
THREE FRENCH MORALISTS OF T H E  
SEVENTEENTH CENTURY’ 

I 

LA ROCHEFOUCAULD 

was in the eighteenth century that the word moralist IT entered the French language, and indeed only in 1762 
that  the French Academy gave it its sanction, but of course 
there had been moralists long before the term was applied 
to  them. 

A moralist in seventeenth century usage is a writer who 
studies man as a moral being; that is to  say, man as a being 
who feels, thinks, wills, and acts. But this study can be 
carried out from two different points of view. Sometimes 
the moralist studies man as he is: his feelings, his ideas, his 
actions, all that  which constitutes his real life. Sometimes, 
on the contrary, he studies man as he should be; he traces 
the guiding principles of his conduct. Thus the work of the 
moralist can be twofold : either he presents facts as they are, 
o r  he formulates a moral idea, and upholds it. These two 
forms can moreover be combined or  remain independent. 

T h e  consequence is that  a good many writers can lay 
claim to the title of moralist : philosophers, preachers, his- 
torians, novelists, dramatists. And indeed Descartes, Male- 
branche, Bossuet, Saint Simon, Corneille, Racine, Molikre, 
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2 Three French Moralists 
and L a  Fontaine, t o  take examples from the seventeenth 
century only, are all moralists, either subtle or profound. 

But this word has, in our literature, a more restricted 
meaning. I t  is applied to a whole group of writers who base 
their study of man on actual observation of human nature. 
Some of them look within, as was the case with Montaigne, 
who, wishing to  know what man is, said to himself: “I shall 
never know a better specimen than myself.” This personal 
introspection assuredly has its advantages, but i t  has also its 
drawbacks. H e  who thus makes a study of himself must 
be not only very intelligent and very penetrating; he must 
be also sincere, impersonal, candid; for  if he tries to present 
to us a man different from what he is, he deceives himself 
and deludes us. 

Those who cannot or  do  not wish to study themselves find 
it easier to study human nature in other people, and accord- 
ingly they observe and describe their contemporaries. 

There are, finally, others who attempt to  discover in men, 
so different outwardly from one another, their fundamental 
community of spirit, their very essence. These seek to reach 
man of all times and places, always identical with himself. 

These three elements combine to form the moralists’ sub- 
ject matter:  first, personal analysis, which can go as far  as 
autobiographical disclosures ; then the portrayal of customs, 
which, if the customs are criticized, becomes social satire; 
finally, general psychology and theoretical morals, according 
to whether one studies man as he is or  man as he should be. 
T h e  field, you see, is an extremely rich and wide one, and 
the moralists can move about in a vast domain. 

It is not only the subject matter but also the form that 
marks moralists as a class. T h e  study of man as a moral 
being can be presented in three different forms: either the 
moralist sets forth his observations in a fairly long and 
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elaborate disquisition which may amount to  a dissertation ; 
or  he will sum up his reflections in a very concise and compact 
manner, as if he felt that  the best way to  instill them into 
the mind of his reader is to  give them the form of an aph- 
orism or maxim; or  else he may resort to  another very 
ingenious and very convenient way of making either a par- 
ticular individual or a general type live again before our eyes 
-the portrait. 

Dissertations, maxims, or  portraits;  such are the three 
forms by which, in our literature, and principally in the 
seventeenth century, the moralists express themselves. T h e  
last two must be stressed, for  they explain to  us what con- 
stitutes the originality of a L a  Rochefoucauld and of a 
L a  Bruyire. 

At  the beginning of the seventeenth century, several in- 
fluences were a t  work which contributed to  favor the innate 
taste of the French people for moralistic ideas. First of all, 
there is the influence of the moralists of antiquity, which, in 
Rome as in Greece, has produced moralists of note: Aris- 
totle, Theophrastus, Epictetus, Plutarch, Cicero, Seneca. 
T h e  best part  of ancient thought came down to the seven- 
teenth century through the medium of Montaigne, who 
summed it up, condensed it, criticized it, and otherwise en- 
riched it by his own experience. 

