries on his
quite unrelated theory of social rank in Politics, in order to support the latter with psychological
explanations, so they inserted elements of his Politics into their commentaries on his theory of the
human psyche in On the Soul, in order to support the latter with explanations drawn from the hard
facts of social rank.

Disqualification by social rank was marked not only by deficiencies in the processes of
knowing, such as abstraction, but more obviously by lack of substantive knowledge: that is, of the
ideas which the processes of knowing produced. Not so long ago parents of English working-class
children, on the rare occasion they might mix with those of a higher social class, would routinely
warn them “Don’t go getting ideas.” An abbreviation of “Don’t go getting ideas above your
station,” this became a warning against expecting too much of life or betraying one’s own class.
But the abbreviated version brings out its core point: ideas above your station in the early modern
period were ideas as such, and ideas — any ideas worth the name, i.¢., the abstract ones of religion,
mathematics and the soul — were to be found only in the honour society. Of Stoic origin (koinai
ennoiai), they became known in early modern texts as “the common ideas” (communes notiones) or
more often simply “the ideas.” They did not circulate freely among all social groups but identified
a particular one: “common” in the sense of being held in common by a restricted group whose
members could recognize each other by their grasp of them. Honour lay in the possession of these
ideas, just as modern intelligence lies in the possession of the common processing mechanisms
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such as abstraction that lead to ideas. Albert had gone so far as to say that “the common ideas are
called ‘honours’ (dignitates vocantur).””

The exclusions and boundaries aligning the social with the psychological in this way track the
transition from early modern to modern. No clear category distinction existed between lack of the
common ideas, a natural characteristic of non-gentle ranks in general, and their lack of honour.
Indeed, in faculty psychology, honour itself was often presented as a constituent part of one of
the faculties. This survived the breakdown of absolutism and of monarchy itself; it was an anti-
monarchist parliamentarian who described honour as “that to the commonwealth which the soul is
to the body,” its “mind,” to be kept separate from the “distempers which threaten the body politic.”
In a slipperiness characteristic of discussions about class, the word communes for these ideas also
evokes the commons or general population, when in fact only people of social standing possessed
them. (One recalls here that English private schools call themselves “the public schools.”) The
inference might be drawn that only the elite are fully human, and that those who lack the ideas,
in belonging outside it, might belong even outside the communitas, in the sense of being bestial.
When “society” dresses itself up as the whole population, it arrogates to itself the definition of the
human species; other groups are unnatural or deformed, in this case intellectually. Extreme social
discriminations, to be justifiable, must have roots in nature. It is natural for some men to rule, not
only over beasts but over bestial men.

As psychological truth (knowledge of the soul, mind and self) began to form a third set of
common ideas alongside religious and mathematical truths, it too reformulated the out-group
according to its own specific terms: “discussion of the soul is very obscure, and therefore God has
only given knowledge of it to those who are deeply learned, and when the masses ask about this
problem ... it is not their concern.”” It might be that “idiots, the unlearned and peasants can be
holy without any such knowledge,” but only by providence.® Elyot’s “monster with many heads,”
as a threat to the gentry’s “eugenia,” would re-emerge in the Edwardian eugenicists’ fear that the
wrong social class was reproducing — a problem solved, some of them thought, by the slaughter
in the trenches.’ Inability to abstract and lack of “ideas” now tend to define only a small disabled
out-group, though it would perhaps be over-hasty to think these other prejudices have gone away.
In the words of a currently serving British cabinet minister and former educational adviser to
government, “It’s not only the thick but the reasonably thick part of the population, perhaps 70%
or 50%, who are completely incapable of conducting a normal life in the terms in which we as
the privileged elite understand it.” Comforting ruminations about one’s distance from the “stolid
masses” (to use Michael Young’s satirical formula) are, paradoxically, necessary to the meritocrat’s
self-representation.

Both the common ideas and the psychological operations needed for grasping them were matters
of interest to the early modern professional and to the maintenance of his privileges. His subjective
relation to the social order was the ascription of him to a caste whose badge of membership was not
only the claim to ancestry but the “ideas” held in common with men from other professions. The
intellectualocentrist ideology was related to a feeling of being under threat from the socio-economic
mobility of groups immediately below the threshold: merchants, well-off artisans, yeoman farmers.
When lawyers, mostly upstarts themselves, proposed barring yeomen’s sons from the Inns of Court
and reserving law for those “immediately descended from a nobleman or gentleman,” absence of
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honour and of intellectual or professional ability alike was implied."® And when, conversely, it was
suggested that gentlemen’s sons be barred from taking up apprenticeships, it was not only because
they ought not to be in trade (they often were) but because gentlemen, being “ingenious” by their
very nature, ought not to be seen as needing to spend time or labour on acquiring mundane skills.

A leading early Royal Society member asserted that knowledge of the soul, let alone of
mathematics or religion, was impossible for “vulgar apprehensions,” but admitted that intellectual
ability could sometimes be found in people outside the honour society. In their case, he said, it
was “necessity” that made them wise, not their nature: either practical necessity, or the necessity
implied in a divine suspension of natural laws. More usually the “common people” have “dull
wits,” indicative of a “brutish nature,” the evidence being above all that they “have no ... feeling
of honour and renown.” The yokel with a comic accent, allowed just one speech at the end of
an allegorical dialogue on honour, angrily denounces heraldic science as “an old smoky coat ...
rotten and full of holes.” He is reproved by the knight: “Thou favourest nothing but thy plough:
nobility and the signs thereof is far above thy capacity.” The herald moderating the dialogue asks
for the yokel to be excused, because by his very nature he is incapable of knowing Blazon and
cannot be held responsible for his own ignorance.!

Questions of social class are involved in the transition from the scholastics’ general, deductive
knowledge of the human soul to a modern, purportedly inductive knowledge of individual minds.
The transition appears quite seamless. Wherever we find the clearest proto-psychiatric language,
there we find also the clearest references to honour and social ranks, and that is because for
contemporaries these two sets of references were cognate. Consider the following passage from
Charron, which encompasses a wide range of textual conventions: faculty psychology, the medical
theory of temperaments, species difference, the theological doctrine of idleness as living death
and classical references such as the ranking of souls in Plato’s Republic and the transmigration of
animal souls in Timaeus:

[The soul] may properly enough be reduced into three classes, each of which is capable of being
subdivided again, and hath several distinctions and degrees comprehended under it. The lowest
of these are poor and weak souls, not much removed from ... brutes. And this defect may be
sometimes from the faults and imperfections of the natural constitution: too great a predominance
of cold and moisture in the temperament of the brain, as fishes, whose composition is of this kind,
are reckoned the lowest and most wanting of all other animals. This infirmity is born with us, and
derived from our parents. Sometimes it is chargeable upon accidental failings afterwards: want
of due care to awaken and exert the natural powers, and letting them rest upon our hands till they
degenerate into senselessness and stupidity. Of these we can make no certain account, nor can
they be esteemed a certain species; for in truth, they are not in a condition to govern themselves as
men, but are minors and ignorants all their days, and ought to be constantly kept under the tuition
and care of others wiser than themselves. They snore and nod with their eyes open; and while they
seem to live and act, are dead in the very midst of life; moving carcasses.'?

