
Editorial

Arh ticles

Nietzschean Virtues?

Matthew Dennis

Understanding Bibliomemoir through Scriptural 
Reminiscence: Comparing Augustine and Brenda 
Walker

Jonathan C.Y. Lo

Reviews

EDITION 22 
NUMBER 1 

DECEMBER 2020



Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras 

Table of Contents 

Edition 22 Number 1 

Editorial i–ii 

Nietzschean Virtues? 
Matthew Dennis 

1–25 

Understanding Bibliomemoir through Scriptural Reminiscence: Comparing 
Augustine and Brenda Walker 
Jonathan C.Y. Lo 

26–50 

Book Reviews 

Paul McKechnie and Jennifer A. Cromwell (eds), Ptolemy and the Transformation 
of Egypt, 404-282 BCE 
Amy Arrezolo 

Martin Hägglund, This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom 
Ari Moore 

Travis J. Hardy, The White Man’s Countries: Racial Identity in the United States-
Australian Relationship 
Claire McCarthy 

Craig Benjamin, Empires of Ancient Eurasia: The First Silk Roads Era, 100 BCE–
250 CE 
Francisco Miguel Ortiz Delgado 

Sam Manning, Cinemas and Cinema-Going in the United Kingdom: Decades of 
Decline, 1945–65 
Ellen Whitton 

Lena Liapi, Roguery in Print: Crime and Culture in Early Modern London 
Joseph Saunders 

Emily A. Winkler, Royal Responsibility in Anglo-Norman Historical Writing 
Lucy Moloney 

Steven Bouma-Predinger, Earthkeeping and Character: Exploring a Christian 
Ecological Virtue Ethics 
Neil Bergmann 

51–53 

54–55 

56–57 

58–59 

60–61 

62–63 

64–65 

66–67 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras 

Nick Richardson, 1956: The Year Australia Welcomed the World 
Jessica Urwin  68–69 

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


i 

Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras 

Editorial 

In the editorial for Volume 21 of Eras in 2019, we wrote about the challenges postgraduate journals 
were facing in a crowded and increasingly competitive academic publishing and job market. We 
had no inkling then of the enormous and completely new ‘challenges’ that we were about to face 
in 2020 with the COVID virus. As the year has unfolded, we have seen millions of people across 
the world die, millions more lose loved ones, and millions lose their livelihoods. While COVID’s 
local impacts have been differently shaped by geography, demographics, relative (dis)advantage, 
and governments’ varied policy responses, most people have at the very least had their personal 
and working lives disrupted or curtailed in some way, even if they have been fortunate enough not 
to contract the virus. In Australia, where the loss of life has been comparatively low, many people 
have still suffered from loss of work, enforced isolation and separation from family and friends, 
while most travellers and international students have either had to repatriate at short notice or 
found themselves stranded far from home with little personal and financial support. 

Among local postgraduates and early career researchers, whom Eras exists to support and publish 
and who provide Eras with its Board members, the negative professional impact of COVID has 
been shaped in particular ways by two historical structural characteristics of the Australian tertiary 
education sector. The first is that Australian universities have come to rely on the fee income 
brought in by international students.  Second, our universities have been notable for their high use 
of casual, short-term contracts to fill their teaching assistant (tutoring) and other support services 
positions. Once Australia closed its national border early in the year, the income expected from 
international students was largely lost, and universities faced significant budget shortfalls. In 
addition, government policy excluded the public university sector from access to the support 
payment (‘JobKeeper’) which enabled other employers to keep on many workers during the 
economic downturn resulting from COVID measures. To balance budgets, universities have been 
cutting programs and subjects across many disciplines and have embarked on large staff 
retrenchment programs. The first to lose their jobs were the universities’ many casual and short-
term contract staff. While these jobs were always insecure, they have been the current entry point 
to an academic career for many postgraduates. It now seems inevitable that there will be far fewer 
similar opportunities offered in 2021 and into the future. The existential threats and challenges 
presented by the epidemic have caused many people to stop and re-assess what is most important 
and valuable to them in both their private and working lives. This is certainly the case, in Australia 
at least, for postgraduate and early career researchers in the Humanities, who are now faced with 
greatly reduced opportunities, and must make clear-eyed decisions about whether and how to 
pursue an academic career. 

 The COVID crisis has nevertheless also had some unexpected positive side-effects within the 
academy, pushing teachers, students and researchers to master new tools and explore other ways 
of working. Meeting the challenge of delivering and taking part in classes, seminars and 
conferences online has led to new skills being learned, to reflecting on pedagogical practice, and 
to new networks of scholars being easily brought together in real time across vast distances and 
different time zones. Many of these ways of doing things will no doubt persist after face-to-face 
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classes and international travel to conferences and archives resume. For a journal such as Eras, all 
these new circumstances have only intensified the challenges we were facing and it now seems 
more important than ever to offer postgraduates forums such as Eras where they can be published 
and showcase their work, and where they can gain direct useful experience of the process of peer 
review and journal editing. 

We would like to thank all the authors of the articles and book reviews which are appearing in this 
22nd edition of Eras, and also those senior scholars who generously gave their time and expertise 
to the peer-review process. This edition features two thought-provoking articles. The first, 
Matthew Dennis’ “Nietzschean Virtues?”, is framed by a critical re-examination of the 
arguments for and against Nietzsche as a virtue ethicist, and then argues that Nietzsche’s 
position on ethics was strongly shaped by his reading of Machiavelli but ultimately has to 
be distinguished from it. In thesecond article, “Understanding Bibliomemoir through 
Scriptural Reminiscence: Comparing Augustine and Brenda Walker”, Jonathan C.Y. Lo 
considers the rising new non-fiction genre of bibliomemoir and examines its relationship to 
the older practice and tradition of scriptural reminiscence, taking The Confessions of 
Augustine of Hippo and Brenda Walker’s Reading by Moonlight: How Books Saved a Life as 
case studies.  The edition also includes reviews of nine recent works spanning a range of 
disciplines, from philosophy and environmental ethics, and histories of Ptolemaic Egypt, 
and of Eurasian civilisations and the Silk Road, to medieval historiography, and cultural 
histories of early modern print, of cinema-going in Britain, of the Australia–US 
relationship and race, and of Australia in the 1950s. 

We would like to thank those Board members who retired in 2020 – Sarah Chandlee, our editor 
in chief in early 2020, before full-time employment claimed her, and Matthew Topp and 
Gary Dickson for their contributions to managing our IT and social media. We now look 
forward to recruiting the next Eras board to continue to meet the challenges described above in 
2021. 

The Editorial Board 
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Nietzschean Virtues? 

Matthew Dennis 

(Monash University and Warwick University) 

Abstract: Interpretations of Nietzsche as a virtue theorist have proliferated in recent years, although these accounts 

typically avoid his trenchant criticisms of both the desirability of virtue and the stability of character. In this article, 

I argue that these criticisms must be tackled head-on in order to understand Nietzsche’s own character-based ethics. 

After examining Nietzsche’s criticisms of the egoistical dimensions of so-called “moral virtues”, along with his 

genealogical account of their development, we propose that a Nietzschean virtue ethics can only be developed by 

acknowledging his intellectual debt to Machiavelli’s notion of virtù. While both countenance a resolutely non-moral 

notion of virtue, one which applies self-knowledge and character excellences in the service of practical goals, their 

accounts diverge insofar as Nietzsche views virtue as integral to individual self-overcoming in a way that the more 

politically minded Machiavelli does not. 

Keywords: Friedrich Nietzsche, ethics, moral philosophy, virtue theory 

‘Ce que le monde nomme vertu n'est d'ordinaire qu'un fantôme formé par nos passions à qui 

on donne un nom honnête pour faire impunément ce qu'on veut’1 

Nietzsche quotes La Rochefoucauld’s above maxim approvingly in Human All-Too-Human §36 in 

what is often taken to capture his own cynical stance towards the possibility of the virtuous life. 

The impression of cynicism about the possibility of virtue, which both these thinkers express, is 

reinforced by the fact that Nietzsche often writes at length as if he regards any talk of virtue as 

mere dissembling, a cloak that covers the real power dynamics that underlie so-called moral 

1 La Rochefoucauld, “What the world calls ‘virtue’ is often just a phantom of our passions, which we give an honest 
name so we can do what we like with impunity” (HH, §36). Nietzsche misquotes this aphorism of La Rochefoucauld’s 
Réflexions ou sentences et maximes morales. The original sentence reads: «Ce que nous prenons pour des vertus n'est souvent qu'un 
assemblage de diverses actions et de divers intérêts, que la fortune ou notre industrie savent arranger »; we can translate this as, ‘‘So-
called ‘virtues’ are often only a combination of acts and interests, which chance, or our own industry, has arranged’’, 
La Rochefoucauld, Réflexions ou sentences et maximes morales, p. 7. 
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behaviour. Virtue, for Nietzsche, sometimes seems to be – in the words of La Rochefoucauld – 

precisely a nom honnête, one with which we disguise our underlying desires and passions so that we 

can satisfy them with impunity; those that claim otherwise are merely deluding themselves or 

others, deliberately or otherwise. In sections 2 and 3 of this article I explore Nietzsche’s explicit 

criticism of the notion of virtue, criticisms which sit in tension with much of the recent literature 

that not only argues that Nietzschean virtues exist, but that also speculates which character traits 

he views as admirable. In contrast to the starting assumptions of this literature, I argue that 

Nietzsche is deeply suspicious primarily of these character traits’ evaluative aspect that renders the 

project of incorporating him into the virtue-ethical canon difficult in the extreme. Nevertheless, 

this difficulty need not be insurmountable. In sections 4 and 5 I show how a Nietzschean notion 

of virtue can be rehabilitated by understanding the similarities it shares with Machiavelli’s account 

of virtù. Understanding Nietzsche’s influential connection to Machiavelli on this topic shows how 

his own account of virtue is distinctive, while also displaying the strictly limited parameters that 

any Nietzschean virtue ethics must work within.   

Puzzles for a Nietzschean Virtue Ethics 

Some studies2 on Nietzsche and virtue start from the assumption that he is working with a notion 

of character excellence that is at least comparable to the familiar readings of this concept. Surveying 

the literature from the 2015 special issue on “Nietzsche and Virtue” in the Journal of Value Inquiry 

(Volume 49, issue 3) reveals that most contributors simply posit new character excellences as 

Nietzschean virtues. For Christine Daigle ‘authenticity’ is Nietzsche’s chief or cardinal virtue; for 

Rebecca Bamford it is ‘life-affirmation’; for Aaron Harper it is ‘honesty’; for Matthew Pinalto it is 

‘patience’. Only Jessica Berry and Bernard Reginster diverge from this trend. Berry disputes that 

Nietzsche can be considered a virtue theorist at all; whereas Reginster countenances the idea that 

Nietzsche values unorthodox character excellences related to ‘proficiency’. In what follows, I will 

discuss the readings of the latter two theorists in detail. For now, however, I can say that the 

problem with most commentators on Nietzsche’s virtue ethics is that they take a surprisingly 

traditional – and strikingly un-Nietzschean – view that a virtue is an excellence of character that is 

deeply entrenched in the possessor: one which makes one act, think, value, feel and desire in certain 

specific ways. We must distinguish between two connected claims involved in this definition. First, 

the presence of virtue requires the existence of a character, since virtue is a reliable expression of 

2 See especially C. Swanton, The Virtue Ethics of Hume and Nietzsche. West Sussex: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015 as well as her 
earlier articles that deal with Nietzsche as a virtue ethicist specifically. 
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character, not just a passing mood.3 Second, a virtue is an excellence that we admire, one which 

we consider exemplary and worth having, one which plays an integral part in a worthwhile life.4 

We will call the first the ontological requirement and the second the evaluative requirement. In 

addition to this, virtues must be distinguished from mere habits, performed without much 

conscious awareness and that become routinized. Virtue is a lasting trait that is active, develops 

and is attuned to new situations by allowing us to respond to them in a satisfactory manner. This 

has led theorists, inspired by discussions of virtue going back as far as Plato and Aristotle, to 

compare it to practical skill or wisdom and to emphasize the importance of experience of life for 

understanding the context, foreseeing the consequences of one’s actions and recognizing 

appropriate behaviour.5 

Nietzsche’s apparent endorsement of La Rochefoucauld’s deeply cynical account of virtue is 

closely reflected by one of his first significant comments on the subject in his published work. 

Here, in Schopenhauer as Educator §2, Nietzsche connects the very concept of virtue with hypocrisy, 

complaining that the pedagogues of his day no longer devote any time to moral education, and 

noting that they can no longer do this because the central term of their lexicon – virtue – has now 

lost its currency: 

Thus it has come about that our schools and teachers simply abstain from an 

education in morality or make do with mere formalities: and virtue is a word that 

no longer means anything to our teachers or pupils, an old-fashioned word that 

makes one smile – and it is worse if one does not smile, for then one is being a 

hypocrite.6 

As we will see in sections 4 and 5, Nietzsche devotes more attention to rehabilitating the concept 

of virtue in his middle- and later-period published works, yet many of his unpublished notes from 

both these periods share a similar tenor and tone with La Rochefoucauld’s maxim and the above 

passage of Schopenhauer as Educator. Nietzsche claims to scent hypocrisy, either with self-professed 

teachers of virtue or with the very term itself. In a note as late as 1885, for example, he argues that 

3 J. Annas, Intelligent Virtue (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 4, 9–10.  
4 Annas, 2. 
5 Annas, 12–15. 
6 This idea is further developed in a concomitant unpublished fragment. In NF-1873, 29[133], Nietzsche again complains 
that: “The word ‘virtue’ is old-fashioned in Germany rusted and become a little ridiculous”, explaining that this is 
because it now “recalls none of its connotations of the rigor of self-discipline, of the categorical imperative, and a 
deliberate morality” [Das Wort “Tugend” ist in Deutschland altmodisch verrostet und ein wenig lächerlich geworden: man merkt aber 
auch praktisch nichts mehr von der Strenge der Selbstzucht, von dem kategorischen Imperativ und einer bewussten Moralität]. While 
Nietzsche’s reference to the categorical imperative is puzzling, the message seems to be that virtue now remains 
discredited in the modern world. 
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those who champion the intellectual virtues of “honesty, truthfulness, and love of wisdom” 

[Redlichkeit, Wahrhaftigkeit, und Liebe zur Weisheit] are in fact hypocrites, as these so-called virtues 

invariably disguise much less high-minded motives.7 In a similar vein, a posthumously published 

aphorism tells us that we should in fact honour the “instincts” [Instinkte] that have been “hidden 

for so long beneath hypocritical names of virtue” [längste Zeit unter heuchlerischen Tugendnamen versteckt 

wurden].8 Talk of underlying instincts or hidden motivations that masquerade as virtues seems to 

fit well with the model of virtue proposed by La Rochefoucauld – just as the latter contends that 

we use the term virtue to explain away our cupidity in public, so too Nietzsche seems to believe 

that we appeal to our so-called ‘virtues’ simply to conceal or justify our baser motives.  

So what motivates Nietzsche’s mistrust or suspicion about virtue? We must now show how it is 

based on two key arguments: the first aims to uncover the hidden, egoistic, motivations that 

underlie the supposedly selfless virtues; the second is the genealogical story that Nietzsche offers 

for the unlikely provenance of so-called ‘other-regarding’ or cooperative virtues. 9  This story 

purports to explain how these virtues were formed through the historical exigencies of primitive 

societies. While we will treat these arguments separately, they are clearly closely connected: the 

egoistic account helps to explain what drove those contingent historical process that gave rise to 

the cardinal virtues; the genealogical account contributes to an explanation of how the 

philosophical tradition has systematically concealed the unflattering origins of these virtues. In 

what follows, we will see that versions of Nietzsche’s egoistic account feature throughout his work, 

whereas his genealogical account is mainly found starting with the provisional sketches for GM in 

the middle period. 