There is also the influence of Christianity to  be considered. 
T h e  religious awakening which succeeded forty years of 
civil war, confusion, and anarchy, was to  result in a renewal 
of moral psychology. 

Finally, along with these classic and religious influences, 
due attention must be given to  the influence of polite society, 
organized and directed by Madame de Rambouillet so as to  
favor delicate pleasures, refined conversations, subtle diver- 
sions. In the salons created on the model of the “Blue Room 
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of Arthenice,” people delighted in the most intricate psycho- 
logical and moral analyses, and they sought in the portrait 
o r  the maxim, the most appropriate form for their observa- 
tions. 

And that brings us to L a  Rochefoucauld. 
La  Rochefoucauld has given a portrait of himself which 

I shall not read to you in full. Here  is a t  least the beginning 
of it, the physical portrait: 

“I am of ordinary stature, lithe and well proportioned. 
M y  complexion is dark and fairly smooth: my forehead, 
high and reasonably broad; my eyes, black, small, and deep 
set; and my eyebrows, black and thick but well arched. I 
should be very much a t  a loss to  tell you the shape of my 
nose, for it is neither flat nor aquiline nor over large nor 
pointed, a t  least in my opinion: all that I know is that it is 
large rather than small and that it comes down a little too 
far. M y  mouth is large, and my lips usually fairly red and 
neither well nor ill modeled. M y  teeth are white and toler- 
ably even. I have been told in times past that I had a little 
too much chin. I have just looked in the mirror to learn the 
truth of the matter, and I do not know exactly what to think 
of it. As for the shape of my face, it is either square or oval: 
which of the two, it would be very difficult for me to  say. 
I have black hair, naturally curly, and, besides that, thick 
enough to lay claim to being a beautiful head of hair. I have 
something of sadness and of pride in my bearing which leads 
most people to  believe that I am haughty, although I am fa r  
from being so. I move about rather freely, too freely per- 
haps, to the extent of making a great many gestures as I 
speak. This is candidly what I think of my outward 
appearance.” 

And after having thus depicted himself externally, he 
goes on to portray himself internally. H e  warns us that 
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he will be lacking “neither in assurance to own freely what 
good qualities he may have, nor in sincerity to con- 
fess frankly his defects.” Let  us sum up this moral por- 
trait :  

L a  Rochefoucauld is melancholy and reserved; he has wit;  
he loves the conversation of worthy people; he writes well 
both in prose and in verse; he loves reading; he has good 
judgment ; he has virtuous sentiments and gentle passions, 
knows neither anger nor hatred, is not a prey to  ambition, 
does not fear death; he is not very easily moved to  pity; he 
loves his friends well enough to sacrifice his own interests 
for  them ; he is discreet, reserved, true to  his word, courteous 
to women; he approves the great passions, but without ex- 
periencing them himself. 

H e  says that he will reveal to  us his faults. W e  search 
for further mention of them in vain. 

But some one else has made a portrait of M. le Duc de La  
Rochefoucauld, and with very different effect, Cardinal de 
Retz, whose pen is not always too charitable. H e  has 
depicted with incisive strokes some of his contemporary’s 
defects-his precocious taste for intrigue, his limited out- 
look, his lack of penetration, his habitual irresolution, his 
perpetual inconsistencies. 

Between these two pictures, so different from one another, 
where does the truth lie? Once more, indubitably, in the 
middle. In medio stat veritas. 

Franqois de la Rochefoucauld belonged to the highest 
nobility. Born in Paris, September 15, 1613, he finished his 
not very extensive studies a t  the age of thirteen. Implicated 
quite young, fo r  the sake of Mme. de Chevreuse’s beautiful 
eyes, in the plots concocted against Richelieu ( 1639) ,  later 
involved in the Fronde (1648) by his passion for Mme. de 
Longueville, his active life resulted only in disappointment 
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and disillusion. H e  was to die the seventeenth of March, 
1680, after a sorrowful old age consoled by illustrious and 
touching feminine friendships: Mrne. de Sabli, Mme. de 
SivignC, Mme. de L a  Fayette. 