This could easily be taken as some transhistorical group identifiable by their pathology: an extreme
deviation from the norm, with an essentialist question mark over their species membership — that
is, the same tiny minority our own scientists know as intellectually disabled. But then we get the
specifics. These souls are “the boors and common people, without sense, without apprehension,
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without judgement ... living under subjection and management .... In a word, such as are but just
men, and no more”: that is, the majority of the population.

Codes defining the boundaries of the honour society, as they become rigidified, reflect the
pressures of social mobility. Take, for example, the conventional employment by logicians of
“Socrates” to represent any individual member of the species “man,” as an illustration of how
particulars relate to universals. This spread beyond the bounds of pure logic and started to be used
to imply a differentiation within human nature. It became usual to pair Socrates with Thersites,
representative of the out-group because he is the only non-noble to make a named appearance
in Homer’s Iliad. So in the late sixteenth century we find the syllogistic pairing “Socrates is a
philosopher, Socrates is a man, Some man is a philosopher,” and “Thersites is no philosopher,
Thersites is a man, Some man is not a philosopher.” Half a century later, as the modes of honour
and wit were bifurcating, Royal Society secretary John Wilkins would illustrate the basic principles
of logical dichotomy with examples drawn from what by now were assumed to be separate
approaches to human nature; he casts Socrates as the illustration of the “honourable” and Thersites
as its privative, “dishonourable,” while “rational man” and its privative, “idiot,” come under a
separate rubric."

As human reason and intelligence gradually prevailed over honour, rational consent theory did
not moderate contempt for the out-group but did reduce its numbers. When Locke in the second
of his Two Treatises says “We are born free as we are born rational” and goes on to mention
“natural fools” as the exception to this rule, he sounds like Charron above. Charron’s remark that
the masses are “minors and ignorants all their days ... constantly kept under the tuition and care
of others” is matched by Locke’s remark that “anyone [who] comes not to such a degree of reason
wherein he might be supposed capable of knowing the law” is “never set free from the government
of his parents.”™ Charron has a concept of universal man just as Locke has, it is simply that his
exceptions seem to be a majority of the population and to represent various aspects of a general
Adamite nature, whereas Locke’s are a minority “out of the ordinary course of nature.” It had
previously been quite usual to lump together “mad folks, idiots and old men [grown] childish,
bond-slaves, and villains” as being “excepted for giving evidence” in court, on the grounds that
they are all non compotes mentis. Moreover, that was because they “must of necessity be liars” — a
classic characteristic of the dishonourable — and are therefore “bond-slaves of the Devil, whose
works they will do.”"®

In the mid-eighteenth century Samuel Johnson’s use of idiot terminology still mixes psychology
and social class. James Boswell describes how Johnson would periodically desert “society” friends
to consort with “unideaed” women; he spoke of an actress who was “in common life, a vulgar idiot;
she would talk of her gownd but, when she appeared upon the stage, seemed to be inspired by
gentility and understanding .... It is wonderful how little mind she had.” Common and vulgar here
stand in opposition to gentility but also to understanding; idiot stands in opposition to understanding
but also to gentility.'* The evidence for the actress’s idiotism is her failure to pronounce English in
the way fixed for polite society by Dr Johnson, who was only at that moment inventing the very
idea of a connection between fixed pronunciation and social rank; and as the reader will by now be
expecting, he too was an upstart claiming higher social connections — in William Hogarth’s view
“an idiot momentarily inspired.”
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Religion and race fed into these notions of class. The Jews were cited in debates about whether
human souls differ or whether they are equal and only their “operations” different. Surely there
had to be a difference between Christ’s soul and a Jew’s?'” This anxiety spread to debates about
the newly enslaved population of the Americas. Whereas Albert had actually added to Aristotle’s
list of the virtues of slaves, crediting them with the “civic intellect” (prudentia) denied them by
his predecessor, some Spanish writers attributed to their subject peoples a permanent mindlessness
(amentia)."® Amentia till then had been a passing moment in the acute phase of disease in an
individual patient, rather than a permanent characteristic of groups. In its radicalized form, it
contributed to the idea of the permanence of the disabled identity, covering all individuals in the
group. Spanish elites before the crisis of the seventeenth century viewed their own peasant class
similarly, in whom lack of honour was also lack of mind (mens).'® Later, the overlap between race
and class came to be justified by interpretations of Genesis 9 which identified the three sons of
Noah as the source for the first division of labour. The idea that “the descendants of Shem pray, the
descendants of Japheth fight, and the descendants of Ham work” became the chief reference point
for Southern whites in the nineteenth-century USA, where slaves were said to belong to the black
or “Hamitic” race and their supposed psychological inferiority was still characterized primarily by
an incapacity for honour.?

Finally there is once again the insult and its links to modern parlance. An ill-informed peer or
debating opponent was characteristically dubbed “Thersites.”?! The typical insult to someone’s
honour, calculated to spark a duel, was to call him a villain, denying his group membership on
the grounds of class (from “villein,” a feudal serf). Some sense of this carries over into the phrase
“an insult to my intelligence.” The word “insult” here is more than mere metaphor. It does not
say that you have insulted my intelligence as if it were my honour, or even my intelligence and
therefore my honour; there has simply been a displacement of one term by the other. The structural
continuity is provided by the extension of the honour society, within which (alone) there was
a presumed equality of intellectual competences, into a modern, quasi-universal intelligence
society. Conversely, “it’s a wise man that knows his own father.” In this phrase the priority
seems to go to wit over honourable descent, even if the ironic implication is that such wisdom is
actually impossible.