 

Egoistic Accounts of Virtue 

Versions of Nietzsche’s egoistic account of virtue are scattered throughout his work. These 

arguments are similar to La Rochefoucauld’s insofar as they suggest that what we call virtue can 

be reduced to our egoistic motivations, although they also diverge from and complicate the La 

Rochefoucauld’s account in important ways. Perhaps the most significant of these is Nietzsche’s 

argument for the egoistic motivations that support the institution of virtue itself. This is more far-

reaching than La Rochefoucauld’s own argument that so-called virtuous actions are often 

                                                           
7 NF-1885, 41[9]. 
8 NF-1887 10[45]. 
9  Nietzsche designates various virtuous as cooperative. In BGE §199 he lists “public-spiritedness, goodwill, 
consideration, industry, moderation, modesty, clemency, and pity”, whereas in GS §21 he lists “industriousness, 
obedience, chastity, filial piety, and justice” (cited below). 
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egoistically motivated, since Nietzsche’s point is that the very reason that we laud certain character 

traits as virtues is because they benefit society as a whole. GS §21 provides a typical example of 

this.10 Here Nietzsche notes that:  

A person’s virtues are called good depending on their probable consequences not 

for him but for us and society [Gesellschaft]: the praise of virtues has always been 

far from “selfless” [selbstlos], far from “unegoistic” [unegoistisch]. Otherwise one 

would have had to notice that virtues (like industriousness, obedience, chastity, 

filial piety, and justice) are usually harmful for those who possess them, being 

drives that dominate them too violently and covetously and resist the efforts of 

reason to keep them in balance with their other drives.  

The vital distinction in this passage is between the interests of society and those of the individual. 

Nietzsche points to a disparity between these two sets of interests, claiming they are often mutually 

exclusive. What is good for society is different to what is good for the individual, despite society’s 

claim that its virtues and those of the individual share a common good. ‘Virtue’ is what we 

encourage others to do, so that we are saved from doing it ourselves, and praising virtue is just a 

rhetorical strategy which goads others to do a greater share of the collective work. In this scenario, 

it is society and its interests that are primordial. Humans are encouraged to cultivate certain virtues 

only in order to act as a part or function of a whole, that is, society, and not in order to promote 

their own interests. Public utility becomes central in a logic that makes humans strive for more 

riches or honour only in order to pursue even more riches and honour. While this kind of activity 

can be a highly effective antidote against boredom or the passions, it is extremely dangerous in 

that it conditions the individual to behave in a way that makes her forget herself and reduces her 

to a merely instrumental role. Refinement, personal development, originality and freshness of spirit, 

Nietzsche warns us, are jeopardized in the process.  

We observe here an important divergence from la Rochefoucauld’s claim: for Nietzsche the egoism 

that stands behind virtues is the self-interest of society rather than that of the individual. This 

explains the divergence between individual and societal interests as well as the fact that obscuring 

                                                           
10 Many versions of this idea can be found throughout Nietzsche’s work. In an early unpublished aphorism, for 
example, he asks of an imaginary interlocutor what “came to the aid of their virtue?”, and after asking counterfactually 
whether this might be “The voice of conscience?”, tells us that this equates to the “voice of the neighbour” [was kam 
ihrer Tugend zu Hülfe? Die Stimme des Gewissens? – O nein, die Stimme der Nachbarin] (NF-1876,19[42]).  
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the nature of personal advantage and its link to society is detrimental to the individual. This brings 

us to the problem of “harm” that Nietzsche chooses to highlight.  

Christian morality, as Nietzsche sees it, has a major flaw: it presents its own ideals as absolute, as 

principles that need to be obeyed unconditionally, irrespective of circumstances and of the 

specificity of each individual. The unconditional nature of certain moral tenets, shared, according 

to Nietzsche, by moralities as diverse as Platonism or Kant’s categorical imperative, have the 

unwanted effect that they encourage us to educate individuals to pursue certain virtues, especially 

the supposedly selfless ones, beyond what is reasonable. The blind drive that, Nietzsche believes, 

animates every virtue, is therefore encouraged to dominate individuals “violently and covetously” 

and therefore resists all efforts on the part of reason to keep it in check, in “balance with […] other 

drives”. The deleteriousness of the tyranny of one drive, of one virtue, is elaborated upon in the 

following: 

When you have a virtue, a real, whole virtue (and not merely a mini-instinct for 

some virtue), you are its victim. But your neighbour praises your virtue precisely 

on that account. One praises the industrious even though they harm their eyesight 

or the spontaneity and freshness of their spirit. One honours and feels sorry for 

the youth who has worked himself into the ground because one thinks: “For 

society as a whole the loss of even the best individual is merely a small sacrifice. 

Too bad that such sacrifices are needed!” 

This adds an important new dimension to Nietzsche’s position: virtue does not just benefit society 

instead of the individual, it is actually deleterious for individuals themselves. While the earlier 

passage shows that what is good for society often diverges from what is good for the individual, 

this quote stresses that these goods are not just divergent but that the former comes at direct cost 

to the latter. The satisfaction of the tyrannical drive that presents itself as virtue is likely to lead to 

the ruin of precisely the most virtuous among individuals. They pursue virtue to such an extent 

that they become its prey. They invest all their strength in acting according to certain ideals and 

habits that do not suit their specific nature, their individuality. In such a case people may even feel 

sorry for the person who sacrifices herself for the sake of virtue, but only because a “devoted tool” 

has been lost. Perhaps it would have been better for the individual in question not to be so 

negligent with herself and to preserve herself longer. Nevertheless, this is so only because they 

could have been useful to society for longer, they could have been a “devoted tool” to an event 

greater extent. The praise of virtues is, ultimately, the best means to “deprive a human being of his 

noblest selfishness and of the strength for the highest form of self-protection”. The root of this 
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harm is the lack of understanding on the part of the individual of where her advantage lies and of 

how it differs from that of society.  

One way to think about this passage would be to think of Nietzsche’s position in terms of the 

ancient debate on whether virtue contributes to the good life. As is well known, Plato claims that 

virtue is necessary and sufficient for the good life, whereas Aristotle believes it is necessary but not 

sufficient as it must come with other external goods (health, wealth, successful progeny).11 Here 

Nietzsche’s position seems to be that virtue is often inimical to our own good, although it is often 

conducive to the good of others. 

So far, then, we have seen how much more far-reaching Nietzsche’s mistrust of virtue is compared 

to that of La Rochefoucauld. Not only does Nietzsche think that many so-called virtuous actions 

have self-interested motives, à la the Frenchman, he argues that we praise virtue so that others take 

on a greater share of the collective work. Furthermore, he also thinks that acting virtuously harms 

those who are virtuous, as they exchange their own interests for those of the community and the 

interest of other individuals of which the community is composed. In addition to this, however, 

there seems to be another important sense that Nietzsche and La Rochefoucauld part company. 

In Nachlass (NF-1886 7[65]), Nietzsche writes:  

The Christian gloominess in La Rochefoucauld which extracted it [egoism] 

from everything and thought he had thereby reduced the value of things and 

of virtues (Tugenden)! To counter that, I at first sought to prove that there could 

not be anything other than egoism (Egoismus) – that in men whose ego is weak 

and thin the power of great love also grows weak – that the greatest lovers are 

so from the strength of their ego – that love is an expression of egoism, etc.12 

Nietzsche is busy here formulating a diagnosis of La Rochefoucald’s evaluation of virtues. He 

argues that the Frenchman is correct in tracing virtues, as well as all other human behaviour, back 

to egoism, but that the further move of criticising virtues on this count is mistaken. Egoism is not 

to be blamed, not to be morally condemned, but to be appreciated as, sometimes, a source of 

strength. The mistake that La Rochefoucald makes stems from his “Christian gloominess” 

[christliche Verdüsterung], a type of morality that condemns egoism and encourages selflessness. 

11 We should remember, however, that the virtues Plato and Aristotle espouse are different to those of Nietzsche, and 
this may explain how their accounts of how virtue contributes to the good life differ. Plato and Aristotle are only 
committed to the idea that the cardinal virtues (justice, temperance, prudence, and moderation) are necessarily 
involved in the good life (or, for Plato, necessary and sufficient for it), and would not consider most of the virtues 
that Nietzsche lists as virtues at all.  
12 Nachlass (NF-1886 7[65]).  
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While Nietzsche is suspicious of the accounts of virtue given so far, his stance should not be 

confused with La Rochefoucauld’s cynicism: the latter involves a moral, Christian, condemnation 

of egoism that Nietzsche does not wish to endorse.13 This fragment emphasizes the real aim of 

Nietzsche’s critique of morality/moralities, virtue included: he is interested in the way we evaluate 

certain values or virtues, not simply in endorsing or condemning them. What matters most is to 

inquire into the kind of egoism that drives various virtues, and to question its value. Nevertheless, 

before we discuss this revaluation of virtue, we need to understand how Nietzsche believes that it 

has been shaped historically.  

Genealogical Accounts of Virtue 

From his middle period onwards, Nietzsche begins offering genealogical accounts of virtues, 

which comprise speculative stories about the historical genesis of moral notions in general, as well 

as more concrete ones about how specific virtues developed. He tells us that some character traits 

have changed their status as virtues or vices, and suggests that a genealogical account of such 

developments should encourage us to be suspicious of widespread and longstanding agreement 

about the nature of virtues. So how does Nietzsche think that the character traits we regard as 

virtues have changed? In Dawn §18, for example, he claims that during the “decisive eras of history 

which determined the character of mankind”, our virtues and vices used to be strikingly different: 

cooperative virtues were counted as vices (‘well-being’, ‘desire for knowledge’, ‘peace’, ‘pity’, 

‘work’), whereas cooperative vices were counted as virtues (‘cruelty’, ‘dissembling’, ‘revenge’, 

‘denial of reason’).14 With the advent of large-scale communities, cooperative virtues came to 

dominate, agreement on which traits were virtues and which were vices became fixed, and the 

reasons why these traits had initially been chosen was disguised. But despite Nietzsche’s tone in 

this passage, we should not interpret him as endorsing non-cooperative virtues at the expense of 

the cooperative ones – rather, he is primarily writing to challenge what he sees as the current 

hegemony of cooperative virtues by stressing their historical contingency. As he notes when 

reflecting on this in 1886, his complaint is that cooperative virtues – those that make us “tame, 

13 Nietzsche had made the connection between La Rochefoucauld and Christianity in terms of their alleged cynicism 
before, albeit in a less damning way. In Nachlass (NF-1876 18[21]), for example, he notes that: “Christianity and La 
Rochefoucauld are useful insofar as they suspect the motives of human action: since they see the radical injustice of 
each action”. Similarly, in a note dated the previous year, Nietzsche complains that La Rochefoucauld follows 
Christianity in leading the “vaunted human virtues back on low and base motives” [die gerühmten menschlichen Tugenden 
auf geringe und unedle Beweggründe zurück], adding that this leads to the same “verdict of Christianity” [der Satz des 
Christenthums].  
14 Nietzsche repeats this section verbatim six years later, in GM III §9. 
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easy-going and useful to the herd” – are treated exclusively as the ‘true human virtues’, to such a 

degree that we can no longer countenance that the virtues could be anything else.15 As we have 

seen, Nietzsche’s egoistic account of virtue similarly challenged the cooperative virtues by 

questioning their underlying motivations; his genealogical account complements this by showing 

why certain virtues now retain a privileged status. The implication of both these accounts is that 

we should be mistrustful that the cooperative virtues, those we have culturally inherited from the 

Platonic and Christian traditions, are the only ones available to us – and perhaps, as we shall see, 

that such suspicion ought to motivate us to revaluate the character traits we consider to be virtues. 

So what kind of genealogical account does Nietzsche give of the cooperative virtues? And can this 

help us understand why he regards these virtues so suspiciously? Wanderer and His Shadow §190 is 

a useful place to start. Here Nietzsche offers a genealogical account of the formation of the virtue 

of unselfishness [Uneigennützigkeit], illustrating the account with an imaginative story showing how 

unselfishness arose and subsequently became regarded as a virtue in a situation where warring 

tribes realised that the material benefits of cooperating with their rivals outweighed those of 

fighting. After this realization was jointly acted on and publicly ratified – “painted on the wall in 

large letters legible to the whole community”, as Nietzsche puts it – unselfishness finally gained 

the status of a virtue.16 Thinking back to his egoistic account of virtue that I examined in part 2, 

we can say – paradoxically enough – that the tribe’s motivation for acting unselfishly was because 

this virtue was in its interests. Nevertheless, after unselfishness became regarded as a virtue, the 

antecedent reasons why it gained this status were never publicly acknowledged – rather the 

connection between a specific virtue and the community’s interests is overlooked and replaced 

with a fictitious story. Nietzsche tells us:    

The moral qualities are recognized as virtues, accorded value and an honoured 

name, and recommended for acquisition only from the moment when they have 

visibly determined the fate and fortune of whole societies: for then height of 

feeling and excitation of the inner creative energies has become so great in many 

that each brings the best he has and bestows it upon this quality: the serious man 

lays his seriousness at its feet, the dignified man his dignity, the women their 

gentleness, the young all the hopefulness and future-directedness of their nature; 

the poet lends it words and names, inserts it in the round-dance of other beings 

15 BGE §199. 
16 Interestingly, Nietzsche tells us that “[unselfishness] might, of course, have been practised often on a small scale in 
private” but it only became a virtue once it became publicly ratified. Such public ratification, then, is clearly a necessary 
process of a character trait becoming a fully-fledged virtue.  
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like it, accords it a pedigree and, as is the way with artists, at last worships the 

creature of his fantasy as a new divinity – he teaches worship of it. 

Genealogically speaking, then, virtues such as unselfishness are created when they are recognised 

as benefiting the community (affecting its “fate and fortune”). When this occurs, the community 

abstracts from individual character traits (“the dignified man his dignity, the women their 

gentleness”, etc.) to form the idea of a virtue, which is subsequently given a mythological status by 

artists (“the poet lends it words and names [..] accords it a pedigree”, etc.). Of course, a prime 

example of a mythologized account of a virtue such as unselfishness is the Christian story, which 

presents it as grounding the theological virtues. Compared to the Christian account of the virtue 

of unselfishness, Nietzsche’s account seeks to disclose – at least in outline – the unlovely nature 

of this virtue’s true historical antecedents. 

Writing around eighteen months later, Nietzsche applies a similar genealogical story to the Socratic 

or Cardinal Virtues in Dawn §26. These virtues, he argues, were also formed in response to the 

needs of a specific historical community, and their antecedent conditions have also been 

fictionalized.17 In a similar way to the formation of other cooperative virtues, certain character 

traits are endorsed as virtues – in this case the Socratic Virtues – when the community realizes that 

these character traits further its interests. This text, titled Animals and morality, not only buttresses 

our earlier claims, but adds a new, essential dimension to Nietzsche’s discussion, namely the 

naturalization of morality:  

The beginnings of justice, as of prudence, moderation, bravery – in short, of all we 

designate as the Socratic virtues, are animal: a consequence of that drive which teaches us to 

seek food and elude enemies. 

The source of Socratic or Cardinal Virtues is not transcendent, but rather in the very mundane 

drives and instincts of our animal nature. Just like animals, Nietzsche argues, we adapt, master 

ourselves and even know ourselves in order to survive. Animals adapt themselves to their 

environment, to members of their own species, learn to constrain themselves and strive to avoid 

being deceived in order to survive. In a similar manner, humans adapt themselves to society, to 

“the general concept ‘man’” and learn to be prudent and do what is expected of them in order to 

17 This idea is at least implicitly reflected in many of Nietzsche’s comments on virtue. See: WS §64 “The noblest virtue. 
– In the first era of higher humanity bravery is accounted the noblest of the virtues, in the second justice, in the third
moderation, in the fourth wisdom. In which era do we live? In which do you live?” And GS §159 “Every virtue has its
age. – Whoever is unyielding these days will often have pangs of conscience because of his candour; for unyieldingness
and candour are virtues that belongs to different ages.”
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survive in a community. The difference between humans and animals is not one of nature but 

resides in the fact that “even the highest human being has only become more elevated and subtle 

in the nature of his food and in his conception of what is inimical to him”. The genealogical 

account of virtues goes hand in hand with the project of naturalizing moral values by uncovering 

their natural origins and nature. Virtues are not a specifically human phenomenon, but are 

generated by the egoistic motivations that animate both human and non-human animals. They 

spur us on to renounce war against members of a certain species and cultivate peaceful and 

conciliatory intentions, even if this may come at a cost to ourselves. 