I t  was in Mme. de Sablh’s salon that L a  Rochefoucauld, 
disillusioned with politics, condemned to  retirement, con- 
ceived, undertook, and finally worked out his book of M a x -  
ims. This salon was frequented by a host of wits, and the 
favorite amusement there was to play maxims, as in more 
recent times we played proverbs. Here  are several maxims 
credited to some of these habitue‘s. Jacques Esprit, for  ex- 
ample, wrote one day: 

“Seldom will you find gallant men who can attack or repel 
the enemy a t  night with as much bravery as they would show 
if they were fighting in broad daylight under the eyes of 
their general.” 

Another devotee of the salon, the Chevalier de M i r t ,  said 
in his turn: 

“There is no greater hatred than that which comes after a 
great friendship.” 

“Men are as curious to  know the life of others as they are 
careless in correcting their own.” 

Finally, the mistress of the house, Mme. de Sablk, com- 
posed enough maxims to be published in a collection after 
her death (1678) .  Here are three of them: 

“Love has a character so singular that one cannot hide it 
wherever it exists, or  feign it when it does not exist.” 

“One cares more about appearing to be what one should 
be than in being what one ought to be.” 

“Only strong souls know how to  retract and abandon an 
evil cause.” 

If L a  Rochefoucauld is a great moralist who has trans- 
lated his experience in the form of the maxim, it comes 
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mostly from the fact that he frequented a salon where 
maxims were practiced as a game. I t  is there that he de- 
veloped a taste for this psychological observation condensed 
to  the minimum of words. 

T h e  Maxims of L a  Rochefoucauld were presented to  the 
public without the author’s signing his name to them. The  
collection appeared in 1665, a t  Paris, a t  Barlin’s under this 
title : Repections, or Sentences and Moralistic Maxims. I t  
contained exactly three hundred and seventeen maxims. It 
was successful enough for  the author to prepare four other 
editions in 1666, 1671, 1675, and 1678. Each time the col- 
lection grew a little more, but only a little; for if the author 
added, he suppressed also. T h e  number of the maxims grew 
finally from three hundred and seventeen to five hundred 
and four. 

T h e  first edition (1665) was preceded by an advertise- 
ment to the reader which L a  Rochefoucauld suppressed later. 

H e r e  is this advertisement to the reader, or a t  least the 
gist of it: 

“Here is a picture of man’s heart which I give to the public 
under the name of Moralistic RefEections or Maxims. It 
runs the risk of not pleasing everyone because one will find 
perhaps that it is too close a likeness, and that it does not 
flatter enough. . . . As these Maxims are full of this sort 
of truth with which human pride cannot reconcile itself, it 
is almost impossible that it should not rise in revolt against 
them, and that they should not attract some censors. . . . 
W h a t  they contain is nothing else than the summary of a 
moral philosophy in keeping with the thoughts of several 
Fathers of the Church. H e  who wrote them was exactly 
right in believing that he could not err  in following such good 
guides and that he was permitted to  speak of man as the 
Fathers had done.” 
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T h a t  is how, in his first edition, L a  Rochefoucauld pre- 

sented himself to the public, taking some precautions to tone 
down the impression that his book was to produce. I t  is only 
in the fourth edition, in 1675, that L a  Rochefoucauld has 
put a t  the head of his book a maxim which serves as an 
epigraph and which sums up the spirit of i t :  “Our virtues,” 
he has written, “are nothing but vices in disguise.” Thus we 
are introduced to the doctrine of the author. 

This doctrine comes down to the one idea that self-love is 
the motive power of all our actions and the basis of all our 
feelings. 

L a  Rochefoucauld says as much himself in a commentary 
that he suppressed later, no doubt because it was too long: 
“Self-love is the love of one’s self and of all things for  one’s 
self. . . . 

