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FRANCOIS DE FENELON
Telemachus, son of Ulysses



Fénelon’s Telemachus (1699) is, alongside Bossuet’s Politics, the
most important work of political theory of the grand siéce in
France. It was also the most widely read work of the time, influ-
encing Montesquieu and Rousseau in its attempt to combine
monarchism with republican virtues. Fénelon tells of the moral
and political education of Telemachus, young son of Ulysses, by
his tutor Mentor (the goddess Minerva in disguise). Telemachus
visits every corner of the Mediterranean world and learns
patience, courage, modesty, and simplicity, being the qualities he
will need when he succeeds Ulysses as king of Ithaca. It is the
story of the transformation of an egoistic young man into a model
ruler, and is meant (among other things) as a commentary on
the bellicosity and luxuriousness of Louis XIV.
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Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought is now firmly estab-
lished as the major student textbook series in political theory. It aims to
make available to students all the most important texts in the history of
western political thought, from ancient Greece to the early twentieth
century. All the familiar classic texts will be included but the series does
at the same time seek to enlarge the conventional canon by incorporating
an extensive range of less well-known works, many of them never before
available in a modern English edition. Wherever possible, texts are pub-
lished in complete and unabridged form, and translations are specially
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reading and any necessary glossaries and textual apparatus. When com-
pleted, the series will aim to offer an outline of the entire evolution of
western political thought.
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Introduction

I

Frangois de Salignac de La Mothe-Fénelon was born in Périgord in
1651, the son of an aristocratic provincial family which was distin-
guished but threadbare.! Ordained a priest in 1675, he was within
three years given an important ministry in the Church — that of spir-
itual guide to the “New Catholics” (ex-Huguenots) in northern
France.? This ministry lasted for a decade (1678-88), and was
crowned by the publication of the treatise On the Education of Girls
(1687), which first revealed Fénelon’s classicizing taste for the
ancient pastoral simplicity depicted by Virgil in the Aeneid and Georg-
ics.3 By this time the Abbé Fénelon had caught the eye of Bossuet,
the bishop of Meaux and the most powerful French ecclesiastic of the
grand siécle: for him Fénelon produced his Réfutation de Malebranche
(c. 1687/8), which attacked Malebranche’s notion of a “Cartesian”
Providence générale operating through simple, constant, universal laws,
and sustained Bossuet’s notion (outlined in the Histoire universelle) of
a Providence particuliére which had furnished David and Solomon to
ancient Israel and Louis XIV to modern France.* In 1689 he was

See Ely Carcassonne, Fénelon, I'homme et I'euvre (Paris: Boivin, 1946), ch. 1, and
(above all), Jeanne-Lydie Goré, L 'itinéraire de Fénelon: humanisme et spiritualité (Paris:
Presses Universitaires de France, 1957), pp. 33ff. See also M. Aimé-Martin, “Etudes
sur la vie de Fénelon,” in Oeuvres de Fénelon (Paris: Chez Lefevre, 1833), Vol. 1,
pp. iiiff.

? Jacques Lamaison, “Introduction” to Télémaque (Paris: Editions Larousse, 1934), p. 6.
* J. H. Davis, Fénelon (Boston: Hall and Co., 1979), p. 113.

* On the (bricf) Bossuet-Fénelon alliance contra Malebranche, see particularly Henri
Gouhier’s splendid Férelon philosophe (Paris: Librairie Vrin, 1977), pp. 33ff. See also
Patrick Riley, The General Will before Rousseau (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
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named tutor to Louis’s grandson, the duc de Bourgogne (1682-
1712);° and it was for his royal pupil that he was soon to write T¢lé-
maque, fils d’Ulysse (c. 1693—4) and the Dialogues of the Dead. Rhetoric-
ally the high point of Fénelon’s “court” period was his speech on
being received into the Académie Francaise (1693), with its fulsome
praise of the Sun King.® The archbishopric of Cambrai followed in
1695, carrying with it the titles of duke and prince of the Holy Roman
Empire.’

But in the late 1680s Fénelon had also become deeply interested
in the quietistic notion of a “disinterested love of God” free of hope
for personal happiness — a disinterested interest fanned by the mys-
tical pieties of his friend Mme Guyon.® His insistence that one must
“go out of oneself” (sortir de sof), even “hate oneself” (se kair), finally
yielded the Maxims of the Saints on the Inner Life (1697) — a work in
which Fénelon argued for five degrees of “purity” or “disinteres-
tedness” in human love of God. At the lowest end of the scale one
finds the love of God, not for himself but for “the goods which
depend on his power and which one hopes to obtain”; this Fénelon
contemptuously calls “purely servile love.” One small notch above
this Fénelon places loving God, not for “goods” which he can provide
but as the “instrument” of our salvation: even this “higher” love,
however, is still “at the level of self-love.” At the third and fourth
levels Fénelon finds a mixture of self-love and true love of God: but
what really interests him is the fifth and highest degree, the “pure
love” of God that one finds only in “saints”: “One can love God,”
Fénelon urges, “from a love which is pure charity, and without the
slightest mixture of self-interested motivation.” In such a love, Féne-
lon adds, neither the “fear of punishment” nor the “hope of reward”
plays any part at all.” As is well known, Bossuet and others — including

1986), ch. 2. For the Réfutation itself, see Fénelon, Qeuvres de Fénelon (Paris: Chez
Leftvre, 1835), Vol. 11, pp. 232ff.