But how about the formation of virtues that do not directly benefit the community? Nietzsche’s 

genealogical account of the cooperative virtues as having been positively reinforced through social 

pressure might seem plausible, but can it do justice to the panoply of character traits that we 

currently regard as virtues – especially to those traits that do not seem to benefit the community 

at all. It is worth asking these questions, as they allow us to start adding crucial caveats to 

Nietzsche’s apparent cynicism about virtues, as well as shedding much-needed light on the kind 

of virtues he privileges. Wanderer and His Shadow §34 tackles the problem of how non-cooperative 

virtues were formed directly:  

As members of society we believe we ought not to practice certain virtues 

from which as private persons we acquire the highest honor and a certain 

satisfaction, for example mercy and consideration for transgressors of all kinds 

– in general any action by which the interests of society would suffer through 

our virtue. No bench of judges may conscientiously practice mercy: this 

privilege is reserved to the king as an individual; one rejoices when he makes use 

of it, as proof that one would like to be merciful, even though as a society one 

absolutely cannot be. Society thus recognizes only those virtues that are 

advantageous, or at least not harmful to it (those that can be practiced without 

its incurring loss, for example justice). Those virtues that incur loss cannot, 

consequently, have come into existence within society, since even now there is 

opposition to them within every society, however circumscribed.  

Nietzsche’s emphases in this passage are worth attending to carefully. The first, stressing that 

certain virtues only apply to those who are free from the constraints of society (“the king as an 

individual”), connects with the second which tells us that such virtues “cannot have come into 

existence within society”, which leads to his conclusion that non-cooperative virtues warrant a 

different type of genealogical explanation. In the example, if the virtue of mercy is less collectively 
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useful than justice and therefore cannot have come about through social pressure to act in the 

community’s interests, then what kind of genealogical story will explain mercy? Nietzsche answers 

this question by proposing that virtues such as mercy arise due to the differences in power of the 

members of the virtue-forming community: 

They are thus virtues belonging among non-equals, devised by the superior, the 

individual; they are the virtues of rulers bearing the sense: “I am sufficiently 

powerful to put up with a palpable loss, this is a proof of my power” – and are 

thus virtues related to pride. 

Character traits such as mercy become virtues when they are exhibited by an individual whose 

interests do not match the community’s, either on account of their natural capacities (say, physical 

strength) or their material advantages (say, wealth), as both ensure relative independence. Mercy 

arises instead of justice precisely because the individual who exhibits it is immune to the kinds of 

underlying concerns that compel a society to demand justice.18  

So far we have examined two genealogical sketches (Dawn §26 and Wanderer and His Shadow §190) 

which purport to explain historically how certain character traits gained the status of virtues once 

they became aligned with the interests of the community. Interestingly, these sketches cover the 

kinds of virtue that have been most influential in the virtue tradition: the Socratic or Cardinal 

Virtues which provided the main framework for discussions of this topic in the ancient world (and 

still do in contemporary virtue ethics); and the Theological Virtues of faith, hope, and love which 

remain an integral part of Thomist-inspired moral philosophy. In contrast to the typical 

philosophical or theological stories that purport to explain and justify these virtues, Nietzsche 

explains them purely in terms of self-interest – the cooperative virtues arose because they were in 

the interests of the community as a whole, not for more high-minded or disinterested reasons. As 

we have also seen, however, some character traits that are outside society’s interests still became 

virtues on account of inherent differences in power between individuals. Explaining these virtues 

of course gives Nietzsche’s genealogical account greater breadth, allowing him to account for what 

he calls “pride-related” virtues such as mercy, and perhaps even for those virtues that he attributes 

                                                           
18 Virtues that are of no benefit to society have a special status for Nietzsche. There seem to be two main reasons for 
this: first, his own virtues tend to be self-regarding virtues; second, his own account of virtue connects it with qualities 
that are incompatible with the cooperative virtues that we have looked at above. See, for example, NF-1887 10(109): 
“Virtue has all the instincts of the average man against it: it is unprofitable, imprudent, it isolates; it is related to passion 
and not very accessible to reason; it spoils the character, the head, the mind-according to the standards of mediocre 
men; it rouses to enmity toward order, toward the lies that are concealed in every order, institution, actuality – it is the 
worst of vices, if one judges it by its harmful effect upon others.” 
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to the “nobles” in The Genealogy of Morality.19 While these virtues are also subject to genealogy, 

Nietzsche believes that this kind of explanation does not detract from them, because they have 

not embellished or falsified their origin. In fact, as we saw Nietzsche suggesting in Wanderer and 

His Shadow §34, the virtue of mercy can be underwritten by the admission: “I am sufficiently 

powerful to put up with a palpable loss, this is a proof of my power.” This admission on the part 

of the merciful individual, then, does not differ from the genealogical account of mercy, as it freely 

attributes mercy to differences in power between individuals.  

From this we can say that genealogical suspicion about virtues only applies to certain virtues – 

those whose real motivations or historical provenance have been falsified. Nietzsche’s genealogies, 

then, have two main targets: first, they target what he regards as the hegemony of the cooperative 

virtues, the fact that these virtues are widely taken to be synonymous with the term ‘virtue’ and 

how they dominate discussion of the term in moral philosophy; second, more importantly, they 

target the philosophical and religious narratives that present the cooperative virtues as arising a-

temporally and essentially independently of self-interest. Given the elaborate narratives that both 

the Socratic and Christian traditions invoke to explain the cooperative virtues – especially how 

strikingly they differ from Nietzsche’s own genealogical explanations – it seems fair to regard these 

traditions as his explicit target. By revealing the real historical motivations behind ‘unselfishness’ 

and other cooperative virtues, the genealogies show us that our traditional accounts of these virtues 

are not what they claim to be.  

But while both Nietzsche’s egoistic and genealogical accounts of the virtues are both clearly 

suspicious of the kinds of narratives that seek to explain the cooperative virtues – think back to 

his withering attack on ‘industriousness’ that we looked at in section 1 (Gay Science §21) – we should 

remember that it is not the cooperative virtues themselves which are his target. As he remarks in 

Wanderer and His Shadow §212: 

Now that minds are becoming freer and less narrow, it is certain that morality 

(inherited, handed down, instinctual acting in accordance with moral feelings) is on the 

decline: but the individual virtues, moderation, justice, repose of soul, are not – for 

when the conscious mind has attained its highest degree of freedom it is 

involuntarily led to them and comes to recognize how useful they are. 

19 See especially §7 and 11.   
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Here we witness Nietzsche explicitly endorsing the cooperative Socratic Virtues on account of 

their utility, despite the fact that in Dawn20 he will go on to account for the very same virtues 

genealogically. It is, therefore, Plato’s rarefied explanations of why the character traits of ‘justice’, 

‘moderation’, etc., are virtues that the genealogical analysis targets – not the virtues themselves. 

Nietzsche agrees that what Socrates calls ‘virtues’ may well be useful character traits, but he claims 

that the explanations Socrates gives for why these traits have the status of virtues are spurious; 

instead, we should seek such explanations in terms of the utility such virtues have. 

We can now see how Nietzsche’s egoistic and genealogical accounts of virtue provide much 

theoretical support for his mistrust and numerous remarks on the hypocrisy which we examined 

in section 1. We can also say that his egoistic account corroborates and historically situates his 

more provocative genealogical one. Both accounts aim to show that the egoistic motivations we 

have for adopting virtues are always primary, despite the connotations of disinterestedness that 

virtue has today. Also, in contrast to the moral psychology underlying accounts of virtue in the 

Platonic and Christian traditions, Nietzsche – following La Rochefoucauld – insists that human 

behaviour is always self-interested, suggesting that we should therefore seek to understand virtue 

in terms of self-interest and ignore the connotations of selflessness that the term carries. Finally, 

we have seen that the suspicion of Nietzsche’s genealogies is primarily directed towards those 

religious and philosophical stories that supposedly explain the cooperative virtues, either with 

respect to underlying egoistic motivations which these stories conceal or their factual history. It is 

not, then, virtue that Nietzsche is distrustful about, nor is it even a subset of virtues – the 

cooperative virtues, say – but rather he is suspicious of the narratives that purport to support them. 

Given that Nietzsche is not suspicious about virtue itself, then, and that he sometimes even 

acknowledges that cooperative virtues are useful, does he have a conception of virtue? And, if so, 

what would such a conception look like? 

Rehabilitating a Nietzschean Virtue Ethics 

Are we harming virtue, we immoralists? – Just as little as anarchists harm princes. 

Princes sit securely on their thrones only after they've been shot at.21 

20  Dawn §26. 
21 TI “Maxims” §36. See also: “Ob ich damit der Tugend geschadet habe? […] Eben so wenig, als die Anarchisten den 
Fürsten: erst seitdem sie angeschossen werden, sitzen sie wieder fest auf ihrem Throne […] Denn so stand es immer 
und wird es stehen: man kann einer Sache nicht besser nützen als indem man sie verfolgt und mit allen Hunden hetzt 
[…] Dies – habe ich gethan” (NF-1887 10[107]). 
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So far I have discussed two strategies that Nietzsche uses in order to undermine our faith in various 

kinds of virtues and the support they are given in traditional narratives that advocate them. We 

have seen how he criticizes many of them for being against our self-interest and for being grounded 

in fictitious stories on their origin and values. Nevertheless, we have also seen that he does not 

wish to abandon morality or virtues.22 In other words, Nietzsche’s attacks have been focused on 

the evaluative claims involved with virtue, and not on the ontological claim that there are reliable 

traits of character beyond passing moods. Nietzsche does not deny that moral behaviour exists, 

he only criticizes its justifications and effects. A critic may point out here that there are some 

passages that seem to directly contradict this thesis. Human All-Too-Human §56 is a typical example 

of this. After describing his own intellectual trajectory and those of his followers – hence the 

collective ‘we’ – Nietzsche’s writes that “we then come to recognize that there is no such thing as 

sin in the metaphysical sense” adding that, “in the same sense, [there is] no such thing as virtue 

either” [Wir erkennen dann, dass es keine Sünden im metaphysischen Sinne giebt; aber, im gleichen Sinne, auch 

keine Tugenden]. This thought seems persistent, as Nietzsche repeats it almost verbatim in a Nachlass 

note three years later, reiterating to himself that “I must not only give up the doctrine of sin, but 

also the merits of (Virtue)” [Ich muß nicht nur die Lehre von der Sünde, sondern auch die vom Verdienste 

(Tugend) aufgeben].23 It would, however, be wrong to conclude that Nietzsche does not believe in 

the existence of virtues. The point is rather that they do not exist in the “metaphysical sense”, that 

is, there is no objective and transcendent ground for the normative, viz. moral, claims, that certain 

virtues are excellent or valuable in themselves. The task of the philosopher, as Nietzsche sees it, is 

precisely to inquire into the possibility of other grounds for virtue, and for other aims that they 

can serve, aims that differ from hitherto accepted norms and goals.  

In a recent contribution to the topic of Nietzschean virtue, Jessica Berry argues that Nietzsche 

cannot be a virtue theorist. First, she emphasizes that we cannot find in Nietzsche an affirmative 

morality, that is, a systematic account of the concepts that most contemporary proponents of 

virtue ethics regard as central to a successful theory. Attempts to do so have distorted Nietzsche’s 

view to an unacceptable degree by, for example, maintaining the conceptual separation between 

agent and motive and arguing that virtuous action depends on the virtuousness of conscious 

motives or intentions. Furthermore, she questions the very possibility of knowledge of identifiable 

traits of character according to Nietzsche.24 Second, she argues that Nietzsche’s ‘immoralism’ has 

                                                           
22 D §103 is also a good example, where Nietzsche proclaims he wants us to “think differently” and, perhaps, also 
“feel differently” about morality, but without denying the usefulness and importance of many actions called “moral” 
and the harmful nature of many immoral actions. 
23 NF-1881, 11[88]). 
24 J. Berry, “Is Nietzsche a Virtue Theorist?” The Journal of Value Inquiry, 49, no. 3 (2015): 370–2. 
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not been sufficiently taken into account. Given that Nietzsche openly declares his aim to be to 

“criticize morality itself, to regard morality as a problem”, it is questionable in the extreme to read 

him as giving us another kind of morality to follow.25 Towards the end of her paper, Berry argues 

that we should avoid the false dichotomy of seeing Nietzsche as either embracing an affirmative 

morality or being a nihilist. The fact that he refuses to give us moral guidelines does not mean he 

leaves us with nothing. His ‘immoralism’ should encourage us to try to understand the nature of, 

and engage in, “valuing and disvaluing” without trying to search for an overarching moral theory.26 

We agree with Berry’s claims that Nietzsche does not offer any systematic morality and that taking 

his ‘immoralism’ into account allows us to see that his interests lie first and foremost with 

questioning the value of our valuations without a commitment to universal, absolute moral values 

and theories. The fact that Nietzsche does not offer any clear account of an affirmative morality 

does indeed imply that he cannot be a virtue ethicist, that is, someone who wants to argue that 

virtue must be the central concept of a clear and systematic normative account. It does not entail, 

however, that he is not a kind of virtue theorist, namely someone who discusses virtues as character 

traits or patterns of behaviour that require philosophical explanation. A virtue theorist need not 

be someone who designs a clear-cut normative theory, but someone who believes that we can 

meaningfully discuss virtues and that these can play a significant role in an account of normativity. 

Although Nietzsche is deeply critical of the normative or evaluative aspects of virtues, especially 

in the Platonic and Christian tradition, we have seen that he does not claim that they do not exist. 

It is simply that we are mistaken about how we should understand them and what claims they 

make on us. Nietzsche’s criticisms of virtue may well have caused Berry to abandon the prospects 

of a Nietzschean virtue ethics. Nevertheless, are there reasons to believe that virtue is an important 

notion in his practical philosophy? 

In the previous section we saw that Nietzsche accepts that cooperative virtues can be ‘useful’. 

Nevertheless, much of Nietzsche’s thinking is not directed at promoting utility, or even self-

interest, but at the broader goal of ‘growth’ or ‘self-overcoming’. In order to understand this better, 

as well as what role virtues may play here, we need to consider Nietzsche’s account of the 

development of the individual. In Beyond Good and Evil §262 Nietzsche explains the appearance of 

the individual from the species, that is, the arising of variation, of diversity, through the slackening 

of the “constant unfavorable conditions” that have shaped species over long periods of time. Various 

new “advantages, excesses, and protections” have allowed the appearance of individuals that differ 

from types that are “sturdy and hard” and therefore able to survive the struggle against difficult 

25 Berry, “Is Nietzsche a Virtue Theorist?”, 378. 
26 Berry, 82, 84. 
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conditions. This transformation, while able to bring forth magnificent growth, comes at a cost: the 

old morality that created sturdy types is no longer applicable. Instead of shared formulas, we now 

have competition between individuals and their “wild egoism”. The demand for new laws, that the 

individual gives itself for its own “self-preservation, self-enhancement, self-redemption”, is 

accompanied by the risk that individuals might not be able to accomplish this task. How might 

humans be able to avoid the risk of being “hopelessly mediocre”, that is, failing at this task of growth 

and self-enhancement? The contribution of this paper in tackling this very broad question will be 

limited to Nietzsche’s discussion of virtue. 

Despite Nietzsche’s criticisms of virtue examined above, there are many times that he tells us that 

it is a vital concept – perhaps even the central one – in his moral philosophy. Instances of this 

proliferate. We may recall his extensive redefinition of the virtue of ‘justice’ in Human All-Too-

Human §92, the numerous aphorisms devoted to explicating specific virtues (Redlichkeit in Beyond 

Good and Evil §227, for instance), or the lists of virtues that he regards as ‘cardinal’ in Dawn §556 

and Beyond Good and Evil §284. Similarly, we might think of the chapter on virtue in BGE, entitled 

“Our Virtues”, which precedes another chapter-length discussion of the subject in “What is 

Noble?”. While all these places suggest that Nietzsche is committed to his own notion of virtue 

because he employs it frequently, it is perhaps when he reflects on the subject in his unpublished 

notes and posthumously published works that gives us the clearest idea of how this notion operates. 

Nachlass fragment NF-1887 10[110] is a good example of this. Here Nietzsche tells us: 

[O]nly by exhibiting virtue as a form of immorality do we again justify it – it is

classified and compared with reference to its fundamental significance, it is part of

the fundamental immorality of all existence – as a form of luxury of the first order,

the haughtiest, dearest and rarest form of vice.27

On this account, then, Nietzsche seems to propose a non-moral conception of virtue – virtue as a 

“form of immorality” – which he asks that we understand as a special kind of “vice”. Of course, 

the reasons why he thinks this are not obvious from the fragment, but thinking back to his critique 

of the accounts of virtue offered by the Platonic and Christian traditions provides a clue. As we 

saw in 2 and 3, Nietzsche’s core criticism of both these traditions is that they understand virtue as 

linked to disinterestedness, a claim that both his egoistic and genealogical arguments deny. One 

way to understand Nietzsche’s 'immoral' conception of virtue, then, would be to think that it has 

27 NF-1887 10[110]. The unpublished passage continues to include TI “Maxims” §36, used as the epigraph to this 
section.   

https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras


18 

Eras Journal | Edition 22 | Number 1  
https://www.monash.edu/arts/philosophical-historical-international-studies/eras 

this status because it readily incorporates self-interest. His conception of virtue could be said to be 

‘immoral’, insofar as self-interestedness is central to it and insofar as egoism is valued differently, 

in marked distinction to the conceptions at work in philosophical and religious traditions he 

criticizes. In these traditions, the presence of self-interest turns virtue into vice. So where else can 

we find evidence of Nietzsche’s own conception of virtue? And can this evidence clarify the 

connection he sees between his conception of virtue and immoralism, and perhaps also self-

interest? 