Effeminacy and mental torpor

Not only female commoners but genteel wives and daughters lay outside the honour society. Their
honour lay in their bodies, a fragile private reflection of the public honour of their men. Otherwise,
gentlewomen had the same psychological deficiencies as the labouring multitude. The entire sex
was the natural “slave of mankind ... inferior almost in all things,” hence “not so ingenious” as
men; in them, speed of wit was mere rashness and produced “instability of opinion.” They were
advised to cultivate demureness rather than speed, and were thought incapable of abstract thinking.
Writers on faculty psychology asserting that women have rational souls can seem under pressure to
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defend the point at length, though assertions to the contrary were perhaps rarely intended seriously.?
It is true that with humanist learning dominating military valour as the mark of virtue, the way was
open for some women to become participating members of “household academies” of husband!
and-wife or father-and-daughter partnerships that put forward proto-feminist ideas.” However,
this existed in very small doses. More often when women claimed a male type of honour, it was
“rather some stupidity born of imitation, than true pride.”?* Huarte placed women quite outside
his graded system of “callings” and its close relationship to faculty psychology: “God filling both
[sexes] with wisdom, it is a verified conclusion, that he infused the lesser portion into her .... [She]
is not capable of much wit,” and lacks “any profound judgement.”” Women were not entitled to
benefit of clergy, the law which exempted literate men from being tried for capital offences in
secular courts. They were fools not just by insult but by positive classification, in which absence
of wit, common ideas or honour constitutes a unitary deficiency. Female rulers were no exception.
On Elizabeth I’s accession, John Knox warned that men’s “hearts [would be] changed from the
wisdom, understanding and courage of men to the foolish fondness and cowardice of women.”?
And when the Earl of Essex fell from her grace, he publicly complained about the “inconstancy”
and “wavering opinion” that was due to her sex.

The same went for female characteristics in men. When Locke describes his intellectually
disabled changelings as “unmanned,” he is of course casting doubt on their species membership
but gender is implicated too. Peacham warns “fond and foolish parents” against “indulgence to
the corrupting of the minds of their children, disabling their wits, effeminating their bodies.”*’
Effeminacy was stupidity, because it entailed idleness; mental “torpor” was a sign of “the iniquities
of Sodom” that were destructive of gentility.?® In everyday politics the masculinity of the honour
elite was compromised by its members’ need to be submissive to their ruler, who in former times
had been their hypothetical equal; in late sixteenth-century England this was doubly unmanning
because that ruler, heading up a centralized honours system, was female. Castiglione’s advice was
to treat honour in terms of Aquinas’s mean; accommodating manners would get you further up the
ladder than macho self-assertiveness.”

The epileptic fits of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar reflect this anxiety about feminine intellectual
weakness. They are signs of both a “womanish” and a “feeble temper,” at once detracting from
his honour and disabling his intellect. Not just man but manliness defines reason. However, when
Brutus justifies his own actions by appealing to manly honour, he has grasped only one side of
a new political equation; the autonomy of the honourable male no longer consists of military
valour and freedom from constraint but of a possibly hypocritical or Machiavellian reason.
In despising Caesar’s weakness, Brutus marks his own self-assertive honour, but he is defeated in
turn by Antony’s self-seeking wit. It is appropriate that Brutus’s funeral oration should be in prose
while Antony’s is in verse; it is not just that prose is rhetorically weaker but that poetry is the higher
form of reason. Antony inverts the relation between reason and honour: he convinces the mob that
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Brutus’s talk of honour is mere policy and reasoned calculation, when it is Antony himself who is
being calculating by talking to them in this way.

In medical terms, too, reason was male. Galen’s account of brain anatomy had identified the
parts of the brain by nicknames derived from their supposed visual resemblance to the reproductive
and excretory organs. A sixteenth-century professor of anatomy at Padua, paraphrasing this passage,
adds a term of his own which teases a near-anagram out of the pineal gland (glandula pinealis): “This
gland is shaped like a pine cone [pinus] ... and very prettily reflects the form of a penis [penis]: thus
in the brain there is the form of testicles, buttocks, anus, vulva, but of the penis no less.”® Various
reasons have been offered as to why Descartes subsequently chose the pineal gland to be the place
where soul and body interact: it was hard to locate anatomically, suggesting that something in the
body had departed at the moment of death; it also seemed to stand at the centre of the brain, in
the middle ventricle and its reasoning faculty, rather than being duplicated in each hemisphere.
Here we have one more possible reason: the appropriate gendering of the organ that houses the
mind. Indeed, some Cartesian philosophers, given the problem of physical extension implicit in
having the whole of Christ’s body in the communion bread, surmised that only his pineal gland was
there.’! It is a modernist adaptation of the pre-Cartesian convention of “occult parallels,” such as
Paracelsus’s selection of the phallic-shaped root Satyricon as a cure for impotence.

Conversely, wisdom itself might be a sign if not of effeminacy then of a suitable bodily
weakness and above all lack of sexual potentia. Intellectually able fathers were said to produce
foolish children, for precise medical reasons we shall discuss in Chapter 14. By the same token,
not only can fools produce wise offspring, the fools themselves are hugely endowed. In Richard
Turner’s poem Nosce Te (“Know thyself,” the spoof of a genre of philosophical poetry that began
around 1600), he says of a female aristocrat,

Missa will needsly marry with a fool,
her reason;
O sir, because he hath an exlent—

This convention continued into the eighteenth century, at least. Fanny Hill’s colleague Louisa
has sex with an intellectually deficient “changeling” whose “tool” is similarly commendable.
The inverse correlation between intellectual and sexual ability has its modern heirs; there is, for
instance, the eminent psychologist who currently argues that black people possess smaller brains
than whites but correspondingly larger penises and sexual potency (“it’s a trade-off”’).>> Women’s
supposedly smaller brains related likewise to their immoderate sexual appetites, which could only
be kept under control by the imposition of a gendered honour consisting of obedience rather than
autonomy, meekness not self-assertion.

“Degenerated from his kind”: the honour-disabled

So far we have looked at groups lacking ascribed status, those whose membership of the honour
society was never on the cards in the first place. A further question then arises. Deficiency is not
the same as degeneracy. Who were the “honour-disabled,” so to speak? Who were those belonging
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notionally within the honour society who nevertheless lost or failed to meet the behavioural criteria
ascribed to them as its members? And what were these criteria, more specifically?