5 Saint-Simon, Mémoires, Book I, cited in Paul Janet, Fénelon: His Life and Works, trans.
Victor Lenliette (London: 1941), ch. 3, “Fénelon as tutor”, pp. 41ff.

¢ For the text of Fénelon’s reception-address, see Oeuvres de Fénelon (1835 edn), Vol.
m, pp. 210-13: “Travaillez donc tous i I'envie, messieurs, pour célébrer un si beau
regne.”

 Goré, L'itinéraire de Fénelon, pp. 454f%.

8 See Louis Cognet, Le crépuscule des mystiques: le conflit Fénelon-Bossuet (Tournai:
Desclée, 1958), passim.

® Fénelon, Explication des maximes des saints, critical edn. of Albert Cherel (Paris: Librai-
rie Bloud, 1911), pp. 1:18-30.

xiv



Introduction

Malebranche, in his Traité de 'amour de Dieu'® — argued that Féne-
lon’s “disinterested” love excluded all hope of salvation, as well as
all fear of justified punishment, and thus subverted Christianity;
Fénelon’s work was finally placed on the Index of banned books in
March 1699. In this condemnation the prime mover was Bossuet,
now Fénelon’s greatest detractor: “To detach oneself from himself
to the point of no longer desiring to be happy, is an error which
neither nature, rior grace, nor reason, nor faith can suffer.”!!

A month later Télémaque was printed, without Fénelon’s permis-
sion, through “the infidelity of a copyist.”** Louis XIV had already
banished the “chimerical” Fénelon to his Cambrai diocese in 1697,
and with the double disaster of 1699 — condemnation by Rome fol-
lowed (within a few weeks) by publication of the ‘“‘Homeric” novel
which Louis considered an attack on his faults — Fénelon was divested
of his pension and of his tutorship to the duc de Bourgogne. He
never set foot in Versailles, or even Paris, again.”®

With the premature death in 1712 of the duc de Bourgogne,
whom Fénelon had carefully educated to be an enlightened suc-
cessor to his grandfather, Fénelon’s hopes for a renewed France
collapsed like “a house of cards.” His Démonstration de lexistence
de Dieu (1713) was a work of pure theology;' indeed, had Fénelon
not been a royal tutor for ten years, Télémaque and the Dialogues
of the Dead would almost certainly never have come into existence.
Conscientiously administering his half-Flemish diocese even as
Louis XIV made perpetual war on its borders, constantly engaging
in-'a wide-ranging correspondence as spiritual counselor, Fénelon
died, prematurely worn out, in January 1715."” To this day many
French Fénelonians view the archbishop of Cambrai as a saint

19 Malebranche, Traité de I'amour de Dieu, in Oeuvres complétes, ed. A. Robinet (Paris:
Librairie Vrin, 1963), Vol. xtv, pp. 7f%.

! Bossuet, “Avertissement” to Quatre écrits sur les maximes des saints, cited by Michel
Terestchenko in “La volonté déracinée dans la doctrine de Fénelon du pur amour,”
Les études philosophiques (Paris, 1992), No. 2, p. 170.

2 Lamaison, “Introduction” to Télémaque (Larousse 1934), p. 7.

3 Aimé-Martin, Vie de Fénelon, pp. xxiiff. In his celebrated letter to the duc de Chev-
reuse (31 August 1699) he says that “I am in a dry and bitter peace, in which my
health increases with work” (Corvespondance de Fénelon, ed. Jean Orcibal (Geneva:
Librairie Droz, 1993), Vol. X, p. 23.

" For a fine commentary see Gouhier, Fénelon philosophe, pp. 127ff.

15 See Cardinal L.-F. de Bausset, Histoire de Fénelon (Paris: Chez Giguet et Michand,
1809), Vol. 11, passim; Paul Janet, Fénelon, ch. 2 (“Fénelon 3 Cambrai”), pp. 231ff.
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and martyr, the victim of the “interested” high politics of Louis
XIV, Bossuet, and the Roman curia.'