Virtue or Virtù? 

Rather than looking at Nietzsche’s accounts of specific virtues, one way to clarify his conception 

of virtue is to look at where he explains it abstractly, especially where he relates it to what he 

regards as synonymous concepts. As with other terms, Nietzsche rarely explains what he means 

by virtue, but there are two important places he does so in his posthumously published work. In 

the first – from his corrected proof of Anti-Christ – he proposes that we should seek ‘excellence’ 

[Tüchtigkeit] over ‘virtue’ [Tugend], adding in parenthesis that virtue is only worth seeking if we 

understand it as ‘virtù’, that is, “virtue in the Renaissance style”.28 In the second – from the final 

proof of Ecce Homo completed two months later – he returns to the idea of virtù, rhetorically asking: 

“what do you nourish [ernähren] yourself with in order to achieve the 

maximum of strength [Kraft], of virtú in the style of the Renaissance, of 

moraline-free virtue?”29 

From these two notes we can see that when Nietzsche endorses the term Tugend, he intends it to 

be understood as a loose synonym for both virtù and Tüchtigkeit.30 The Ecce Homo reference relates 

virtù to strength [Kraft] – following Machiavelli’s use of the term, which we will explore below – 

28 “Not contentment, but more power; not peace at any price, but war; not virtue but excellence (virtú in the style of 
the Renaissance, moraline-free virtue)” [Nicht Zufriedenheit, sondern mehr Macht; nicht Friede überhaupt, sondern Krieg; nicht 
Tugend, sondern Tüchtigkeit (Tugend im Renaissance-Stile, virtù, moralinfreie Tugend)] (AC §2). 
29 EH, “Clever” §1. 
30 Nietzsche also stresses the interrelation between Tugend, Tüchtigkeit, and virtù in his unpublished work. While the 
notes written concomitantly with those time the terms appear in his published work often only reiterate that he 
understands them as synonyms (NF-1887 10[2]; NF-1887 10[45] [WP 327]; NF-1887 10[109]; NF-1887,11[110]), some 
are more informative. One example of this is NF-1887 9 [87], where Nietzsche begins by bemoaning the “suppressed 
and selective heresy in moral concepts” [unterdrückte und ausgewischte Häresie in der Moral Begriffe], before explicitly relating 
virtù to what he approvingly calls “master-morality” [Herren-Moral: virtù], a term he often uses to his ethical ideal. 
Another example is in NF-1887 10[50], where Nietzsche notes that “In the age of the Renaissance the criminal thrived 
and acquired for himself his own kind of virtue – virtue in the Renaissance style, to be sure, virtù, moraline-free virtue” 
[in der Zeit der Renaissance gedieh der Verbrecher und erwarb sich seine eigne Art von Tugend – Tugend im Renaissancestile freilich, 
virtù, moralinfreie Tugend]. 
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and stresses that this kind of virtue must be understood as “moraline-free” [moralinfreier]. We 

should, therefore, understand Nietzsche’s use of the term Tugend as shorthand for virtù and 

Tüchtigkeit, and interpret it with all the etymological connotations that are carried by both these 

terms. So what are these connotations?  

Nietzsche’s use of virtù has typically been understood as a direct reference to Machiavelli. While 

Nietzsche never links Machiavelli’s name with the term directly, this connection seems plausible 

as he invariably uses the term virtù in conjunction with the expression “virtue in the Renaissance-

style”. Nietzsche would have also known of the connotations of Machiavelli’s use of the term from 

his readings of Il Principe31, especially the lack of connection with moral goodness. Machiavelli 

understands virtù, following classical authorities, as the ability to withstand the blows of Fortune, 

attract its favours and win glory for oneself while gaining power and security for the government.32 

Virtù means “‘drive’, ‘determination’, ‘courage’, ‘skill’, or ‘ability’ in political or military affairs”33 – 

or, as the Cambridge Italian Dictionary succinctly puts it, “ruthlessness and determination combined 

with exceptional ability to conceive and carry out a plan of action”.34 This lack of connection with 

moral goodness is also present in much of Nietzsche’s source-material on the Renaissance. For 

example, as Émile Gebhart writes in La renaissance italienne et la philosophie de l’histoire:  

[Renaissance] Italians called this achievement of the personality virtù. Virtù has, in 

truth, nothing in common with virtue.35 

In a similar vein, Jakob Burckhardt also strongly emphasizes the difference between virtù and moral 

virtue. In Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien, which Nietzsche read upon its publication in 1860, 

Burckhardt writes that a “combination of strength and skill [Kraft und Talent] is what Machiavelli 

calls virtù and is thought compatible with scelleratezza [villainy]”.36 Virtù, then, is the ability of an 

individual to excel in a practical and creative sense. It is not connected to the moral domain, but 

to one’s talents and abilities, especially those that foster individual success.  

                                                           
31 In 1862, and possibly in the 1880s. See T. Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context: An Intellectual Biography (Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 2008), 44, 104. 
32 Skinner, Machiavelli, 40.   
33 R. Price, “The Senses of Virtú in Machiavelli,” European History Quarterly 3 (1973): 324. 
34 Cambridge Italian Dictionary (1962) (cited by Price, “The Senses of Virtú in Machiavelli”, 324). Neal Wood also gives 
another intriguing connection: “Machiavelli often uses virtù as if it were the Latin virtus, energy of will, manliness, 
excellence”. See N. Wood, “Machiavelli’s Concept of Virtù Reconsidered,” Political Studies 15 (1967): 161. 
35 Italiens ont appellé virtù cet achèvement de la personnalité. La virtù n’a, il est vrai, rien de commun avec la vertue (my translation). 
Nietzsche read and annotated this when it was published in 1887. Cited by Brobjer, Nietzsche’s Philosophical Context, 81. 
36 “Verein von Kraft und Talent ist es, was bei Macchiavell virtù heisst und auch mit scelleratezza verträglich gedacht 
wird”. Jakob Burckhardt in his Die Cultur der Renaissance in Italien 12. See Machiavelli’s own account of the combination 
of “virtù e scelleratezze” in his description of Oliverotto’s bloody rise to power in Il principe, VIII 22–24. 
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Nevertheless, from his direct reading(s) of Il Principe, Nietzsche would have been aware that there 

is more to the notion of virtù. While it is customary to emphasize Machiavelli’s claims that a prince 

must learn “to be able not to be good”, and to act “according to necessity”, not according to 

morality, Machiavelli does not simply dismiss morality, but argues that a prince should act 

virtuously whenever possible.37 Machiavelli’s important point about virtue is that people most 

often misunderstand what it means, and so do not realize that the common good of the community 

is best served by virtù, not by virtue traditionally understood.38 In order to make this point, he 

discusses the canonical list of so-called princely virtues, focusing on three of them (honesty, 

liberality / generosity and mercy), in what is a critical reaction to Christian morality and to the 

tradition of the mirror-for-princes literature going back at least as far as Cicero’s De Officiis.39 For 

example, Machiavelli argues that princes are mistaken when they believe that to be generous means 

to engage in lavish displays. This would entail that a prince can be generous with only a few, but 

at the expense of his many subjects, which would undermine his rule.40 Similarly, with mercy, it is 

more advisable for a prince to execute a few troublemakers in the beginning of his reign than allow 

disorder in the principality to fester and thus, in the long run, hurt both himself and the people 

much more than the execution of a few individuals would.41 These arguments show how the 

distinction between well- and poorly understood virtue depends on a correct understanding of 

their consequences. A prince may be considered generous or merciful by taking little from his 

citizens or by not (often) being cruel to them.42   

Not only is Machiavelli interested in knowledge of the (possible) consequences of our actions, he 

also regards self-knowledge as crucial. The fortune of a prince depends on how he adapts to 

various circumstances, and it is the case that situations sometimes require prudence and patience, 

sometimes impetuosity and violence. Nevertheless, individuals fail to recognise the need to change 

their course of action depending on the times (or are incapable of changing their temperament) 

and so come to ruin. Therefore, Machiavelli recommends that princes should not remain 

“obstinate in their modes”, a tenet that requires that they understand what their usual modi operandi 

are and so what their natural temperament consists in.43 

37 N. Machiavelli, The Prince, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield, Second Edition. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1998), 61-62. 
38 Q. Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought. Volume One: The Renaissance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 183. 
39 Skinner, The Foundations of Modern Political Thought, 133–5; Machiavelli, The Prince, 40–2. 
40 Machiavelli, The Prince, 63. 
41 Machiavelli, 65–6. 
42 H. Mansfield, Introduction to The Prince (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1998), XVII. 
43 Machiavelli, The Prince, 99–101. 
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Given that Machiavelli is first and foremost a practical thinker, interested in politics, he places his 

analysis of what well-understood virtue means in the service of political ends. The greatest 

challenge that a prince faces is to confront the vicissitudes of Fortune and the practice of virtù is 

the only help available in this task.44 A prince should be cunning like a fox who can “recognize 

snares”, and ready to act like a lion who can “frighten the wolves”.45 Virtù means being aware of 

oneself and one’s situation, understanding what needs to be done in spite of various moral or 

epistemic illusions, and performing the necessary acts. 

The connotations of virtù share some intriguing similarities to those of Tüchtigkeit, to which we 

now turn. Nietzsche’s translators often translate Tüchtigkeit as ‘fitness’ or ‘efficiency’,46 although it 

could also be translated as ‘excellence’, so long as we understand it to be a character excellence of 

some kind. As we have seen, virtù can also be understood as a similar kind of excellence, one 

relating to one’s Kraft or Talent, rather than one’s moral acumen, so translating Tüchtigkeit in this 

way reinforces its connection with virtù which Nietzsche asks that we draw. Also, in a similar way 

to virtù, Tüchtigkeit has no connotation of moral goodness – it is simply an excellence of one’s 

abilities, as Nietzsche makes plain when directly comparing it to virtù in an unpublished note from 

1885: 

An excellent craftsman [tüchtiger Handwerker] or scholar cuts a fine figure when he 

takes pride in his art and looks on life content and satisfied. But nothing looks more 

wretched than when a shoemaker or schoolmaster gives us to understand with a 

suffering mien that he was really born for something better [Besseres]. There is 

nothing better [Besseres] than what is good [Gute]! And that is having some excellence 

[Tüchtigkeit] and using that to create. In other words, virtù in the Italian Renaissance 

sense.47  

By reading Tüchtigkeit for Tugend, therefore, Nietzsche is again asking us to see through the latter 

term’s customary connection with moral goodness, encouraging us to understand it as involving 

an exceptional ability of some kind – one analogous to the skill of a tüchtiger Handwerker. As we saw 

in NF-1887 10[110], the term virtue only has philosophical currency – can only be ‘justified’, as 

Nietzsche puts it – if we understand it non-morally, which we argued derives from a conception 

44 Machiavelli, 98. 
45 Machiavelli, 69. 
46 W. Kaufmann translates the term as ‘fitness’ in W. Kaufmann, The Portable Nietzsche (New York: Penguin Classics, 
1994), 570; whereas A. M. Ludovici translates it as ‘efficiency’ in A. M. Ludovici, The Antichrist (Amherst, N.Y.: 
Prometheus Books, 2000), 5. 
47 NF-1885 34[161]. 
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of virtue that requires a revaluation of self-interestedness. From this we can see why Nietzsche 

understands Tüchtigkeit and virtù to be synonymous with his own sense of Tugend: all these terms 

refer to some kind of excellence of character – and while none specifies the precise domain of 

such excellence, the connotations of Tüchtigkeit and virtù suggest that we should understand this to 

be excellence in the practical or creative sphere as opposed to the moral one.    

The reference to Machiavelli is particularly fruitful for our analysis of Nietzschean virtue because 

it reveals how much of the emphasis falls on carefully understanding what virtue entails and how 

it can contribute to practical goals. In a similar way to Machiavelli, Nietzsche argues that we do 

not know our own interest and that without this self-knowledge we cannot hope to undertake the 

task of self-overcoming. This helps to explain Nietzsche’s interest in the egoistic and genealogical 

accounts of virtue that avoid the mystifications characteristic of explanations of virtue that 

supposedly ground their normative force in transcendence. Similarly, we saw that Machiavelli’s 

conception of virtù involves a break with the moral domain. Virtù, for Machiavelli, refers to a skill 

or talent that allows the individual to thrive in a creative or practical sense. The comparison shows 

how this epistemic aspect of virtue is closely connected to practical goals, and how knowledge 

supports the pursuit of growth and empowerment. Nevertheless, our discussion of Machiavelli 

also helps us signal one important contrast. While both are profoundly practical thinkers, 

Machiavelli is focused on political thinking in a way Nietzsche is not. The growing literature on 

Nietzsche’s politics notwithstanding, we must acknowledge that Nietzsche’s practical interests are 

much broader, in that the cultivation of the self, in various forms, plays a much more prominent 

role than with the Florentine thinker. The task of self-cultivation, understood as growth and self-

overcoming, must be promoted by the existence of virtues. Without delving here into this 

extremely broad topic, we want to signal that, in light of the texts quoted in the beginning of this 

section, the exercise of virtue, understood as creative and performative excellence based on the 

pursuit of (self-) knowledge, takes a much more individually focused turn in Nietzsche than it does 

in Machiavelli. 

The point about the importance of (self-)knowledge is at the centre of Nietzsche’s discussions of 

(cooperative or altruistic) virtues considered in the first two sections of this paper, but it also allows 

us to refer to a recent contribution by Bernard Reginster on the topic of virtue. Reginster stresses 

the role that the 'feeling of power' plays as the goal of will to power, of effective agency, and thus 

as the key element of what he calls the pivotal “virtue of proficiency” in Nietzsche.48 The exercise 

48 B. Reginster, “Nietzsche, Proficiency, and the (New) Spirit of Capitalism.” Journal of Value Inquiry 49, no. 3 (2015): 
461.
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of will to power, which strives for satisfaction in the confrontation and overcoming of resistance, 

does not simply aim for power but for the 'feeling of power' on this account. The objection we 

want to make is that even if we accept that successful exercise of will to power will generate a 

feeling of power, there is no guarantee that the reverse is true. One may have the feeling of power 

without exercising power or by exercising it in a manner Nietzsche is deeply critical of (for example, 

the ascetic priest, or the slaves of the slave morality). The joy that it produces may be a seductive 

feeling of which we should be deeply sceptical. The ‘feeling of power’ is by no means a sufficient 

condition for empowerment or affirmation, unless it is informed by ‘intellectual’ virtues that detect 

when it is not based on mystification or life-negation. Only then can we hope that it is a faithful 

indicator of creative activity and striving.  

Conclusion 

Nietzsche cannot be read as a virtue theorist of the kind that is interested in giving us a list of 

virtues, or any affirmative morality that includes a clear, systematic and comprehensive set of 

practical imperatives or guidelines. He is, however, deeply concerned with the notion of virtue and 

considers it an important topic of philosophical investigation. This is not only in order to criticize 

previous accounts of virtue, but to make us think of the role that virtues can play in the task of 

self-overcoming, in the creative self-transformation involved in growth. This requires practical 

excellence, but also a sound basis in ‘intellectual’ virtues, that is, striving to understand ourselves 

against various transcendent and moral illusions. This, and only this, may allow for the revaluation 

of values. We have seen why Nietzsche regards Tüchtigkeit and virtù as synonymous with his own 

sense of Tugend: each refers to non-moral excellence, pertaining instead to excellence of character. 