Honour disability, even in its ancient form, had intellectual elements; Greek examples of the
stupidity specific to the gentleman include not only wearing your cloak in the wrong fashion
but Theophrastus’s example of passing your accounts to someone else to add up. Some early
modern writers display awareness of the conceptual kinship between honour and intelligence, and
develop their notions of deficiency or impotentia on this basis. The reference point here is the
medieval philosophical dispute between nominalists and realists. Nominalists like Duns Scotus
claimed that the only things we can really know are particulars. When we sort them into categories
(“universals”), these latter are not themselves real; they “are mere names and titles.” The realist
school, by contrast, claimed that the universal categories into which particulars are sorted have a
real existence themselves, and as such are fully knowable. Robert Ashley, a late Tudor ideologue,
applies this dispute to his discussion of honour: “I have heard some say sometimes that they could
not skill of this thing called honour, and that they knew not what it meant because they thought
that indeed there was no such thing but only a name and title which people had taken up.”** Ashley
attacks this nominalist view. His job, as a behavioural authority, is to prove that honour does have
a real essence, since it was one of the official channels through which a centralized state resolved
tensions over social status. However, Ashley is not a realist in the sense that he thinks honour can
be reduced to concrete collateral. He denies that it consists in “external goods” and acknowledges
that its reality lies precisely in its purely conceptual character, which plays a positive, mediating
role in social action. Neither “riches” nor “wit” itself are “of themselves ... good, but so termed
either more or less according as they draw near or decline from virtue,” of which honour is the sign
— “a certain testimony of virtue shining of itself.” True, the comparison with wealth here suggests
that wit can be a form of concrete collateral. But wit is also the main decider as to “who are capable
of honour and who are not,” and in this sense is conceptually compatible with the latter:

Some [men] you shall see so heavy and dull spirited that they little differ from brute beasts....
[They] are wont to have least feeling of honour and to be least affected therewith because that the
dullness of their wit depriving them of all sharpness of judgement, the worth and beauty of honour
... is unknown to them .... Such a man may be truly taken and accounted as one void of sense [that
is, of internal senses or intellectual faculties].>*

Such dullness, taken for granted in the masses, is equally threatening when it appears in a
gentleman. Degeneracy is the psychological attribute of every villein, as the member of an entire
degenerate social class; but when a noble bloodline “fall[s] upon a vicious, good-for-nothing, base
person who is in himself [i.e., internally] really a villein,” it really spells trouble.*® The terms
are naturalistic; these people are “brute beasts.” They lack a theoretical awareness of their own
honour — as gentlemen above other men or, in the case of villeins, as men above other animals.
Not only is the desire for honour, to quote Ashley, “given us of nature, but ... the same nature hath
not bestowed any better or more necessary thing upon us.” Honour is not nominal but real: real,
however, not as wealth is but as a “power of the mind.” This “mind” is not some self-standing
ability that can be defined independently of honour as such. Accordingly slow soul spirits, dull
wit and lack of the sense of honour are facets of a single organic state. Any conceptual divergence
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between honour and the understanding, if articulated, would have opened up social fissures by
making explicit the prospect (and threat) of upward mobility.

Men “extracted from noble blood” were “commonly more prone to shame from dishonest things
than others.” The sense of shame was organically rooted, a “prophylactic which they carry with
them from birth.”* This explains how a gentleman who had lost his status for merely external
reasons, for example through taking up “low or mechanical exercise,” could regain it on leaving
that occupation; the honour of inherited blood and its corresponding awareness of shame were
internal.’” It also explains why a degree of learning was important. Implicit in learning-based virtue
is the notion that honour can be acquired, while implicit in the ancestral virtue of blood is the
notion that honour can be mislaid. Hence virtue and ancestry are conjoined twins. In “bringing up
the child of a gentleman, which is to have authority in a public weal,” understanding and honour
have to be combined. A child’s failure to become virtuously learned means he will turn out like
“the multitude” when it has “equal authority without any sovereign, never ... certain nor stable”; he
will be “loathsome and monstrous,” threatening the social order as well as his own future stock.®
A contemporary of Castiglione’s, widely read in English in the late sixteenth century, extends the
point. Virtue necessarily exists in a virtuous object, that is, in “a man well born, prudent and wise.”
Nobility, however, “may be in a most vile object.” When a son “capable of neither virtue nor reason”
is born to “the vulgar sort,” the condition is not noticed; when the son of a noble family is “out of
his senses,” he has to be properly identified and labelled as such. And it is a mark of the vulgar sort’s
own deficient wits that they, “being deceived, do hold these children in the rank of noblemen.”

Degenerate gentry are fools in the same way that the lay idiots of the commons are; in both cases,
what they lack is knowledge of their own essence. This ignorance is at once social and natural: it is
the honour society that gets to define natural states of the degenerate and dishonourable, just as it
is the socially constituted group of rational choosers and consenters — the intelligence society — that
gets to define the place in nature of the intellectually disabled. Doctors, with their image of the
body as a microcosm of the political and social order, were on hand then as now to back up these
definitions. The brain possesses honourable, “noble and princely properties” precisely because “it
is the seat of the mind, endowed with the virtue of reason, which is the greatest sign indeed, to
discern the difference between man and beast .... What great utility the brain proffereth, it is well
to be perceived by [the existence of] idiots and foolish bodies, who having defect in this, are lame
in all the rest.”* These idiots, who do not know their own natural and social essence, are members
of the doctor’s elite client group, with symptoms of sloth, idleness or melancholy. The stupid
gentleman is the obverse of the “syllogizing villein,” each being a contradiction in terms.*!

“Gentleman” usually excluded “fool” by definition. In Thomas Middleton’s The Changeling, the
noble Antonio masquerades as a fool in order to seduce a married woman, saying to her: “Take no
acquaintance / Of these outward follies, there is within / A gentleman that loves you.” Her husband
is unsuspecting because he thinks Antonio is non-gentle (the woman who disguises her lover as a
fool in order to pass him off in front of her husband was a stock dramatic convention). The same
thing can be detected in passing uses of the word “idiot.” If a writer is not clearly using it to mean
the unlearned and unwashed in general, readers are to suppose that he is talking about the odd one
or two of his social peers. He does not have to spell this out. For example “idiots, dolts, lunatics,
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frantics, and blockheads can no more judge right from wrong, truth from falsehood, virtue from
vice, than the blind can try colours”; the result, says this author, is that they end up abusing their
powers as magistrates. In other words, it is assumed they have such powers in the first place.*

To think that “true and perfect nobility in man consisteth ... in blood” and nothing else was
itself “mere folly” and “brutal stupidity,” such was the accepted place of intellectual virtues: “if
nought else renown him but his wormeaten stock ... [he] is not to be reckoned amongst the noble
and honourable, but rather be deemed a fool.”® Peacham wrote about noblemen who “flatter
themselves with the favourable sunshine of their great estates and ... are admired of idiots and the
vulgar from the outside, statues or huge colossuses full of lead and rubbish within.”** The mutually
reflecting deficiency of the universal idiotic labourer and the occasional idiotic noble — their internal
psychological rubbish — consists in their being interested only in externals. Faculty psychology
enabled the point to be set in a naturalistic context. It distinguished between understanding and
“apprehending,” and the latter, since it belongs in the imaginative faculty, is associated with surfaces
and the corrupting potential of the external senses: “The greatest part of men ... want that necessary
degree of understanding which should enable them to reason as well as [they] apprehend. For
reasoning and apprehending are far from being synonymous terms. They sometimes distinguish one
man from another ... almost as much as they distinguish a man from a brute.”*