The year 1716 saw the posthumous publication of the magnificent
Letter on the Occupations of the Académie Frangaise (written in 1714), in
which Fénelon contributed to “the quarrel between the ancients and
the moderns” by offering glowing praise of Homer, Plato,
Demosthenes, Virgil, and Cicero, and insisting that “it is our insane
and cruel vanity, and not the noble simplicity of the ancients, which
needs to be corrected.”” It was that “noble simplicity” which he
had tried to illustrate, in the demi-Platonic myths of “Bétique” and
“Salente,” in Télémaque, fils d'Ulysse."®

When the ancient poets wanted to charm the imagination of men,
they conducted them far from the great cities; they made them
forget the luxury of their time, and led them back to the age of
gold; they represented shepherds dancing on the flowered grass
in the shade of a grove, in a delightful season, rather than agitated
hearts, and great men who are unhappy in virtue of their very
greatness. . .

Nothing so much marks a declining nation, as this disdainful
luxuriousness which rejects the frugality of the ancients. It is this
depravity which overturned Rome. . .

I love a hundred times better the poor Ithaca of Ulysses, than
a city [Imperial Rome] shining through so odious a magnificence.
Happy the men who content themselves with pleasures that cost
neither crime nor ruin!"

Howsoever Télémaque may have contributed to Fénelon’s downfall,
the book was spectacularly successful: the most read literary work in
eighteenth-century France (after the Bible), cherished and praised
by Rousseau, it was first translated into English in the very year of
its publication, and was re-rendered by no less a figure than the

'* In this vein see Raymond Schmittlein, L ‘aspect politique du différend Bossuet—Fénelon
(Mainz: Editions Art et Science, Bade, 1954), pp. 13-25.

17 Fénelon, Lettre sur les occupations de I'Académie Frangaise, in Oeuvres de Fénelon (1835
edn), Vol. m, pp. 249-50.

'8 Fénelon, Télémagque, fils d'Ulysse, critical edn. of Albert Cahen (Paris: Librairie Hach-
ette, 1922), Books VI and X. (This fine edition has valuable notes relating Fénelon’s
text to Homer, Virgil, Ovid, Plato, etc.)

1 Fénelon, Lettre sur les occupations de I'Académie Frangaise, pp. 249—50. For Fénelon’s
own précis of the Odyssey, see Oeuvres de Fénelon (1835 edn), Vol. 1, pp. 155—209.
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novelist Tobias Smollett in 1776.2 In Rousseau’s Emile the epony-
mous pupil is given Robinson Crusoe as his sole adolescent reading,
then Fénelon’s Télémaque on reaching adulthood?' - a striking con-
cession from one who thought almost all literature morally suspect.

I

Without doubt the two most important pieces of French political
theory at the turn of the eighteenth century are Bossuet’s Politics
Drawn from the Very Words of Holy Scripture (completed in 1704)%
and Fénelon’s Les aventures de Télémaque, fils d’Ulysse (published in
1699). While Bossuet offered the greatest of all defenses of divine-
right monarchy - in which Louis XIV’s rule is unbrokenly descended
from Abraham’s covenant with God in Genesis (“kings shall come
out of you”)® — Fénelon by contrast theorized what might be called
a “republican” monarchy in which the key notions are simplicity,
labor, the virtues of agriculture, the absence of luxury and splendor,
and the elevation of peace over war and aggrandizement. This proto-
Rousseauean, demilitarized “Spartanism” led Louis XIV, of course,
to read Télémaque as a satire on his luxuriousness and bellicosity,
and Fénelon fell permanently from official favor. Fénelon combines
monarchial rule with republican virtues in a unique way: after him
Montesquieu was to draw a necessary connection between monarchy
and “war and the enlargement of dominion,” and to separate mon-
archy by a categorical gulf from republican simplicity and “virtue”;*

® Fénelon, Telemachus, trans. Tobias Smollett (London: Crowden, Longman e al.,
1776), 2 vols. Smollett is sometimes very faithful to Fénelon, but occasionally tries
to make his prose elaborately “Johnsonian.”

Rousseau, Emile, trans. B. Foxley (London: Everyman, 1910), pp. 14750, 431-2.
For a fine appreciation of the Fénelon-Rousseau rapport, see Judith N. Shkiar, Men
and Citizens: A Study of Rousseau’s Social Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 1969), pp. 4-6.

Bossuet, Politigue tirée des propres paroles de I'Ecriture Sainte, critical edn. of Jacques
Le Brun (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1967), passim; Bossuet, Politics drawn from the Very
Woids of Holy Seripture, trans. and ed. Patrick Riley (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1990), passim.