This “self-love” is egoism. I t  is the one principle with 
which are connected all our passions, as diverse as they are, 
all our virtues as well as all our vices. Everything in this 
world is, under subdued appearances, a manifestation of 
self-love, which excels in deceiving us : “Self-love is the great- 
est of all flatterers. I t  is cleverer than the cleverest man in 
the world.” 

It will not be without interest to see, in the light of this 
unique truth, what some of our virtues become. 

First love: “True love is like the apparition of ghosts. 
Everyone speaks of it, but few people have seen it.” 

“There is no passion where love of one’s self reigns so 
powerfully as in love, and one is often more disposed to 
sacrifice the peace of the loved one, than to lose one’s own.” 

“Even the most disinterested friendship is only a trade by 
which our self-love intends always to  gain something.” 

Loyalty, which appears in most men, is only an invention 
of self-love to attract confidence; i t  is a means of raising 

! l  
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La Rochefoucauld 9 
ourselves above others, and of rendering ourselves trustees 
of the most important things.” 

Is L a  Rochefoucauld going to  appear a little less severe 
toward gratitude? 

“Gratitude, in most men, is only a strong and secret desire 
to receive greater benefits.” 

“Gratitude is like the good credit of merchants: it main- 
tains trade ; and often we pay, not because i t  is right to clear 
ourselves, but in order more easily to find people who will 
lend to us.” 

W h a t  will justice be ? 
“Love of justice is, in most men, only the fear of suffer- 

ing injustice.” 
And that virtue which Corneille had glorified, and of 

which he said that it is “the finest mark by which a true ruler 
reveals himself to the world”? 

“The mercy of princes is often only a policy to win the 
affections of the people.” 

Will kindness find favor with L a  Rochefoucauld? 
“I t  seems that self-love is the dupe of goodness, and that 

i t  forgets itself when we work for  the advantage of others. 
And yet it is taking the safest road to arrive a t  its ends; 
i t  is lending a t  usury under the pretext of giving; it is 
finally winning everyone’s goodwill by subtle and delicate 
means.” 

And that pity which appears to us perhaps as the most 
beautiful of all human virtues; will L a  Rochefoucauld not 
respect that?  

“Pity is often a perception of our own sufferings in the 
sufferings of others. I t  is a clever way of foreseeing the 
misfortunes which might befall us. W e  come to the aid of 
others in order that others may come to our own on similar 
occasions, and these services which we render them are, 
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properly speaking, a good turn we are doing ourselves in 
advance.” 

Wha t  remains then of human virtues? Absolutely nothing. 
For  L a  Rochefoucauld “virtues lose themselves in self- 

interest as rivers lose themselves in the sea.” “Vices enter 
into the composition of virtues, as poisons enter into the 
composition of remedies.” I s  not this indeed a very dis- 
heartening doctrine? 

You will not be surprised to hear that scarcely had the 
book of Maxims appeared before it raised the most ardent 
protests. T h e  women especially found that L a  Roche- 
foucauld showed himself a moralist relentless toward human 
nature. 

Mme. de GuCmenC said : “I have only seen the first maxims 
yet because I had a headache yesterday; but what I have seen 
of them appeared to  be founded more on the mood of the 
author than on the truth.” NIme. de Schomberg thought no 
differently. And Mme. de L a  Fayette, though an intimate 
friend of L a  Rochefoucauld exclaimed: “What a corrupt 
mind and heart one must have to be capable of imagining 
such things. It appalls me.” Mme. de L a  Fayette was not 
the only one to be appalled at  the Maxims of L a  Rochefou- 
cauld. It seems to us that this moralist goes too far. Even 
today, his philosophy off ends and irritates us. 

Let  us try, however, not to justify L a  Rochefoucauld, but 
a t  least to explain, as far  as possible, why he has such a poor 
opinion of human nature. 