Honourable status and failure to perform

There are several recurring, specific markers of failure to perform the honourable status ascribed
to an individual. The simplest is failure to defend assaults on one’s reputation, and particularly
one’s masculinity. Again this is usually a matter of externals, of readable behaviour. In Samuel
Rowland’s poem The Letting of Humours, the henpecked gentleman is recast as a “fool” for
carrying his wife’s pet dog: “Thus goodman idiot thinks himself an earl / That he can please his
wife.” “Goodman” means non-gentle; the word “idiot” plays on his betrayal of caste. Similarly,
there is the nobleman who, having called in a tailor to measure his wife for a gown, asked him if he
wanted to approach her from the front or from behind: “The tailor, who was more discreet than the
nobleman, perceiving his foolish demand, said unto him: my Lord, I must begin to take measure
on the sides.”® This foolishness, a lack of awareness of his own (gendered) honour on the part of
an ascribed member of the honour society, is offset by the manual tradesman’s own “discretion,”
a faculty-psychology operation which by his social class he ought not to possess (the twist here
being that women’s tailors were stereotypically lecherous). The point is summed up by Moliere’s
character in School for Wives who says, “The man of honour is he who is not cuckoo” — cocu
meaning either cuckold or out of one’s wits, but here both.

Another characteristic performance failure is deviation from the mean: absence or excess of
honour. Absence of a sense of honour went with idleness and “sluggish laziness of mind”; it was one
of the chief features of what doctors call “stupidity” or “stolidity,” which if it prevails “destroys the
powers of the mind.” At the opposite end was the frenetic and intemperate abuse of honour through
ambition. “Dullness,” associated with melancholy, could straddle both extremes; it could take the
form of slow, “stupid spirits,” or of the “fury” that comes with being “puffed up with the glory of
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his ancestors.”’ Reason is more than just instrumental to honour here; the two categories overlap:
“true honour consisteth ... in the moderation of the mind” (emphasis added). Of course, to be
foolishly witted in the first of these senses might also mean to be holy. Yet even Aquinas had raised
a caution about this. Although lack of concern about injury to one’s reputation may sometimes
indicate that one is above worldly things, “sometimes it can be the result of being simply stupid
about everything, as in unlearned people (idiotae) who do not discern what is injurious to them; this
belongs to folly alone.”® In the behaviour guides, idleness and lack of motivation for honour are at
once social and psychological, outer and inner. Gentlemen who “of negligence stop mustard pots
with their fathers’ pedigrees” are displaying the public or external face of “unsound memory,” the
faculty-psychology characteristic of private “idiots.”® The very first people Dante meets in hell are
those who have “lost the goods of intellect,” and that is because they have led their lives without
any self-awareness of shame or praise. Honour resides first in God, and there is no greater gift that
He passes on to us; in this sense it is no parody of divine grace but similar to it in value. “When he
maketh us blessed then are we also partakers both of his divinities,” of which the divine intellect
is chief, “and of his honour.” Honour here is both an objective ranking system, created by God,
and an internal property or “secret instinct of nature” that endows the individual with a motivating
autonomy to try and match the necessary, predestined scheme. The corresponding disability is to be
ignorant of all this, to be “so simply and foolishly witted that [one has] no feeling of honour.””°

A further performance failure in this respect is lack of expert knowledge of heraldic science.
The herald assesses people by the criterion of his own expertise. If, as Peacham tells us, honour is
a natural disposition of the soul and as precisely measurable as a triangle, then

For these and other reasons, I desire that you would bestow some hours in the study of [Blazon]; for
a gentleman honourably descended to be utterly ignorant herein, argueth in him either a disregard
of'his own worth, a weakness of conceit, or indisposition to arms and honourable action; sometimes
mere idiotism, as Seigneur Gaulart, a great man of France (and none of the wisest), inviting on a
time many great personages and honourable friends to his table, at the last service a marzipan was
brought in, which being almost quite eaten, he bethought himself and said, it was told me, that
mine arms were bravely set out in gold and colours upon this marzipan but I have looked round
about it and cannot see them. ‘Your Lordship,’ said one of his men, ‘ate them up yourself but now.’
‘What a knave,” quoth Monsieur Gaulart, ‘art thou? Thou didst not tell me before I ate them, that I
might have seen what they had been’.”!

This gentleman has a coat of arms, but he does not know what that means or even what it might
look like. His illiteracy in Blazon is what constitutes his “idiotism.” Of course it may also belong
in some wider cognitive dysfunction (he is “none of the wisest”), but there was in any case no
wisdom outside the honour society. The fact that he does not know his own status, as expressed
in its insignia, is the primary evidence, and his eating of them expresses the symbolic confusion
between outer and inner, body and mind.

Others in the honour society are not so much ignorant of its insignia as provocatively devil-
may-care about its values. There is the nobleman reported as saying, “I don’t care about all these ...
coats of arms, crested or otherwise: I would be happy to be a villein in all four quarterings as long
as I still get my taxes ...; I’ve read no books, histories or annals of France.” This “fool” is well able
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to understand that honour and genealogical learning constitute status, but is too self-willed to attend
to them.’? In an English context, such dismissive attitudes to heraldry were perceived as politically
dangerous. The ideology of heraldic science demanded a mean between the extremes of Puritanism
on the one hand and Catholicism on the other. The Puritan gentleman “loves no heraldry, / Crosses
in arms, they hold idolatry”; the result is “shortly, no difference twixt the lord, and page.” The
Catholic gentleman, by contrast, devalues heraldic signs by inflation so they become “idle shows”;
the result is “plebeian baseness.” Both extremes are forms of honour foolishness. Puritans idealize
the New Testament’s unlearned but pious idiota, thereby encouraging Anabaptist-style revolt; the
creaturely equality of souls is foolishly read as political equality on earth. Catholics lack the Word
and are therefore credulous about mere externals (one type of fool was the “gull” or credulous
person); their foolishness is idolatry, which was, of all sins, the only one that could be defined as
“intellectual.”* As opposite deviations from the mean, they are both forms of politico-theological
disability that taint the deviators by associating them with the lower orders, against whom the
social order has to be defended.