Z Bossuet, Politics from Seripture (Riley, ed.), Book VII, Art. vi, prop. 1, p. 245: “It is
again God who establishes reigning houses. He said to Abraham, ‘Kings shall come
out of thee.” ”

Montesquieu, Spirit of the Laws, ed. A. Cohler ef al. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 1989), Book V.
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Rousseau was to restore a more nearly Fénelonian view of “repub-
lican monarchy” in his glowing Plutarchian encomium of
Lycurgus® ~ in a Sparta not just temporally and geographically but
morally distant from Versailles.

It was no accident that Rousseau so greatly admired Fénelon’s
fable; for, like Emile, Télémaque is the story of the moral and political
education of a young man by a knowledgeable and virtuous tutor.
While Emile, however, is — in some sense — Everyman, the tutor in
Télémaque, Mentor, is preparing a young prince to succeed Ulysses
at Ithaca.”® Fénelon himself, in a letter from 1710, indicates his
objective in writing 7élémaque for his royal pupil, the duc de
Bourgogne: :

As for Télémagque, it is a fabulous narration in the form of an
heroic poem like those of Homer and of Virgil, into which I have
put the main instructions which are suitable for a young prince
whose birth destines him to rule . . . In these adventures I have
put all the truths necessary to government, and all the faults that
one can find in sovereign power.”

Louis XIV, for his part, saw nothing but the alleged “faults” of
sovereign power in Télémaque — faults which Fénelon describes at
length in his account of the misrule of Idomeneus, former king of
Crete. (Since Idomeneus kills his own son and is deposed and exiled,
one can understand Louis’s displeasure!) One of Mentor’s long
speeches to the slowly reforming Idomeneus (now king of Salente)
in Book X of Télémaque must have been read by Louis XIV as a
veiled, mythologized version of what Fénelon would have wanted to
say at, or rather against, Versailles:

It is with sadness that I feel myself constrained to tell you hard
things; but shall I betray you by concealing the truth from you?
Put yourself in my place. If you have been deceived up till now,

¥ Rousseau, Gowvernement de Pologne, in Political Writings, trans. F. Watkins
(Edinburgh: Nelson, 1951), pp. 163-5; Rousseau, “Rome et Sparte,” in Political
Whritings, ed. C. Vaughan (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1915), Vol. 1,
pp- 31411,

* Rousseau, Emile, trans, Foxley, p. 431: “Emile is not a king, nor am I a god, so that
we are not distressed that we cannot imitate Telemachus and Mentor in the good
they did.”

77 Fénelon, letter to Father LeTellier (1710), in Oeuvres de Fénclon (1835 edn),
Vol. m, pp. 653—4.
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it is because you wanted to be; it is because you have feared
advisors who were too sincere. Have you sought after people who
were the most disinterested, and the most likely to contradict you
.. . to condemn your passions and your unjust feelings? . . . No,
no; let us see whether you will now have the courage to be
humiliated by the truth which condemns you.

... You have exhausted your riches; you have never thought
of augmenting your people, nor of cultivating fertile lands. Was
it not necessary to view those two things as the two essential
foundations of your power — to have many good people, and
well-cultivated lands to nourish them? It would require a long
peace to favor the multiplication of your people. You should
never think of anything but agriculture and the establishment of
the wisest laws. A vain ambition has pushed you to the very edge
of the precipice. By virtue of wanting to appear great, you have
let yourself ruin your true greatness. Hasten to repair these faults;
suspend all your great works; renounce this display which would
ruin your new city; let your people breathe in peace.?

Nor did Fénelon put such speeches only into the mouth of Mentor:
at every turn, and in every chapter, the inventions de la vanité et de la
molesse are denounced. In Book VII, having escaped the seductions
of Calypso, Mentor and Telemachus are told a story of the land of
Bétique by Adoam, who reveals that the luxuries of Greece and Egypt
are anathema in that simple land.

Among these people [Adoam says] we found gold and silver
put to the same use as iron — for example as plowshares . . . They
are almost all shepherds or laborers [who practice only] those
arts necessary for their simple and frugal life. . .

When one speaks to them of peoples who have the art of
making superb buildings, furniture of gold and silver, fabrics
ornamented with embroideries and with precious stones, exquis-
ite perfumes ... they reply in these terms: “These people are
very unfortunate to have used up so much labor and industry in
order to corrupt themselves. This superfluity softens, enervates,
torments those who possess it it tempts those who are without

% Fénelon, Télémaque, fils d'Ulysse (critical edn. of Albert Cahen), Book X, pp. 248—9.
See the astonishingly paralle]l passage in Fénelon’s “Letter to Louis XIV,” cited in
Nannerl O. Keohane, Philosophy and the State in France (Princeton: Princeton Univer-
sity Press, 1980), p. 462. See also Fénelon, Dialogues des monts, “Louis XII et Louis
XI”: “I preferred the repose [of the people] to the glory of vanquishing my enemies”,
cited in Gilbert Gidel, La politique de Fénelon (Paris, 1960), p. 9.
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