You know that all authors put into their works more or 
less the rCsum6 of their experiences. W e  must then recall 
what the experiences of L a  Rochefoucauld had been. They 
had been singularly bitter. H i s  first dreams had not come 
true. H e  had met with vexation after vexation, disillusion 
after disillusion, and we can readily understand that his 
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painful experiences may have left in his book much spite 
and rancor. 

If,  on the other hand, we wish to place the book in the 
setting of the times, what he puts in his Maxims is on the 
whole a generalization of what he had already put, in 1662, 
into his Memoirs of the political movement of the Fronde. 
If he has judged human nature severely, it is because he had 
reasons to  complain of the ingratitude of Anne of Austria, 
the vanity of the Count of Beaufort, the duplicity of Car- 
dinal Mazarin. F o r  twenty years he had frequented a world 
which had offered him a never-ending series of plots, deeds 
of violence, greed, and duplicity. 

Finally, we may recall the words of L a  Rochefoucauld, 
when, presenting his book to the public, he said that his 
picture of the human heart was not contradictory to that 
which the Fathers of the Church taught. One should not 
forget indeed that in the seventeenth century no one 
believed, as in the following century, in the goodness of 
human nature. All those whose minds are a t  all inclined 
to religion are convinced of the tyrannical power which 
self-love exercises, and one of those who frequented the 
salon of Mme. de Sablk, Jacques Esprit, is the author 
of a book on the spuriousness of human virtues. This ten- 
dency is not far  from the Jansenistic conception which 
proclaims the absolute and radical perversion of human 
nature. 

I shall quote to you thoughts which you might take a t  
first glance for L a  Rochefoucauld’s. “All men naturally hate 
one another.” “Human life is only a perpetual illusion. 
People do nothing but deceive and flatter one another.” “No 
one speaks of us in our presence as he speaks of us in our 
absence.” “Man is only sham, falsehood and hypocrisy, both 
towards himself and towards others.” 
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Who  speaks thus? Is it L a  Rochefoucauld? One might 

believe it.-No, it is Pascal. 
Considered from a general point of view we can say that 

the Maxims contain only part  of the truth. This analysis 
of human nature is false only because the author extends it 
to  all men. He ,  himself, realized how he exaggerated. H e  
felt not only that certain of his maxims ought to  be presented 
in a more artistic manner, but further that it was not super- 
fluous to change their content, in order that they might be a 
little less extreme. 

Sometimes a word or two suffice to render what appears 
too brutal, more true to life. Thus, in 1665, he had written: 
“Love of justice is only the fear of suffering injustice.” In 
his last edition, he corrects : “Love of justice, is, in most men, 
only the fear of suffering injustice.” 

So, in his first edition, he had said: “There is nothing in 
generosity but the ostentatious pleasure in giving.” Bu t  this 
is attenuated in 1678: “What  is called generosity is most 
often only the ostentatious pleasure in giving.” 

With these slight modifications, La  Rochefoucauld’s book 
seems to  us less harsh, and perhaps more accurate in its 
observations. 

And yet the whole book is based on a single idea, which 
after all is only a slight foundation. I n  spite of all the 
virtuosity of La  Rochefoucauld in trying to vary the expres- 
sion of this one assertion, we cannot help regretting the 
limitation of his subject, the narrowness of his point of view. 

L a  Rochefoucauld’s little book is one of those that cannot 
be read a t  one sitting. We must take it up now and then, to 
read three or four maxims, to  meditate on them, to test them, 
to see what human truth they contain, and to rectify them 
ourselves by our own experience. Then do we realize that if 
L a  Rochefoucauld’s outlook is one-sided, he nevertheless 
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gives us from time to  time precise, profound, penetrating 
views of human life. And even if we do not accept so gloomy 
a doctrine, we cannot help noticing the admirable form in 
which his material is cast, his way of saying so many things in 
so few words, while his forceful and powerful conciseness 
reveals a true artist, and we understand why some critics 
have described the Maxims as “small medallions of the 
purest gold and of the sharpest relief.” 