The prominence of the professional arriviste foregrounded another type of failure: someone
who lacks the professional expertise he claims. The maverick medical authority Paracelsus refers
to his predecessors as “idiots and infants”; orthodox Galenist doctors typically use the same
idiot vocabulary to label the Paracelsians.®® In these examples “idiot” clearly means someone
lacking medical knowledge rather than some generalized insult in the modern sense; although
it has overtones of the unlearned commoner, it targets one’s fellow professionals in particular.’
Elizabethan drama constantly plays with the conceit of the unprofessional or “idiot” actor. This
is the immediate sense of the idiot tale teller in Macbeth; by fulfilling his ambitions, Macbeth
has emptied his imaginative faculty, and the performance of this “life” is consequently void of
anything except sound and fury. The idiot as professional failure is not derived metaphorically
from some positively disabled person in the modern sense, since no such creature existed; idiocy is
a psychological disqualification only in the sense of being a social or professional one.

Failure to perform was also identified, in faculty psychology terms, with the countryside.
Country people’s faculties were dull by nature. The village idiot was anyone who lived in a village,
a maxim which by the end of the sixteenth century had come to encompass the country gentry. At
first, it was the country gentry who “professed arms,” with honour stemming from military prowess;
city gentry were stereotypically emasculated because they did not fight. Tudor governments,
however, urged the gentry to get out of the country, where “great rudeness” was the rule, and
into the towns, where they could adopt Castiglione’s ideal of a civic and professional elite.’” The
relationship is finely balanced in Shakespeare’s As You Like It, where Corin and Touchstone, rustic
fool and professional court jester respectively, debate the simple versus the sophisticated life. By
the Restoration, the balance had tipped completely. One knows, said Dryden, the “fool of nature ...
by his clown-accent and his country-tone”; a few years later comes Squire Western in Fielding’s
Tom Jones, who is gentleman and country clown simultaneously, with no sense of contradiction.

Fools and idiots are by definition those distant from the centres of power and ability: economic,
political, intellectual. Just living in the country sufficed to make you a villein in the eyes of many;
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the behavioural writers feel bound to insist that “if a gentleman do inhabit his village, he shall
nevertheless continue noble.”® Changed relations between town and country gentry took off from
existing stercotypes of the villager “who busieth himself about his plough, and ... hath his wits
of no higher conceit”; the contagion of human geography had made the rural gentry “rustics” too,
and all country dwellers “country clown[s].”® The character type of “the upstart country knight”
illustrates how the stereotype appeared to heraldic experts:

His honour [is] somewhat preposterous, for he bare the King’s sword before he had arms to wield
it; yet being once laid o’er the shoulder with a knighthood, he finds the herald his friend .... His
father was a man of good stock, though but a tanner, or usurer; he purchased the land, and his son
the title. He has doffed off the name of a clown, but the look not so easy, and his face bears still a
relish of churn milk .... And commonly his race is quickly run, and his children’s children, though
they scape hanging, return to the place from whence they came.®

Indeed, fools and fields were already associated in the classical period, agriculture being the work
culture that is always slowest to change — in relation to Rome’s sophistication of manners as well
as to the administrative sophistication of Western Europe from the late Middle Ages onwards.

Honour, wit and Shakespeare’s fools

The examples above show both that the gentleman who fails to perform his ascribed honour is the
disabled and degenerate person of his time, and that he is the modern intellectually disabled person
in the making. Shakespeare makes the point dramatically halfway through King Lear, when — at
the exact point where Lear is stripped of honourable status — his court jester inexplicably vanishes,
to be replaced as companion by Poor Tom the beggar who is (it seems) genuinely rather than just
professionally out of his wits.

In Julius Caesar, Antony proposes to Octavius that they sideline Lepidus, the third member of
their triumvirate. They have “laid honours” on him but he has no intellectual autonomy, inasmuch as
he is oblivious to the new forms of self-assertion; he is “led or driven, as we point the way.” Once he
has lost his usefulness, they can strip him of his honours and send him away, “Like to the empty ass,
to shake his ears, / And graze in commons.” He can go off to his appropriate social position amidst
the plebs — appropriate because he lacks the self-seeking wit of an Antony. Octavius mildly objects
that Lepidus, being a “valiant soldier,” is their peer in terms of honour. But Antony sneers:

So is my horse, Octavius, ...

His corporal motion govern’d by my spirit.
And, in some taste, is Lepidus but so:

He must be taught, and train’d, and bid go forth:
A barren-spirited fellow; one that feeds

On objects, arts, and imitations

Which, out of use and staled by other men,
Begin his fashion.

The ass lacks honour of any sort; the horse does not lack valour or the “vital spirits” which all
animals have, but it does lack soul spirits, that physical medium of intelligence which exists in
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humans alone. The horse is the paradigm of all non-reasoning beasts; in late classical Greek the
word for horse is alogos, literally “non-reasoner” — hence the many satirical inversions of this
theme, of which Swift’s Houhnyhms are the best known. (The Yahoos, meanwhile, were probably
modelled on contemporary accounts of “Peter the Wild Man,” a feral outsider.) Lepidus’s way of
bidding for status — martial prowess rather than wit — is outmoded, channelled through the wrong
mode. He is another Brutus for the taking. Antony’s insult is no mere figure of speech; he does not
say Lepidus is like a fool. Rather, Antony’s reconstruction of autonomy as politic wit is highlighted
by genuine absence of the latter in Lepidus. Not only are the latter’s skills mere “imitations,” they
are by the same token behind the times; he is unaware of the change of rules, of the new bidding
game exemplified in Antony’s polished and cynical wit.

In The Merry Wives of Windsor, Anne Page’s suitor Slender (“of slender wit” was a common
epithet) is “well-landed but an idiot.” In what sense an idiot? The word’s association with commoners
renders this phrase a contradiction in terms, which the audience would have grasped. The propertied
but idiotic suitor is in fact a stock character in the drama: Middleton’s Women Beware Women
features one who is objectified as “The Ward” (his status makes him unworthy of a name), tied to
the apron strings of an uncle whose given Christian name is Guardiano. This ward’s psychological
characteristics are a mix of jester-type foolery and an interest in the outmoded trappings of honour.
Shakespeare’s Slender varies this image slightly. He is obsessed with heraldic science, nervously
responding to other characters’ talk about “reason” as if it were a new fashion in hats which he is
not sure about adopting. But his obsessive interest also exposes his entire ignorance of the science;
that is what constitutes his idiocy. He converses normally and gives off no signs of what a modern
psychologist would call intellectual disability; however, he is deficient in the performance of his own
gentle status. The bourgeois Mistress Page and her daughter are well off and have no need for his
land, so his recommendation as a suitor would be a mature knowledge of the external insignia that
went with the landed estate and would raise mother and daughter above Windsor’s prosaic middle(]
classness. Slender lacks such knowledge; he is a layman and hence an “idiot” in respect to the expert
language of heraldry essential to his class, and this is what places him with the out-group.