This enables us to make sense of his critique of virtue in his egoistic and genealogical arguments, 

although we have shown that these arguments must be interpreted as attacks on existing accounts 

of the cooperative, selfless virtues, rather than attacks on the notion of virtue itself. This explains 

why Nietzsche can regard virtue as central to his moral philosophy, while being influenced by La 

Rochefoucauld’s cynicism and adducing further arguments to show that virtue is rarely what it 

seems. Understanding the historical and philosophical connotations of Nietzsche’s own use of 

'virtue' leads us to see how dissimilar his conception is to those in the dominant philosophical and 

religious traditions.49  

49 I’d like to acknowledge and thank Razvan Ioan for his insightful comments and additions in writing this article. I’d 
also like to thank an anonymous reviewer.  
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Abbreviations 

The titles of Nietzsche’s works are abbreviated as follows:  

AC, The Antichrist, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Viking, 1954;  

BGE, Beyond Good and Evil, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Modern Library, 1968;  

D, Daybreak, trans. R.J. Hollingdale. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982;  

EH, Ecce Homo, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Modern Library, 1968;  

GM, On the Genealogy of Morality, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Modern Library, 1968;  

FEI, On the Future of Our Educational Institutions, trans. O. Levy. New York: Zhingoora Books, 2014; 

GS, The Gay Science, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Vintage, 1974;  

HH, Human, All Too Human, trans. R. J. Hollingdale. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1986;  

TI, Twilight of the Idols, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Viking, 1954;  

UM, Untimely Meditations, trans. R. J. Hollingdale. New York: Cambridge, 1997;  

WP, The Will to Power, trans. W. Kaufmann and R. J. Hollingdale. New York: Vintage, 1967; 

TSZ, Thus Spoke Zarathustra, trans. W. Kaufmann. New York: Viking, 1954.  
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Understanding Bibliomemoir through Scriptural Reminiscence: Comparing 

Augustine and Brenda Walker  
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Abstract: This article examines the theory and practice of bibliomemoir using the conceptual resources of scriptural 

reminiscence. I observe that contemporary writers purporting to provide bibliomemoir with conceptual keys have 

overlooked the classic confessional Christian scriptural reminiscence tradition which can illuminate the distinctive 

features of bibliomemoir and various reading experiences bibliomemoir seeks to capture and engender. I argue that 

bibliomemoir embodies a participatory framework that, in many ways, simulates the participatory structure of 

Augustinian scriptural reminiscence. For readers, engagement with bibliomemoir calls for a participation in the 

world of the bibliomemoirist in and through participation in the textual realities that the bibliomemoirist attempts 

to distil and communicate. Hence, bibliomemoir enacts a double transformation for both its writer and its reader vis-

à-vis the bibliomemoirist’s chosen texts. Participation in the narrative world makes a reparative space for the worlds 

of the bibliomemoirist and his or her readers, creating the possibility of narrative-existential wholeness as articulated 

by hermeneutist Paul Ricoeur. I use contemporary novelist Brenda Walker’s bibliomemoir Reading by Moonlight: 

How Books Saved a Life and patristic Christian theologian Augustine’s Confessions as my principal case-studies. 

Walker’s writing expresses the female self as open, embodied, destabilised, plural, autonomous, and oriented towards 

interconnectedness of others inasmuch as she uses these intersecting experiences to frame her reception of texts. Thus, 

Walker externalises her pursuit of wholeness, remaining open to the claims of other worlds and voices in order to 

construct herself and her world afresh – unlike Augustine, whose writing is an embodiment of an internal struggle 

to achieve wholeness.  

Keywords: scriptural reminiscence, bibliomemoir, Paul Ricoeur, post-structuralism, feminist literary criticism, 

narrative theology, life-writing, confession, participation, narrative-existential wholeness 

 

Scriptural reminiscence and bibliomemoir both represent textually inspired forms of life-writing. 

A defining feature of both is the productive relationship between text and life, between the life 

one lives, and the stories one narrates. This article shows how bibliomemoir can be interpreted as 

a contemporary expression and development of scriptural reminiscence. Augustine’s participatory 
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reading and Ricoeur’s concept of narrative-existential wholeness are conceptual bridges framing 

this intersection. I will examine two principal case-studies: Augustine’s Confessions – a foundational 

prototypical instance of autobiography in the Western tradition, and Brenda Walker’s Reading by 

Moonlight: How Books Saved a Life – an instance of contemporary bibliomemoir with a vivid ethical 

and existential investment in her chosen texts.1   

Bibliomemoir as Subgenre of Memoir 

Literary critic Alex Zwerdling highlights interiority as a fundamental aspect of memoir. Memoir is 

a form of life-writing2 that centres “on the author’s inner life rather than place in the world…not 

on the anonymous story, nor the public record, but rather on the idiosyncratic, private, anomalous 

version of an individual history.”3 As a narrative of experience, memoir does not objectively 

account for what happened in a particular person’s life from a standpoint outside the historical 

experience itself. Memoirists are not fact-finders who analyse the inner workings of history by 

linking objective description with historical fact. They are interpreters who inhabit the experiences 

from within, exegeting and re-voicing the mnemonic material so readers of their memoirs can also 

participate in the experiences they recreate. Memoir’s focus on an individual’s interior history 

makes it an effective medium for the memoirist’s history of reading, which is necessarily 

“idiosyncratic, private and anomalous.”4 Since a primary activity of the memoirist is interpretation, 

reading as a popular memoir subject constitutes a fundamental experience that can be narrated 

and interpreted by the memoirist.  

Bibliomemoir is a narrative of the memoirist’s experience with books – a necessarily subjective 

account of how they figure in the making and transformation of his or her inner world.5 Many 

contemporary critics, reviewers, and authors have sought to establish this newly emergent 

subgenre’s theoretical bases. In an extended book review of Rebecca Mead’s My Life in Middlemarch, 

Joyce Carol Oates defines bibliomemoir as “a subspecies of literature combining criticism and 

1Augustine of Hippo, The Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2008); Brenda Walker, Reading by Moonlight: How Books Saved a Life (Camberwell: Penguin Books, 2010).   
2 Critics such as Lee and Larson subsume memoir, along with autobiography, biography and confession, under the 
rubric of 'life-writing'. Hermione Lee, Biography: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009); 
Thomas Larson, The Memoir and the Memoirist: Reading and Writing Personal Narrative (Athens: Ohio University Press, 
2007). 
3 Alex Zwerdling, The Rise of the Memoir (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 1–2. 
4 Zwerdling, The Rise of the Memoir, 1–2. 
5 The term 'bibliomemoir' was first coined in 2009 by Rick Gekoski in his book Outside of a Dog: A Bibliomemoir 
(London: Constable, 2009); since then this subgenre has gained popularity among other authors. The term 
'bibliomemoir' was accepted and defined in the 2014 Collins English Dictionary as 'a memoir about the books one 
has read'. Ian Brookes,  in Collins English Dictionary (Glasgow: Collins, 2014). 
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biography with the intimate, confessional tone of autobiography.”6 She argues that “the most 

engaging bibliomemoirs establish the writer’s voice in counterpoint to the subject with something 

more than adulation or explication at stake.”7 Oates sees the reading practice undertaken by 

bibliomemoirists as being “something more” than just objective structural analysis (explication) or 

subjective assessment of aesthetic impact (adulation) of any given text. Explication is a critical 

activity, which in the formalist sense means to “[locate] its judgments behind the workings of the 

text, limiting [reading]…merely to matching objective description with textual fact.”8 Adulation, 

in turn, is an evaluative activity that critiques or eulogises the text as an object worthy of the 

bibliomemoirist’s attention according to personal or institutional standards of aesthetic enjoyment. 

Aesthetic critique inspires emotional attachment; logical dissection inspires intellectual assent. 

Instead of “producing literary abstractions a step removed from the text,” the bibliomemoirist as 

reader brings books “to life by envisaging its contents and vicariously experiencing the events and 

vicissitudes of the narrative world,”9 so opening up his or her inner world to books’ potentially 

unsettling and/or transformative power. Yet, when the bibliomemoirist’s imagination is immersed 

in the world of the text, there is a complex harmonisation of readerly and textual perspectives 

(‘counterpoint’) issuing in communality or dissonance. The bibliomemoirist’s participation in the 

narrative world entails tension and risk, where the bibliomemoirist reads and is in turn ‘read’ by 

the text. The text’s dynamic interaction with the bibliomemoirist means it is more than a passive 

object of intellection or enjoyment; it is a perspective and a character in the story of a human life.  

There are many different kinds of bibliomemoir embodying the stories of a bibliomemoirist’s 

idiosyncratic reading responses to his or her chosen texts. For example, Rick Gekoski’s Outside of 

a Dog is subversive of the liberal humanist reading paradigm and demonstrates its ineffectualness 

through a parody of ethical and existential investment in texts.10 In Will Schwalbe’s The End of Your 

Life Book Club, characters in books are mediating figures illuminating aspects of his dying  mother’s 

history or personality in ways that enhance or challenge the bibliomemoirist’s understanding of his 

loved one and her world.11 In Walker’s Reading by Moonlight, books extend the self into parallel lives, 

                                                           
6 Joyce Carol Oates, "Deep Reader: Rebecca Mead's My Life in Middlemarch," The New York Times 2014, accessed 
September 5, 2019, https://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/26/books/review/rebecca-meads-my-life-in-
middlemarch.html.  
7Oates, “Deep Reader”. 
8 Adam Zachary Newton, Narrative Ethics (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2009), 56. 
9 Briggs's empirical study demonstrates C.S. Lewis's claim that children's reading is participatory in nature and can be 
applied to adult reading. Melody Briggs, How Children Read Biblical Narrative: An Investigation of Children’s Readings of the 
Gospel of Luke (Eugene: Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2017), 132; also see C.S Lewis, "Hamlet: The Prince or the 
Poem?," in Modern Shakespearean Criticism: Essays on Style: Dramaturgy, and the Major Plays, ed. Alvin B. Kernan (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1970), 301–311. 
10 Gekoski, Outside of a Dog. 
11 Will Schwalbe, The End of Your Life Book Club (Waterville: Thorndike Press, 2012). 
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providing an escape from the reality of the writer’s illness and a re-articulation of the somatic, 

relational and psychological touchstones of her aesthetic existence. In each case, hermeneutical 

entry into the world of the chosen texts is a precursor to ironic or sincere re-envisioning of the 

bibliomemoirist’s world. These moments of clarity realised through particular reading practices 

and experiences can be considered as mini-climaxes giving shape and tension to the story of the 

bibliomemoirist’s journeying toward narrative-existential wholeness; whether actively sought or 

not, such wholeness is often destined to remain out of reach.  

Scriptural Reminiscence as Life-writing 

Oates uses contemporary interdisciplinary nomenclature to map a field practised, I argue, since 

antiquity. Bibliomemoir embodies a secular text-inspired variant of life-writing using sacred 

narrative(s) in the articulation of a narrative identity. Historically speaking, confessional Christian 

scriptural reminiscence such as that practised by Augustine (354–430 CE) is any form of self-

narrativising that uses biblical stories as its “role model and motivator for us to remember, share 

and interpret our own and each other’s stories.”12 Practical theologian Matthew Antsey affirms 

that “scriptural stories…do not simply offer a means of arriving at narrative truth by 

indirection;...rather, they are intrinsic to autobiography itself, providing crucial (sub)plots to issues 

of faith, morality, purpose, the after-life, belonging, beauty, reconciliation, and so forth.”13 The 

reader of Scripture situates his or her life story within the tapestry of meditations concerning God 

and God’s relationship to humanity, thus reconfiguring the reader’s notion of self as an enduring 

character within the foundation story of God.   

Methodology 

Augustine’s participatory ontology of Scripture reading can illuminate bibliomemoir’s participatory 

structure. Participatory reading practice denotes a holistic hermeneutical involvement in chosen 

texts as precursor to re-envisioning the world. In a sense bibliomemoir, which narrates the story 

of one’s experience in the world through the mediation of books, honours the world-shaping 

potential of books in a way analogous to the transformative contemplative seeing of Christian 

spirituality. Participation in the world of the texts opens up a reparative space within the world of 

12 R.A. Rost, "Spiritual Need Five: Providing Quality Pastoral Care as a Congregation," Journal of Religion, Spirituality 
and Ageing 17, no. 3-4 (2008): 127. 
13 Matthew Antsey, "Scriptural Reminiscence and Narrative Gerontology: Jacob's Wrestling with the Unknown 
(Genesis 32)," in Ageing, Disability and Spirituality: Addressing the Challenge of Disability in Later Life (London: Jessica 
Kingsley Publishers, 2008), 108. 
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the writer as reader, creating the possibility of narrative-existential wholeness as articulated by 

hermeneutist Paul Ricoeur.14  

In Time and Narrative, Ricoeur defines ‘wholeness’ as a quality of the narrative experience afforded 

by plot, and depicts a movement towards narrative wholeness that is secured when the self-as-

narrative is oriented in terms of a unifying principle or goal.15 He builds on modern philosopher 

Immanuel Kant’s ‘productive imagination’ and classical philosopher Aristotle’s notion of 

‘emplotment’ to postulate that plot offers a natural way of imposing a temporal order on events.16 

Emplotment, or integrating human lives in time, is what stories ideally do. Emplotment is an 

activity of the mind that “‘grasps together’ and integrates into one whole and complete story 

multiple and scattered events.”17 On the one hand, there is ‘concordance’, or a certain pressure, to 

refigure the jumble of events according to the classic Aristotelian narrative model – a plot with 

beginning, middle, and end; every event is connected and makes sense in relation to its ending. On 

the other hand, this “model is not purely a model of concordance, but rather of discordant 

concordance.”18 The self-as-narrative is fractured by the encroachment of the surprising and tragic, 

but the incorporation of such events only makes the whole more meaningful.19 Here, Ricoeur 

draws on Augustine’s understanding of time’s evanescence. Things future and past are always 

being reinterpreted in light of a continuous present. The self-as-narrative is continually being 

reshaped, according to the movements of flux that mark one’s existence in time, but keeps its 

shape insofar as it is oriented toward some projected end.20  

Wholeness is thereby a narrative-existential wholeness manifesting in a coherence of the self-as-

narrative. Moreover, the experience of its opposite will produce a lapse of narrative coherence or 

aporia, a lack of closure and finality. The self, as Ricoeur posits in Oneself as Another, will be open to 

                                                           
14 Paul Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, trans. Kathleen McLaughlin and David Pellauer (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1984), 38-44. Oneself as Another, trans. Kathleen Blamey (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1992), 
113–47. 
15 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 42. 
16 For Ricoeur, Kant's notion of 'productive imagination' refers to that capacity of the imagination to augment reality 
by re-structuring perceptions. It is placed in conjunction with an Aristotelian narrative theory of emplotment; which 
is to say that emplotment is not purely reproductive, but a living, creative process subject to tension and risk. 
Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol.1, 68; see also George H. Taylor, "Ricoeur’s Philosophy of Imagination," in Journal of 
French Philosophy 16, no. 1 and 2 (2006): 93–104. 
17 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, x, 31–51.  
18 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 42. 
19 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, xi, 31–45, 67.  
20 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, xi, 5–30. The Augustinian notion of time could be said to differ from Ricoeur’s, 
lending a non-linear dimension to the narrativity of Confessions. However, Confessions manifests emplotment in a 
certain mode and to a certain degree – with an overarching movement toward wholeness constituting the 
momentum of the narrative, even as it is partially offset by a certain diffusiveness. M.B. Pranger demonstrates “how 
the polyphony of voices in the Confessions is both scattered and held together thanks to the manifestation of time as a 
simultaneous presence and absence.” He discusses the Augustinian notion of time as thematised in Book 11, “Time 
and Eternity.” M.B. Pranger, “Time and Narrative in Augustine’s Confessions,” The Journal of Religion, 81, no. 3 (2001): 
377-393.  
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other worlds, other visions that transmute its essence.21 In Time and Narrative, he suggests that the 

reader will try to “incorporate …into [his or her] vision of the world the lessons of [his or her] 

readings”.22 In Oneself as Another, he adds that the dissonance between the imaginary world of the 

narrative and the world of the reader’s experience pushes him or her back into the search for other 

texts. This dialectic whereby the self-understanding is challenged (‘dispossession’) and refigured 

(‘reconfiguration’) by each text approximates the tension between appropriation and surrender.23 

This tension characterises the reader’s interaction with the text in bibliomemoir and scriptural 

reminiscence. Ricoeur’s definition of narrative-existential wholeness frames my account of the way 

this impulse toward wholeness is constantly, but differently, thwarted in bibliomemoir and 

scriptural reminiscence. This integration of self – in relation to others, the world, and God – 

through the participatory dimension of reading which mirrors the world of the writer back to the 

reader through the mediation of texts, is a movement intrinsic to both bibliomemoir and scriptural 

reminiscence.  