In Much Ado about Nothing, Beatrice sets the scene for her first encounter with Benedick by
way of a sarcastic pun on “difference” as a technical term in Blazon (a mark on a coat of arms) and
“difference” as a term in logic and psychology (the differentia of rational man from other animals).
In short, her witty values will prevail over his soldierly ones. And in A/l's Well that Ends Well, the
fool Parolles is identified as such by his obsession with honour’s external trappings; he is actually a
coward who fakes retrieval of his regiment’s honour (its coat of arms has been captured), and lacks
a courtier’s imitative grace. His friend Bertram, on the other hand, is a soldier with serious claims
to valour-based honour; but he refuses to marry a woman who, despite her outstanding learning-
based virtue, is his mother’s ward and thus a social inferior. Just as Parolles’s foolishness is defined
by his lack of honour as military valour, so Bertram’s is defined by his failure to recognize honour
as virtuous learning. In the end he grudgingly accepts marriage, forced to admit that honour must
be reconstituted as wisdom.

Halfbreeds and unsuccessful interlopers

So far we have encountered idiots and fools either as members of the out-group or as deficient,
non-performing members of the in-group. There are in addition those whose original ascription
to the in-group is ambiguous: for example, the offspring of class miscegenation between gentle
and commoner, or those born out of wedlock to honourable fathers. Such status ambiguities were
seen in naturalistic terms. “The gentle, either of blood or coat-armour, ought not to marry the
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ungentle,” since the issue of such a relationship “should seem but half noble, nay but half a man
... monstrous and degenerated from his kind.” It is as if “to tie the bodies of the quick and the dead
together.”®! The gentry had to be careful about marrying into non-gentle wealth for fear of producing
“mongrels,” just as you would conserve the breed of your dogs or as today’s aspiring prospective
mother is careful about the IQ and social pedigree of sperm donors. Behavioural writers cited in
support Averroes’s theory of an “informative power” or ability which parents transmit to the souls
of their offspring. According to this, “the memorable exploits of ancestors” could recur physically
in the blood of descendants; hence the “seeds of good and evil germinate over time in our souls.”*
Gentry were warned to choose wet nurses carefully; since breast milk was thought to consist of
distilled blood, it could determine the child’s very identity and “make the mind more perfected.”®

The consequences of misalliance are as much moral as intellectual. Offspring may have no
generosity or kindness, but not “no wit”’; Edmund, the bastard Machiavel of King Lear, shows that
the opposite is the case. It was for their wit that aristocratic fathers such as Louis XIV often favoured
illegitimate over legitimate sons, illustrating the strength of wit in its rivalry with bloodline. It
forced the dichard supporters of legitimate bloodline to recast degeneracy itself in intellectual
terms; Boulainvilliers, for example, remarked of Louis that to bypass his own lineage was itself a
form of stupidity or “vanity” that would corrupt future generations. Intellectual ignorance of one’s
own genealogy was “a perpetual forgetting of oneself which seems to amount to imbecility.”** The
cause of this imbecility (a term in which physical, moral and intellectual connotations are combined)
was in Boulainvillier’s view the biological “mixing” of royal blood. The idea of imbecility as a
natural ignorance of one’s own class culture, with dishonour as its central component, is still going
strong in the nineteenth-century novel (Balzac’s The Black Sheep, for example), where people are
labelled “idiot” or “degenerate” for no other reason than that they ignore their pedigrees.®

Another ambiguous figure was the professional fool, who was often witty enough in faculty
psychology terms. Touchstone, for example, knows enough about scholastic logic to send it up,
though others like the court jester of Ferrara are said not to have any rationality at all (see Chapter
13). Any supposed intellectual differences among professional fools would have been subordinate
to a common element in their job description, namely their ability to mimic. Any ambiguity or threat
lay rather in the fact that a gentleman born might then try to mimic the fools, thereby demeaning
himself and his class. This was the original significance of the term “artificial fool”: not a clever
man who acts the fool to gain advantage but, rather, a gentleman who enjoys imitating jesters,
finds himself stuck in the persona and then becomes the real thing — like the nobles who mock Don
Quixote, or like Sir Toby Belch and Sir Andrew Aguecheek in the company of the vocational fool
Feste, who in any case is much wiser than they.

Finally, there are people aspiring to cross over into the honour society: arrivistes on the threshold
of arrival. The classic text is Le bourgeois gentilhomme. The very idea of a bourgeois gentleman is
a comic contradiction in terms, like the mock politeness of “coloured gentleman.” When Monsieur
Jourdain glows with pride to learn that he speaks prose, the joke is not just that he does not know
that prose is a technical term for everyday speech, but that it is an inferior medium. Like him it is
vulgar, and that is because it is not poetry. Jourdain is without rhyme or, therefore, reason. When
Moliere at the opening of the play lists the abilities of the elite to which Jourdain ludicrously
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aspires, they are intellectual ones: “mind” (esprif) and “knowing how to reason.” Poetry was the
language of reason and thereby of gentility.

Peacham tells of a herald who visits a man claiming gentility on the basis of his newly acquired
merchant wealth, and asks to see his coat. The man mistakes him to have expressed an interest in
buying his overcoat. He says he can let the herald have it at a decent price with 50 percent down
now. This in itself shows him to be an idiot. The lack of virtue in such “stubble curs” is their failure
to understand the position in society to which they have mistakenly aspired, being “neither doers,
sufferers, or well speakers of honour’s tokens.”® Peacham seeks a genuine, because measurable
(“demonstrable”) set of externals, those of heraldic science: “there being at this instant the world
over such a medley (I had almost said motley) of coats ... we should, I fear me, within these
few years see yeomen as rare in England as they are in France.”®” Motley was the uniform of the
professional fool; a “yeoman” was a wealthy farmer, immediately adjacent to the honour society
in the countryside as burgesses were in the towns. The essential message of heraldic science, as of
psychometric science, was: Repel all boarders.

Fiscal idiots: how the law invented incompetence

What do you take me for? Are you taking me for an idiot? These are strange phrases. The original
phrase was to “beg” someone for an idiot, a legal expression. Guides to behaviour, nobility and
heraldry were aimed at people who had studied at the Inns of Court (a frequent destination after
university), and the Court of Wards was where you would “take” someone to adjudicate whether
they were competent to manage their estate.