 

Augustine’s Practice of Scriptural Reminiscence in Confessions 

Historical theologians Rowan Williams, David Meconi, and Michael Cameron refer to Augustine’s 

hermeneutics as an incarnational hermeneutics of the self par excellence. Williams identifies 

Augustine’s theological understanding of the Incarnation as an event that stages the collision of 

the human and the divine: “God stoops to become a righteous human being so that, as human but 

not sinful, he may intercede for us so that, created though we are, we may still contemplate God.”24 

Meconi adds that Augustine adapts the Platonic concept of participation to denote the means by 

which God’s Incarnation is realised in history.25 Cameron, transposing Augustine’s concept of 

participation into the setting of biblical hermeneutics, identifies a participatory dynamic in which 

Augustine “imitates this Christological pattern of humble reciprocation when Augustine 

transposes himself into [the biblical] characters.”26  

Augustine wrote Confessions between the ages of forty-three and forty-five. In the first ten of 

                                                           
21 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 122–4. 
22 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 3, trans. Kathleen Blamey and David Pellauer (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
1988), 179. 
23 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 147. 
24 Rowan Williams, "Augustine's Christology: Its Spirituality and Rhetoric," in In the Shadow of the Incarnation: Essays on 
Jesus Christ in the Early Church in Honor of Brian E. Daley, ed. Peter W. Martens (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 2008), 144. 
25 David Meconi, "The Incarnation and the Role of Participation in St. Augustine’s Confessions," Augustinian Studies 29, 
no. 2 (1998): 64. 
26 Michael Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere: Augustine's Early Figurative Exegesis (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 290. 
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thirteen books, he relates his struggle with sin and sin’s effect upon his life – in adolescence and 

even after turning to God at thirty-one. Historical theologian Henry Chadwick characterises 

Confessions as “autobiographical narrative…a polemical work, at least as much a self-vindication as 

an admission of mistakes.”27 Similarly, literary historian Paula Fredriksen, reading Confessions as 

autobiography, calls Augustine’s text a “brilliant and profoundly original work of creative 

theology…[combining] biblical interpretation, late Platonism, and anti-Manichean polemic with 

haunting autobiographical narrative.”28 This eclectic mix of styles in Confessions reveals Augustine’s 

reflexive appropriation of his chosen texts, particularly Scripture as authoritative text. 

The Latin derivative of the word ‘confession’ (confessio) can mean an act implying “admission of 

guilt”, “acknowledgement”, or “proof.”29 In Augustine’s time, confessio also means “praise, worship, 

thanksgiving.”30 For Augustine, confession is a practice of shared and individual devotion in 

Christian community that aims to build up believers and non-believers alike in faith to God 

through the authentication of inner truth. Confession does not simply entertain the hearer nor 

actualise the self, but orients both self and hearer to a belief in a living God.31 Confessional texts 

such as Confessions have a divine-human focus in discursively framing the experience of divine-

human encounter, so enabling readers to experience what it is like to relate to a living God by 

transposing the ‘voice’ of Scripture into the idiom of the self.32  

As a confessional form of scriptural reminiscence, Augustine’s Confessions has a person-centric 

focus (Books 1–10) that is eclipsed by a theocentric focus (Books 11–13). This divine-human focus 

“complicates [scholarly] views of the Confessions’ compositional integrity” and attempts to fit 

                                                           
27 Henry Chadwick, Introduction: The Confessions, Oxford World’s Classics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), ix. 
28 Paula Fredriksen, "The Confessions as Autobiography," in A Companion to Augustine, ed. Mark Vessey (Hoboken: 
Blackwell, 2012), 87. Late Platonism refers to the school of thought that originated in the third century, which 
attempts to harmonise the ideas of Plato and Aristotle with ancient religious and philosophical traditions. 
Manicheanism is a spiritualist philosophy perceived as a heresy in the Christian world of Augustine's time. The 
theological essence of Manicheanism is a spiritual-material dualism of God and anti-God. For scholarly treatments 
of these ideas as they relate to Augustine's wider theological matrix, see Fredriksen, “The Confessions as 
Autobiography”; Shon H. Kraley, "Neoplatonic Influences in Augustine's Confessions," Anthos 1, no. 1 (1990): 47–50.  
29 P.G.W. Glare, "Confessio," in Oxford Latin Dictionary (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1982). 
30Confessio and the concepts it designates - confession of sin, praise of God, profession of faith - originate from the 
Vulgate. Cornelius Mayer, "Confessio," in Augustinus-Lexikon, ed. Cornelius Mayer et al (Basel: Schwabe & Co.,1986–
94), Col. 1122; Chadwick affirms that the title of Confessions “carries a conscious double meaning, of confession as 
praise, as well as of confession as acknowledgement of faults." Chadwick, Introduction: The Confessions, ix.  
31Augustine penned three brief testimonies about Confessions in separate works -- Retractationes, II, 6 (427 CE), De dono 
perseverantiae, XX, 53 (428 CE), and Letter to Darius (429 CE). They sketch the purpose, form, and content of his 
composition: "My Confessions, in thirteen books, praise the righteous and good God as they speak either of my evil or 
good, and they are meant to excite men's minds and affections toward him." It would seem from these testimonies 
that the doxological function is primary for Augustine. Augustine of Hippo, "Augustine’s Testimony Concerning the 
Confessions," in Confessions and Enchiridion, vol.7, ed. and trans. Albert C. Outler (London: SCM Press, 1955), 24. 
32 Cameron explores how Augustine identifies Scripture as the medium of the divine-human encounter. Scriptural 
reminiscence involves the incorporation of the human dimension of reading into the Christological. Michael Cameron. 
"Augustine and Scripture," in A Companion to Augustine, ed. Mark Vessey (Hoboken: John Wiley and Sons, 2013), 200–
214. 
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Augustine’s practice of memoir into modern secular paradigms of Western autobiography.33 But 

the question of genre in Confessions becomes more straightforward when the text is considered as 

a confession – a powerful, idiosyncratic mix of life-writing and theology. The divine-human focus 

of Confessions is manifest in its form, theme, and manner of composition, as well as in Augustine’s 

use of Scripture. 

Augustine’s onto-theological concept of participation, adapted from Platonic thought, frames his 

own account of the convergence of the divine and human. For the Platonist, reading is a hubristic 

individual reclamation of recollected knowledge. For Augustine, reading is not so much ‘neo-

Platonic ascent’ but has an incarnational logic; Christ condescends to participate in the fallen 

figures of humanity, in order that human beings might be recreated in God’s image.34 Transposing 

such a concept into the setting of biblical hermeneutics, reading is an act of ‘downward 

participation’, in which the reader humbly transposes himself or herself into the biblical figures as 

precursor to being transfigured.35  

Augustine applies participatory reading in Confessions. Cameron attributes to Augustine this 

meaning of the Latin verb ‘transfigurare’: incorporation of the believer into Christ himself, not 

abstractly but concretely. Christ’s transfiguration of Augustine the reader/writer into Christ 

himself means that Christ speaks in Augustine’s persona.36 Augustine does not look ‘at’ textual 

figures to analyse their inner workings, hence producing literary abstractions one step removed 

from the scriptural text. Rather, he positions himself as the leading figure in this drama of the soul 

which borrows its framework from the biblical narrative of fall and redemption. He re-interprets 

remembered deeds, events, and persons by re-identifying them in terms of biblical characters to 

illuminate all things past and future with new meaning. Even seemingly innocuous deeds like 

stealing pears are now understood in their psychic depths as rebellion against God. Augustine’s 

humble act of self-transposition effects a deepening re-patterning of the worlds of thought and 

action, imbuing his self-understanding with wholeness. Just as Augustine is immersed in the world 

of Scripture, allowing its words and world to become his own, so readers of Confessions are similarly 

illuminated by the same scriptural story as their ‘I’ and Augustine’s ‘I’ converge.37 

The iconic story of Augustine stealing pears in Book 2 of Confessions illustrates his practice of 

                                                           
33 Fredriksen, "The Confessions as Autobiography," 87–91. 
34 Meconi, "The Incarnation and the Role of Participation in St. Augustine’s Confessions," 61–75.  
35 James O’Donnell, Confessions: Commentary on Books 1–7, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992). 
36 Michael Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 290–1; see also Michael Cameron, "Transfiguration: Christology and 
the Roots of Figurative Exegesis in St. Augustine," StudPatr 33 (1997), 40–7.  
37 Augustine deploys the transfigurative function in biblical exegesis in his expositions on the Psalms, for example 
Psalm 30, n.2 and Psalm 40, n.5, "Expositions on the Psalms," in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, First Series, ed. Philip 
Schaff (Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Co., 1888).   
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scriptural reminiscence. Augustine retrospectively examines the ‘why’ and ‘how’ of his sin, 

particularly as this relates to theological questionings concerning the nature, origin, and object of 

sin. The literal referent is Augustine’s experience of stealing pears, but he also “rhetorically 

construct[s]” this sin as “a direct window, unobstructed by the particularities of wants and desires, 

onto the essence of sin itself.”38 Rather than analysing the circumstances surrounding his sinful 

act, Augustine meditates on the nature of sin itself:      

There was a pear tree near our vineyard laden with fruit, though attractive in neither 

colour nor taste. To shake the fruit of  the tree and carry off  the pears, I and a gang 

of  naughty adolescents set off  late at night, after (in our usual pestilential way) we had 

continued our game in the streets. We carried off  a huge load of  pears. But they were 

not for our feasts but merely to throw to the pigs. Even if  we ate a few, nevertheless 

our pleasure lay in doing what was not allowed.39 

Augustine, writing introspective autobiography, foregrounds an inner motivation for the sin: he 

does it because it “was not allowed.” But this remark in itself presents sin as a conundrum. His 

wanting to sin defies logical description, since nothing reasonable has been obtained by it. This 

delight in nothingness marks the paradox of sin. Yet, his readers are able to participate in 

Augustine’s experience of sin, through the use of an image inscribed with the reality to which it 

points. Augustine nests the literal description of the pear-theft scene within a meditation on human 

depravity:  

Such was my heart, O God, such was my heart. You had pity on it when it was at the 

bottom of  the abyss. Now let my heart tell you what it was seeking there in that I became 

evil for no reason. I had no motive for wickedness except wickedness itself. It was foul 

and I loved it. I loved the self-destruction, I loved my fall, not the object for which I 

had fallen but my fall itself. My depraved soul leaped down from your firmament to 

ruin. I was seeking not to gain anything by shameful means, but shame for its own 

sake.40 (italics mine) 

Even the more literal descriptions are shot through with biblical imagery – the image of an “abyss” 

accompanies the paradox of “no motive for wickedness except wickedness itself.” ‘My heart…at 

the bottom of  the abyss” speaks of one’s own physical experience of being caught in a dark place, and 

‘my heart…at the bottom of  the abyss’ enables one to make imaginative extrapolation to the unseen 

                                                           
38 John C. Cavadini, "Book Two: Augustine's Book of Shadows," in A Reader’s Companion to Augustine’s Confessions, ed. 
Kim Paffenroth and Robert Kennedy (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2003), 31. 
39 Augustine, The Confessions, 29. 
40 Augustine, The Confessions, 29.  
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reality of the soul’s underlying emptiness when left to its natural devices.41 Augustine’s use of 

metaphor is modelled after that of the biblical text, in which the continuity of the figural and literal 

linguistically actualises the integration of the eternal and temporal.42 

According to Chadwick, Augustine identifies himself as “a new Catiline.”43 Augustine echoes the 

language of classical Roman historian Sallust (86-35 BCE): “It was said of one brutal and cruel 

man [Cataline] that he was evil and savage without reason...”44 In his exposition of Psalm 108, n.3, 

Augustine also refers to Sallust’s depiction of Catiline: “Even among secular writers the judgment 

was passed on a very depraved person that he ‘was evil and cruel from choice, without 

provocation’.”45 Augustine overlays the Catiline figure with the biblical image of Lucifer, that age-

old Adversary who had “leaped down from [God’s] firmament to ruin”. Augustine’s retrospective 

articulation of his experience in Luciferian terms is an exegesis and re-voicing of the narrated 

experience of his rejection of God.46 Augustine illustrates his manner of participation in the 

narrative of Lucifer’s fall: 

Therefore in the act of  theft, what was the object of  my love, in what way did I 

viciously and perversely imitate my Lord? Was my pleasure to break your law, but by 

deceit since I had not the power to do that by force? Was I acting like a prisoner with 

restricted liberty who does without punishment what is not permitted, thereby making an assertion of  

possessing a dim resemblance to omnipotence?...What a monstrous life and what an abyss of  

death!47 (italics mine) 

There is an intimate tonal and thematic resonance with the language of Isaiah 14:12-15: 

How you have fallen from heaven…You have been cast down to the earth…You said 

in your heart, “I will ascend to the heavens; I will raise my throne above the stars of  

God…I will ascend above the top of  the clouds; I will make myself  like the Most High. 

                                                           
41 According to Augustine, signs, namely words, are more than conventional indicators. There is an ontological 
correspondence of sign (signum) and thing (res). It is on this basis that Augustine can speak of the sacramentality of 
signs, namely words – signs have "signifying and causative functions (the latter emphatically arising from the sign-
concept) and portray the fundamental mediatorial function in the discussion of sacraments in the Western Church." 
Notger Slenczka, "Sign," in The Encyclopedia of Christianity, ed. Geoffrey William Bromiley and Erwin Fahlbusch 
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 6,7. 
42 Alison Searle, The Eyes of Your Heart: Literary and Theological Trajectories of Imagining Biblically, Paternoster Theological 
Monographs (Eugene: Wipf and Stock, 2009), 186. For a modern articulation of Augustine’s understanding of 
metaphor, see C.S. Lewis, “Transposition” in C.S. Lewis: Essay Collection and Other Short Pieces, ed. L. Walmsley 
(London: Harper Collins, 2000), 267–78.   
43 Augustine, The Confessions, 29. 
44 Augustine, The Confessions, 30.  
45 Augustine of Hippo, Expositions of the Psalms, 99–120, ed. Boniface Ramsey, trans. Maria Boulding, pt. III, vol. 19, 
The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century (New York: New City Press, 2003), 242; Sallust, 
The War with Catiline, trans. John C. Rolfe (Chicago: Loeb Classical Library, 1921), n.16. 
46 See Cavadini, "Book Two: Augustine's Book of Shadows," 25–52; Cameron, "Augustine and Scripture," 200, 213. 
47 Augustine, The Confessions, 32. 
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But you are brought down to the realm of  the dead, to the depths of  the pit.48 (italics 

mine) 

Augustine’s narrative is not a simple reproduction, but an exegesis of the biblical narrative. He 

imagines Lucifer’s experience of seeking ascendency as an end in itself, making himself “like the 

Most High”. Augustine uses his own experience to exegete the biblical text, for the motivations of 

Lucifer are recognisable in the mirror of Augustine’s own. Augustine locates the motive for his sin 

thus: “Was I acting like a prisoner with restricted liberty who does without punishment what is 

not permitted, thereby making an assertion of possessing a dim resemblance to omnipotence?”  

Augustine, seeing his actions not simply as violations of a code of conduct but as rebellion against 

God, places his actions within the horizon of the biblical story of estrangement and redemption. 

Augustine reads Catiline, that diabolical figure who loved evil for its own sake, in a way that 

accentuates the beauty of its antithesis which is God. For, instead of entering into the despair that 

such a figure can inspire, Augustine refigures his perceptions of Catiline in line with his own godly 

intention.  He ‘voices’ the words of the biblical text to attain a wholeness of meaning that springs 

from its depths. Augustine’s world is transparent with biblical-theological meaning, and his unique 

vision of Christ in and through the everyday informs his readers’ way of seeing and living in the 

world.  

 

Brenda Walker’s Practice of Bibliomemoir in Reading by Moonlight:  

How Books Saved a Life 

Literary critic Bernadette Brennan interprets Walker’s Reading by Moonlight as illness narrative.49 

Richard Freadman defines ‘illness narrative’ as a metaphorisation of the self experiencing illness.50 

Walker synthesises such metaphors to articulate her experience as a cancer patient. Brennan also 

postulates that in Walker’s bibliomemoir, reading enacts an oscillation between the ideal of a 

deeper whole and the lived reality of the fractured self.51 In the midst of fracture, Walker recovers 

                                                           
48 All biblical citations in this article are taken from the The Holy Bible: New International Version (Grand Rapids: 
Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1984). 
49 Bernadette Brennan, "‘Alone and in Close Company’: Reading and Companionship in Brenda Walker’s Reading 
by Moonlight," Australian Literary Studies 27, no. 1 (2012): 62–75. 
50 Richard Freadman, "Clinging to the Shreds of the Self: Life Writing and Illness in Inga Clendinnen’s Tiger Eye," 
Life Writing 9, no. 4 (2012): 378. Memoir theorists such as Freadman and Arthur Frank demonstrate that metaphors 
for illness in some way embody, mediate, and generate the writerly self's understanding of the illness experience. 
Conversely, Susan Sontag, Christina Middlebrook, and others argue that illness narratives are simply ornaments or 
allusions to the illness experience and serve no integral function in the articulation of the seriously ill self. Arthur 
Frank, The Wounded Storyteller: Body, Illness and Ethics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997); Susan Sontag, 
Illness as Metaphor (London: Allen Lane, 1979); Christina Middlebrook, Seeing the Crab: A Memoir of Dying (New York: 
Basic Books, 1996). 
51 Brennan, “Alone and in Close Company,” 62.  
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fleeting moments of wholeness as she is continually constituted and reconstituted in the mirror of 

her chosen texts, analogous to Augustine’s ever-deepening experience of wholeness as he reads 

himself more deeply into the biblical narrative.  

Walker, novelist and professor of English literature, described how engagement with different 

texts sustained her during her treatment for, and recovery from, breast cancer. Her bibliomemoir 

consists of five sections: Surgery, Chemotherapy, Radiation, Reconstruction, and Survival. At the 

Narrative and Healing Symposium following her recovery, Walker emphasised that:  

If  I had written anything other than Reading by Moonlight...that writing might have been 

competent but it would have been hollow and remote from me, and evading the 

subject of  cancer would have consolidated invisible personal damage.52 

In that moment of illness, life-writing was her way to truthfully respond to present wounds. She 

accomplished this, not by purposefully seeking to fit perceptions of her wounds within a single 

pre-existing narrative, but by registering through her reading of other writings the ‘companionship’ 

and insights of others in a dynamic and ever-evolving process of meaning-making.53  

I observe that, as reader, Walker is constantly indwelling multiple worlds, making and breaking 

connections to structure and restructure her vision of self, other, and world in order to assuage 

the fracturing of the self produced by illness. This ebb and flow of the narrative vision, its 

harmonising and re-harmonising to accommodate the insights of multiple texts, gives her 

bibliomemoir the feel of an extended daydream. At times, she seemingly arrives at a shimmering 

wholeness of meaning through the undulating fragments of language, only for that seeming totality 

to collapse and cascade into a new configuration. She describes this reading strategy:  

We shouldn’t have a passion for storytelling if  we cared only for the world of  facts, 

because storytelling is a way of  adjusting the facts, of  lending some and not others 

weight and significance, of  arranging them in a time and an order that we determine 

for ourselves.54 

At one point in her bibliomemoir, Walker expresses her wish to have her American ex-colleague’s 

“thoughts on [the American writer] Melville.” But she does “have [the ex-colleague’s office] view, 

which is most beautiful at twilight, when the sky softens into violet and the river shines in the 

                                                           
52 Brenda Walker, "Narrative and Healing" (Speech delivered at the Narrative and Healing  
Symposium, University of Sydney, Sydney, NSW on September 3, 2010). 
53 Brennan discusses how Walker’s reading and writing are motivated by a desire for companionship through illness 
in “Alone and in Close Company”. 
54 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 111. 
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distance.”55 This juxtaposition of “thoughts on Melville” and beauty of the office view implies, 

rather than prescribes, a feeling of convergence of her inner and outer worlds. She metaphorically 

links ‘vision’ with ‘view’, suggesting poetically that the two are continuous and that many American 

writers are noted for their evocation of the natural landscape. She then describes another 

colleague’s “room full of unusual things…The most lovely thing he owns is a lobster made in 

Kyoto.”56 The image of the handcrafted metal lobster allows her to link Melville’s craft and the 

marine setting of Moby-Dick57 with her metaphor for writing as “a boat, a cradle of flotation for 

the writer and reader.”58  Writing, for all its artifice, can contain and direct the soul across the ebb 

and tide of life. This eliding focus of Walker’s vision is like the undulation of the sea – themes 

recur and remix in a cascading configuration of images, ideas, and stories. 

Walker uses texts as stimuli that enrich, and are enriched by, the images of her personal past. For 

example, she is sensitive to traditional interpretations of the ancient The Tosa Diary written by 

Japanese provincial governor Ki No Tsurayuki and the biblical book of Isaiah.59 She appreciates 

the Christian notion of the personhood of God as ultimate reality, using Isaiah’s evocation of God 

the Father promising to carry his children to safety: “I have made you and I will bear the burden, 

I will carry you and will bring you to safety.”60 This image resonates with her childhood experience 

of being rescued by her father from a flood. At the same time, she appreciates the ultimate 

evanescence of things that The Tosa Diary seems to illustrate, as in the scene she narrates:  

A child has died, and must be left behind. In one poem, she is compared to a pearl. 

Ki No Tsurayuki adds a few lines after the poem: “Thus he spoke in memory of  his 

little daughter, for a parent is apt to become very childish. Some may object that she 

was not like a pearl; be that as it may, the child is dead, and it is no empty compliment 

to say she had a beautiful face.”61  

The epigraph and shining pearl-like face remind Walker of the sorrow of bereavement and fuel 

her desire not to leave her father similarly bereaved if she dies. In The Tosa Diary, death or transition 

is part of the effervescing fabric of living; in Isaiah, God the Father is a refuge against the flux. 

These traditional interpretations are tonally adjusted to frame her complex experience as a cancer 

                                                           
55 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 104. 
56 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 104. 
57 Herman Melville, Moby-Dick (London: Penguin, 2004).  
58 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 105. 
59 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 30–35; Ki No Tsurayuki, The Tosa Diary, trans. William N. Porter (Vermont, Charles 
E. Tuttle & Co., 1981), 97–8, 133; Isaiah 46:4. 
60 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 34. Here, Walker alludes to God the Father in Isaiah 53:16, and re-voices Isaiah 46:4: 
“Even to your old age and gray hairs I am he, I am he who will sustain you. I have made you and I will carry you; I 
will sustain you and I will rescue you.”   
61 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 32. 
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patient with the support and encouragement of her family as an anchor against this flux.  

Walker’s purpose in reading and writing is intimately linked to her experience of illness. She deals 

with her fear of illness and death, and the surprises the prospect of death works upon her sense of 

self. She evokes themes from works of various authors to illuminate different facets of her 

experience. Musing on Edgar Allan Poe’s literary preoccupation with death, she notes the wilful 

ignorance of death that is an existential hallmark of our postmodern experience: “These days we’ve 

turned our faces to the wall in the matter of death and loss.”62 She then likens herself to a character 

in Don DeLillo’s novel The Body Artist to exemplify the sense of disillusionment that accompanies 

the experience of sudden illness. “Lauren is ‘the dictator’ of her body, and I too had confidence in 

the health and submission of my physical self. It did what it was told.”63 Illness and rupture of the 

self-as-narrative go together. Illness dispels the illusion of control – both of the self-as-narrative 

and of bodily experience which, in a sense, it vitally expresses. Walker adds: “Malone Dies became 

one of the books of my life…in Malone Dies [Beckett] shows us that there can be something apart 

from helplessness and despair in waiting for the end of a life, the end of a story.”64 The themes of 

rupture, loss of control, and hope indicate Walker’s desire for wholeness through participation in 

the imaginary world of narrative. These themes are repeated throughout her own story, expressing 

her implicit desire for wholeness of the self-as-narrative. Nonetheless, there is no real integration 

of thematic threads into one coherent narrative. 

Walker discloses the power of narrative to compose her sense of self ruptured by illness: 

Illness has made me consider what might be redemptive, and to value, the fact that 

the most devastated lives are surely also touched, if  only briefly, with an unremitting 

hopeful sense of  purpose. Sometimes, in places where ill people gather – this purpose 

is concentrated on personal narrative, on the ordinary task of  telling a neighbour a 

story, and the act itself  is charged with life, even though the story may concern the 

end of  it.65 

Walker confesses that storytelling has sustained her through cancer treatment: 

And so, four years distant from my own diagnosis...A heightened sense of  the 

significance of  narrative is what developed when I was in the trap of  cancer. Of  

                                                           
62 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 10; Kenneth Silverman, Edgar A. Poe: Mournful and Never-ending Remembrance (New 
York: HarperCollins, 1992), 217. 
63 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 11; Don DeLillo, The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2001), 57. 
64 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 17; Samuel Beckett, Malone Dies: A Novel, vol. 13, Collected Works of Samuel Beckett 
(New York: Grove Press, 1970). 
65 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 85. 
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course, narrative is not simply the details of  life as it is lived; narrative is a process of  

observing and ordering these details, watching and shaping, and then handing the 

shaped thing – the story, the memoir, the novel – on to others.66  

Walker quotes James Wood in her epigraph: “Can the shape of the healing possibly fit the size of 

the wound?”67 She leaves this question for her readers to answer, but Brennan’s’ answer is ‘yes’. 

Brennan posits:  

A well-wrought narrative operates as an agent of  healing for both the writing self  and 

the wider reading community. That healing comes about not just through the crafting 

of  the story but crucially through the sharing of  that story... [S]torytelling is a 

conversation in which the reader is invited to bear witness to the experiences of  

someone or something beyond the individual self. 68 

Walker highlighted her search for meaning in texts at the symposium: “Storytelling is the opposite 

of drowning.”69 The act of storytelling is metaphorised as a kind of epistemic grasping at self-

anchoring truth. In her bibliomemoir, Walker cites Karen Blixen in likening pearls to poet’s tales: 

“disease turned into loveliness, at the same time transparent and opaque…Not all stories form 

around disease, but most have a central irritant.”70 This notion that illness and suffering is the 

irritant in which the pearl of story is wrought reveals Walker’s motivation behind reading and 

writing. Storytelling is regenerative, producing epistemic substance paradoxically in the place of 

emptiness and pain. This evocation of inner substance recurs in Haruki Murakami’s image of the 

reader as an egg, “a unique, irreplaceable soul, enclosed in a fragile shell.”71 Walker extrapolates: 

‘In a serious illness, when the self seems to crack a little, we might reach for a novel to remind 

ourselves that even when we fear being broken we are still full…”72 Walker reads and writes 

because she wants to transmute her suffering into words, to find an epistemic home for the facts 

of suffering and illness. Shifting biological, social, psychological, and other boundaries of the soul 

in pain destabilise the self-as-narrative and drive Walker to find wholeness in the worlds of other 

                                                           
66 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 168–9. 
67 Wood reviews Marilynne Robinson's "The Homecoming" in The New Yorker: "Behind all of Robinson’s work 
lies an abiding interest in the question of heavenly restoration. As she puts it in 'Housekeeping', there is a law of 
completion, requiring that everything 'must finally be made comprehensible...What are all these fragments for, if not 
to be knit up finally?' But will this restoration ever be enough? Can the shape of the healing possibly fit the size of 
the wound?" James Wood, "The Homecoming," in The Best American Magazine Writing 2009, ed. American Society of 
Magazine Editors (New York: Columbia University Press, 2009), 266.  
68 Brennan, "Alone and in Close Company," 73. 
69 Walker, "Narrative and Healing". 
70 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 172; Karen Blixen [Isak Dinesen, pseud.]. Anecdotes of Destiny (London: University of 
Chicago Press, 1958), 12.  
71 Haruki Murakami, “The Novelist in Wartime,” February 23, 2009, accessed November 28, 2019, 
http://salemshalom.blogspot.com/2009/02/novelist-in-wartime.html. 
72 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 122.  
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texts. Yet, this wholeness is short-lived, because no pre-existing narrative can fully contain the 

self’s effervescence in illness.  

Feminist philosopher Hélène Cixous marks an operation central in the composition of illness 

narratives: “locating the metaphor in the place of suffering.”73 In attempting to communicate out 

of the depths of pain, Walker uses metaphorical language to transubstantiate her experience. 

Somatic, relational, and psychological realities structure the logic of her self-articulations in a way 

that transfigures dominant metaphors of weaving that she has inherited or acquired.74  However, 

the metaphors also impinge upon the world of her experience. This ambivalent tension between 

surrender and appropriation sets up a dialectic, whereby the self-understanding is challenged and 

refigured by multiple texts.75 In other words, the (fictional) self is dialectically produced through 

narrative exchange with the Other – a process that requires language. Put succinctly by feminist 

biblical critic Elizabeth Fiorenza, a text “sets experience in motion and structures 

transformations.”76 

The reading and writing of narrative plays an ambivalent role in Walker’s healing process. Story is 

paradoxically a protection as well as a disruption. On the one hand, she describes story as a 

protection – a “sweet enclosure for the ego.”77 She pictures “a kind of fish that sleeps in a bubble, 

an envelope of shiny material that flows from its mouth like soft wet glass and surrounds it, to 

protect it from minor predators.” Nonetheless this “glossy envelope” fails to protect it from a reef 

shark.78 In this allegory of the self’s fracturing in illness, the shark symbolises the onset of illness. 

The protective envelope is the narrative world the writer weaves through both reading and writing. 

The self as primary character is omniscient and vital to the existence of this world. Narrative creates 

the illusion of certainty, but the onset of reality causes violence to the self-as-narrative. On the 

other hand, Walker marks an experience of reading as a disruption – “a temporary loosening of 

the ego…We dissolve, just a little, we’re pleasurably lost. Then, in a few hours, we close the book 

and we’re home again, and this is welcome, even if the home of the self is poisoned, sick with 

difficult drugs and strangely lit.”79 She seeks to control the means and sources of her own self-

articulations, prizing the autonomy that illness functions to defuse. Nonetheless, she is also 

                                                           
73 Heather Walton, "Re-visioning the Subject in Literature and Theology," in Self/Same/Other: Re-Visioning the Subject 
in Literature and Theology. Playing the Texts, vol. 5, ed. Heather Walton and Andrew Hass (London: A&C Black, 2000), 
11; for a description of Cixous’ theory of metaphor, see Catherine MacGillivray, "Introduction: The Political Is (and 
the) Poetical," in Hélène Cixous, Manna for the Mandelstams for the Mandelas, trans. Catherine MacGillivray (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 1994), vii–ix. 
74 Walton, "Re-Visioning the Subject in Literature and Theology," 11–12. 
75 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 122–4. 
76 Elizabeth Fiorenza, Bread Not Stone: The Challenge of Feminist Biblical Interpretation (Boston: Beacon Press, 1995), xvii. 
77 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 18. 
78 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 17–18. 
79 Walker, Reading by Moonlight, 83.  
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paradoxically open to worlds she encounters through books, to other (imagined) visions that 

challenge and refigure her view of self, other, and world. Walker and her bibliomemoir readers are 

poised to find their own unique moments of emerging significance in this interchange of stories. 

 

Scriptural Reminiscence in the Theory and Practice of Bibliomemoir 

Augustine’s participatory ontology of Scripture reading in Confessions reflects, I argue, the 

mechanics of bibliomemoir in Reading by Moonlight and what Ricoeur defines as the impulse towards 

narrative-existential wholeness.  

Participatory Reading in Scriptural Reminiscence/Bibliomemoir 

In Confessions, Augustine enacts the “Christological pattern of humble reciprocation” to participate 

within the world of Scripture.80 He “reads his own life in the [biblical] figures [and] woos readers 

to see themselves in his self-analysis in the same scriptural mirror.”81 The readers of Confessions 

read through the eyes of Augustine, which is tantamount to reading through the eyes of Christ, 

who is the Everyman of life’s journey of faith.82 Historian Brian Stock articulates Augustine’s 

double-participatory approach as such:  

Christ and the apostles are interpreters of  the Old Testament even as they act; we [the 

readers] interpret their readings and actions as we read and act, and so forth. It is 

through the model as well as the meaning of  the stories that a community of  

readership overcomes the temporal distance that separates the two narratives in time.83  

In this way, scriptural reminiscence simulates the interaction of the faith community around 

Scripture as it is read, shared, and lived.84 

In Reading by Moonlight, Walker similarly combines insights from multiple texts to create an 

idiosyncratic knowledge of self, others, and world. The self is embedded in cultural contexts and 

borrows its shape from established models. But the self is also a creative agent that interweaves 

these cultural forms to produce an idiosyncratic interpretation of texts that is experientially, rather 

than ideologically, shaped. As Walker’s autobiographical ‘I’ enters momentarily into this or that 

                                                           
80 Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 290. 
81 Cameron, "Augustine and Scripture," 213. 
82 Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 292. 
83 Brian Stock, Augustine the Reader: Meditation, Self-Knowledge, and the Ethics of Interpretation (Cambridge: Belknap Press, 
1996), 165. 
84 For the historical constitution of Augustine’s theory of reading as a basis for his integrative notion of self, see 
Brian Stock, The Integrated Self: Augustine, The Bible, and Ancient Thought (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press), 2017. 
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discourse, this or that subject position, differences can be marked from within her own identity 

and between Walker’s and other identities. Walker’s self is re-constituted at the intersection of 

various texts and the bibliomemoir reader’s self inhabits a similar space, issuing in momentary 

tenuous nodes of intersubjectivity.  