We have seen above that the disability of the gentleman who was an idiot because he did not
understand coats of arms was not clearly distinguishable from that of the one who was an idiot
because he could not count up to 20. However, law supplies us with the one historical context that
does seem pertinent to modern concepts of intellectual disability as a marker of legal incompetence.
The Court of Wards was put on a permanent footing in 1540. This was roughly contemporary with
the first Royal Commission on heraldry; their trajectories coincide, and in 1542 it became the
Court of Wards “and Liveries,” responsible for sumptuary laws regulating the public significance
of clothing as well as heraldic insignia (the two issues were thus closely linked).

The wardship jurisdiction distinguished between people who were lunatic or mad and those
born fools or idiots, and it issued writs on this basis. The Roman law of the Twelve Tables, used
by medieval lawyers, had said explicitly that competence to plead must be assumed in those who
are “stupid” (stulti) — whatever “stupid” means in this context — by contrast with those who are
mad (furiosi).®® Their elaboration, which appears in both civil and canon law, that some people
are born stupid is therefore a crucial element in making the category firmer and more pejorative.
It appears originally in a text from Edward I’s reign known as Prerogativa Regis. However, at this
stage it seems not to have been a legal enactment but a private memo or plea; despite what has been
written on this topic, the law had no standard writs of idiocy, much less separate ones for idiocy
and lunacy, until Henry VIII set up the Court of Wards.* In this respect, too, the wardship system
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resembles heraldic rules: a contemporary invention dressed in feudal trappings, as if appealing to
some ancient right.

A sudden upsurge in the number of writs in the 1590s, when it became a bone of political
contention, gave the idiot/lunatic distinction the oxygen of publicity. We can see this from
comparing Spenser with writers of only a generation later. In Spenser’s depiction of the human
soul in Book 2 of The Faerie Queene, deficiency originates in the imagination, represented here by
the allegorical figure Phantastes

That him full of melancholy did show;

Bent hollow beetle brows, sharp staring eyes,
That mad or foolish seemed: one by his view
Mote deem him born with ill disposed skies.

Here mad and foolish are synonymous; at most, any implied distinction would have been subordinate
to the overarching paradigm of melancholy. By the 1590s, however, professional intellectuals
around the Inns of Court were employing such a distinction extensively in their literary productions,
as we shall see shortly, and in so doing they helped introduce it to a wider public.

According to Richard Neugebauer, in his research into the records of the Court of Wards, the
distinction between lunatics and idiots shows that professionals of the time already knew about
the difference between the mentally ill and the “mentally retarded,” thereby demonstrating signs
of a modern psychological expertise.”” However, there is little evidence for the “idiots” he cites
from the records being mentally retarded as he, a modern neurologist, would recognize them.
Conflating cause with effect, Neugebauer assumes that psychological conditions we now classify
as intellectually disabled lay behind the idiot terminology used by those lawyers, when actually
it was the sudden public currency of the legal terminology that fed (along with other things) into
modern psychological conceptualizations of intellectual disability. Language was more fluid than
now; the mutual resonances of related or even unrelated senses of one and the same word were
heard more clearly than in modern English. Existing meanings for “idiot” or “fool” overlapped
with those for “madman,” both being dispositional rather than deterministic in a biological sense
and covering a huge range of behaviours. Nevertheless, some sort of difference was clearly being
indicated. What was it? The term “lunacy” refers to phases of the moon, which gave the mad person
lucid intervals. It signified impermanence, while idiocy thus became that which is not temporary.
It is the negative reflection, in juridical terms, of the Puritan unification of the personality that
was to achieve full expression in Locke’s theory of personal identity. There could be no modern
idiot without the permanence of the modern “person” in this sense. However, it was only the very
beginning of a process. Legal idiocy, as birth-to-death permanence, was not borrowed from some
existing medical diagnosis, it came from the surface language of a professional elite, which had till
now covered a broader range of oddities and social inferiors.

We need to understand how wardship applied in general, across the board, in order to grasp fully
how specifically psychological categories were built out of existing social ones. As Neugebauer
suggests, behind the idiot/lunatic distinction lay a fiscal crisis. Given the assumed permanence
of the idiot’s condition, guardians could assume greater control of his estate than of a lunatic’s.
The state either found these guardians or assumed guardianship itself; the finger it had in this pie
explains why legal authorities and historians of the time, notably under Charles I, dated the first
issuing of idiocy writs as far back in time as possible.” The Tudors and early Stuarts tried to finance

7 Neugebauer, “Medieval and early modern theories,” “Mental handicap.”

"' Sir Edward Coke, The First Part of the Institutes of the Lawes of England, 7v.



“Dead in the Very Midst of Life” 143

their state by resuscitating the minutest obligations which landholders, as “tenants in chief,” had
to the monarch, to whom they should in principle be surrendering the profits — though in fact this
relationship was already lost in the mists of time. If a tenant died while his heir was still legally a
minor, the heir became the king’s ward. However, wardship rights had meanwhile become goods
that could be sold on, thereby becoming the main source of royal income. This was even more the
case when the first two Stuart monarchs found it hard to impose taxes. If, then, it could be proved
that the heir was still incompetent after his minority ended, so much the better. The income of state
and courtiers from this source increased fourfold between Elizabeth’s reign and the onset of the
civil wars.” That is how important the issue of idiocy was. An agreement not to reimpose the Court
of Wards after its 1646 abolition was one of the chief conditions on which Charles II was permitted
to reassume the monarchy.

The wardship system had developed out of patrilinealism. It was not entirely age related.
Unmarried women and younger sons, who remained in subordination to the senior member of the
family, might be condemned to a prolonged “infancy” or “youth” (both terms denoted a person
of any age who had not yet succeeded to property or title) as long as that member refused to
marry them off.”® At first inheritance had been merely a frequent custom, the whim of a newly
titled father, stemming from the prospective inheritor’s military prowess as much as his estate
management skills, let alone order of birth; only later in the Middle Ages did a formal set of rules
around primogeniture evolve. Neither wardship nor indeed formal tests of competence needed to
exist until the principle of a right of succession arose, and until the required prowess — military
or managerial — started to be ascribed to a specific “rightful” heir rather than to someone whose
outstanding performances had simply caught the eye.

Before the Tudor transformation of government, training of the elite frequently took place in
great households, of which the royal court itself was simply the largest. Upbringing in these noble
houses was “mainstream” education, as it were, for the wider family and other ascribed members of
the honour society, plus selected children of commoners. In the late medieval period some children
attended the cathedral schools, but otherwise wardship was the central 