In general terms, the bibliomemoir reader is invited to occupy the position of the bibliomemoirist 

in relation to the chosen texts. The bibliomemoirist as reader is both a “model and a medium” for 

the bibliomemoir reader to participate within the chosen texts as he or she did, so that the reader 

may become affectively drawn in and potentially transformed.85 When the reader participates in 

the story of the bibliomemoirist’s engagement with the texts, the ‘I’ of the reader and the ‘I’ of the 

bibliomemoirist intersect in the shared practice of reading. The ‘I’ of the bibliomemoirist mediates 

the encounter between reader and texts, thereby modelling to the reader his or her own existential-

ethical response to the texts. The bibliomemoirist exegetes his or her hermeneutical involvement 

in the texts, and the reader ideally enacts a meta-reading interactive and parallel with that of the 

bibliomemoirist, issuing in communality or dissonance. The reader has an additional frame-of-

reference with which to evaluate his or her own response to the texts. As such, the reader ideally 

participates in the creation of the reading community around the chosen texts as they are shared, 

read, and lived. Bibliomemoir as participation fosters the intersubjective construction of meaning 

by enabling the reader to negotiate his or her understanding of self, text, and world from this 

double-perspective. Bibliomemoir thus embodies a participatory framework that, in significant 

ways, re-enacts the participatory structure of Augustinian scriptural reminiscence. In both 

teleological and historical modes of bibliomemoir, interpretation of the bibliomemoir text is a 

participation in the world of the bibliomemoirist, in and through participation in the textual 

realities that the bibliomemoirist brings to life and communicates to the reader. Hence, 

bibliomemoir enacts a double-transformation for both bibliomemoirist and reader vis-à-vis his or 

her chosen texts.  

Impulse toward Narrative-Existential Wholeness in Scriptural Reminiscence/Bibliomemoir  

The subject of Augustine’s ‘bibliomemoir’ does paradigmatic work; and in narrating his experience 

of reading the Bible, the narrative is teleologically oriented toward the apotheosis of (self-)revelation. 

Augustine appropriates the goal of the biblical plotline as the ordering principle by which the 

inchoate stream of events that comprise his understanding of existence is organised into a narrative 

whole. In this ‘hero journey’ turned inwards, his visionary encounter with God is the decisive event 

                                                           
85 Cameron, Christ Meets Me Everywhere, 292. 
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that configures his inner narrative of emotional development and conflict.86 Augustine as reader is 

masculine, wholeness-infused, inward-looking, and continually oriented toward the revelation of 

an incarnate God to deepen his own self-examination, proceeding dialectically “upwards by 

revisions, [until he has] inwardly in view the essential source of knowledge, which is God.”87 This 

tension between concord and discord, as Ricoeur posits, governs the shaping of Augustine’s 

autobiographical narrative in Confessions.88 In so using the narrative to interpret his experience, and 

his experience to interpret the narrative, Augustine the reader becomes re-patterned away from 

despair and pride onto the pattern of hope and faith supplied in God’s incarnate Word.  

In Reading by Moonlight, the inevitable dissonance between composite representations of self and 

the world of Walker’s experience pushes her toward the incorporation of fresh images, ensuing in 

the constitution and reconstitution of the self-as-narrative. Ricoeur’s proposed dialectic comprises 

Walker’s search for wholeness in the midst of fragmentation, whereby self-understanding is 

challenged and refigured by multiple texts.89 Her reading of multiple texts destabilises the self and 

leads to a multiplicity of interpretation of self, other, and world. Walker’s writing is what Cixous 

refers to as a form of “women’s writing” or “feminine writing” that expresses the female self as 

open, embodied, destabilised, plural, autonomous, and oriented towards interconnectedness of 

others inasmuch as she uses these intersecting experiences to frame her reception of texts.90 Unlike 

Augustine, whose writing is an embodiment of an internal struggle, Walker externalises her pursuit 

of wholeness, remaining open to the claims of other worlds and voices in order to construct herself 

and her world afresh. 

For Augustine and Walker, reading is an act of existential and ethical re-patterning through the 

mediation of their chosen texts. Reading as an act of re-patterning creates “a reparative space for 

the world precisely within those textual wounds that enable semiotic problem-solving to occur 

within the reading community.”91 The bibliomemoirist explores existential questions such as ‘Who 

am I?’ and ‘How did I come to be?’ The self – confronted on the one hand with irreconcilable 

paradoxes of existence, and on the other with ambiguities of discourse – seeks a rapprochement 

of life and text, or a place in the world of meaning where the aporias of experience are accounted 

                                                           
86 For a framing of Augustine's Confessions as hero journey, see Jill Ker Conway, When Memory Speaks: Reflections on 
Autobiography (New York: Alfred and Knopf, 1998), 7–8. 
87 Stock, Augustine the Reader, 111. 
88 Ricoeur, Time and Narrative, vol. 1, 42.  
89 Ricoeur, Oneself as Another, 122–4. 
90 Hélène Cixous, "The Laugh of the Medusa." trans. Keith Cohen and Paula Cohen, Signs 1, no. 4 (1976): 875–93; 
for Cixous’ notion of feminine writing, see Verena Andermatt Conley, Hélène Cixous: Writing the Feminine (Lincoln: 
University of Nebraska Press), 1984. 
91 C.C. Pecknold, "Augustine and World Religions," in Augustine and World Religions, ed. John Doody, Brian Brown, 
and Kim Paffenroth (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2008), 103. 
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for. Thus, bibliomemoir, like scriptural reminiscence, is reparative in function – embodying a 

movement toward narrative wholeness that constitutes the inner momentum of its narrative.  

 

Conclusion 

Three salient features of bibliomemoir have emerged from my analysis. Firstly, bibliomemoir 

conceives the chosen texts as characters and perspectives within the bibliomemoirist’s life story, 

rather than as mere objects of analysis. Secondly, bibliomemoir extends the range of existential 

and ethical possibility offered to the self through a holistic participation in fictional realities. The 

bibliomemoirist represents his or her experience of the texts to re-enact for the bibliomemoir 

readers the history of his or her transformation in and through reading of chosen texts. As the 

readers read through the bibliomemoirist’s eyes, they enact their own meta-readings parallel and 

interactive with the bibliomemoirist’s meta-reading. In this way, bibliomemoir ideally simulates the 

constitution and interaction of the reading community around chosen texts as they are read, 

shared, and lived. Thirdly, bibliomemoir has a reparative purpose; the bibliomemoirist deploys 

chosen texts to imbue his or her self-as-narrative with wholeness. This impulse toward wholeness 

is constantly, but differently, thwarted in both scriptural reminiscence and bibliomemoir. 

My reading of Augustine’s and Walker’s ‘bibliomemoirs’ shows that one’s ontology of reading is 

the foundational shaping element in bibliomemoir. Attentiveness to the state of one’s existence – 

the way in which it plays out in the structural and the thematic direction of the self-as-narrative 

and tonalities of reading – is key to perceptive bibliomemoiristic writing. One may practically frame 

this reading and writing approach in terms of the existential questions that the bibliomemoirist 

demands of himself or herself and intuits of his or her readers. 

The bibliomemoirist is motivated by a set of questions other than those relating to the intricacies 

of technique – questions relating to the ‘who’, ‘how’, ‘where’, and ‘why’ of existence, all having 

crucial bearing on the approach to bibliomemoir practice. The bibliomemoirist exercises a 

particular intuitive reading strategy. In the course of reading, the bibliomemoirist asks himself or 

herself questions that arise through engagement with the narrated experiences of characters in his 

or her chosen texts. The bibliomemoirist models an approach to the appropriation of the chosen 

texts which is ‘mirrored’ by his or her bibliomemoir readers, when they are led to ask similar 

questions for themselves. Thus ensues a process which I call ‘existential mirroring’. 

For example, in Confessions, Augustine and his readers ask such questions of Scripture: Who is 

Christ and how can I know Christ? What did Christ experience? What were his motivations, 

passions or desires and how do they ‘mirror’ mine? What is sin and why am I a sinner?  
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Bibliomemoiristic writing is more than craft or ‘technical enterprise’; it becomes an exercise in 

human empathy, involving an openness to the Other that ensues in a continual reconfiguring of 

the self-as-narrative. 

Further Avenues for Research  

This study uses the conceptual resources of scriptural reminiscence to illuminate the theory and 

practice of bibliomemoir. However, a deeper understanding of how this newly emergent subgenre 

operates is needed – for instance, the disciplinary instrumentation used, relationship to culture, 

mode of authorship, textual mechanisms at work, and effect on the bibliomemoir reader.  

Among the diversity of potential scholarly applications, bibliomemoir can present a practice-led 

approach to a theory of reading. Bibliomemoir is a useful concept to delineate the interaction of a 

particular community of actual readers around the reading of particular texts. Literary critic Stanley 

Fish claims that shared meaning in a text is a construction of a particular reading community on 

the basis of an inherited interpretive tradition.92 But as discussed earlier, Ricoeur claims that shared 

meaning has a narrative-ontological basis exemplified in the experience of embodied reading of 

the biblical archetypes. Is the shape of the interpretation determined by the culturally specific angle 

of approach, or by the truth incarnated in the narratives itself? Such questions can be treated 

through the study of concrete acts of interpretation, and bibliomemoir provides a compelling 

framework for such an analysis.  
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Book Reviews 

   

Ptolemy I and the Transformation of Egypt, 404-282 BCE 

Edited by Paul McKechnie and Jennifer A. Cromwell 

Brill, 2018, eBook, 259 Pages, RRP EUR€110/USD$132.00, ISBN 9789004366961 

 

Scholarship concerning change in fourth century BCE Egypt principally focuses on the effects of 
Alexander the Great’s conquest in the final decades of that century as well as the consolidation 
performed by his successor in the region, Ptolemy, son of Lagus. While both Alexander and 
Ptolemy’s contributions were noteworthy and significant to the development of Egypt, the 
scholarly emphasis has obscured the reality that Egyptian society, politics and the economy were 
already in flux and that this would influence the extent of developments in Hellenistic Period Egypt.  

This consideration is the subject of the book under review. Ptolemy I and the Transformation of Egypt, 
404-282 BCE, edited by Paul McKechnie and Jennifer A. Cromwell, contextualises many of the 
changes attributed to Ptolemy, son of Lagus (and later, King of Egypt) as he secured control over 
Egypt. Originating from a conference at Macquarie University in Sydney, Australia in 2011, the 
book features seven papers (turned chapters) covering a wide range of aspects of Egyptian politics, 
society, religion and the economy such as the calendar system, coinage and the political economy, 
temple building, a reassessment of the Satrap Stele and the practice of cremation in early 
Alexandrian cemeteries as a marker of identity.   

The publication has many strengths, including its structure. While the predominant focus is on 
Ptolemy and his impact on the Egyptian landscape provides continuity across the chapters, each 
subject, be it coinage or calendars, is greatly contextualised and any relevant developments that 
took place during the fourth century BCE are addressed, with an extensive range of well-
researched evidence cited. This contextualisation reinforces the dynamism of Egypt in this period, 
moving away from attributing change to Ptolemy as its sole agent. This approach is established by 
the two excellent introductory chapters by Dorothy J. Thompson and Paul McKechnie 
respectively. In the first, Thompson focuses on Ptolemy and how his character and later, agenda 
were well suited to the Egyptian society that he encountered. In the second chapter, McKechnie 
establishes a history of conflict in fourth century BCE Egypt and in doing so situates Ptolemy 
within a broader fascination with Egyptian territory and a desire to claim it. These chapters 
together help reveal the dynamism of Egypt and provide an effective basis for the remainder of 
the volume to demonstrate how the decisions of previous leaders and events affected Ptolemy’s 
reforms. 

In the first chapter following Cromwell’s and McKechnie’s contributions, Chris Bennett discusses 
the calendar and dating system under Ptolemy I (and briefly, under his successor and son Ptolemy 
II). Bennett correctly argues that the calendar was used as an act of imperial policy under the reign 
of Ptolemy and further enhances this view by establishing its connection to the cultural, economic 
and religious operation of the country. In doing so, Bennett’s examination dismisses many 
assumptions about Ptolemy wholly unifying Egyptian and Hellenic culture in all capacities. Rather, 
the calendrical evidence provided by Bennett reveals that, among other things, both communities 
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had distinct economic processes and timelines well into the reign of Ptolemy’s son, Ptolemy II 
Philadelphus.  

Following Bennett’s contribution, the outstanding fourth chapter by Henry P. Colburn on coinage 
and the political economy of Egypt in this period exemplifies this contextual approach. Disputing 
popular assumptions about Ptolemy’s economic and numismatic reforms, Colburn shows through 
archaeological evidence that a shift toward using coins as a system of currency was in motion well 
before Ptolemy took control of Egypt. The discovery of Athenian (and later, imitation) 
tetradrachms that gradually took the place of other bartering tools such as staples like grain is 
discussed as one instance of evidence of the emergence of a currency system in Egypt well before 
Ptolemy was present. Colburn’s chapter is a demonstration on how including history of the fourth 
century enriches understandings about the climate in which Ptolemy implemented his reforms. 

In the collection’s fifth chapter, Martina Minas-Nerpel goes on to discuss the relationship between 
Pharaohs and temple building. She elaborates that the extent of a building program, sacred 
buildings included, was seen as a practical reflection of their power and authority. After establishing 
the significance of this dynamic by citing prior Egyptian history, Minas-Nerpel goes on to situate 
Ptolemy’s efforts and achievements within this specific dynamic. Despite the scarce archaeological 
remains, she is then able to determine that Ptolemy largely continued the projects left by Alexander 
and the preceding dynasties by repairing and extending existing buildings such as sacred avenues 
at Thebes and linking Karnak to Luxor. In light of this argument, Minas-Nerpel affirms that 
Ptolemy’s building program was one of continuity and consolidation more than extension, an idea 
that is central to the thesis of this book.  

This notion of Ptolemy making use of previous Egyptian history and convention is further 
supported by Boyo Ockinga’s literary reassessment of the Satrap Stele. In the sixth chapter of the 
book, Ockinga explores the stele in exhaustive detail. As one of the most famous native Egyptian 
monuments and dating to 311 BCE, it offers insight into the perception of Ptolemy’s official 
position as satrap. This is the basis of an analysis in which Ockinga examines each line, drawing 
parallels with Middle and New Kingdom literary conventions to provide insight into how the 
scribes and further, the Egyptian elite, perceived Ptolemy in light of the disparity between his 
expected and actual position. Ockinga suggests that Ptolemy was being described in terms befitting 
a ruling authority, rather than as an official. In this way, Ockinga demonstrates that an 
understanding of previous Egyptian history can enrich understandings of Ptolemy’s position. 

In the final chapter of the book, Thomas Landvatter contributes to understandings of ethnicity 
and identity in early Ptolemaic Egypt, by exploring the practice of cremation in the early Hellenistic 
period at Shatby, a cemetery just outside Alexandria. Here, Landvatter disputes the popular 
assumption that cremation instantly denoted ‘Greek’ and revises previous archaeological reports 
to suggest that cremation did not necessarily confirm a divide between the Egyptians and the 
Greeks but that cremations instead more broadly indicated ‘Other’ as opposed to a specific 
nationality. 

Ptolemy I and the Transformation of Egypt, 404-282 BCE is a superb publication that bridges a gap 
between general studies of fourth-century Egypt and Hellenistic scholarship that focuses on 
Alexander’s and Ptolemy’s impacts on Egyptian political, social and economic infrastructure. By 
and large, the strength of this book is its ability to offer a number of a number of alternative 
perspectives from which the extent of Ptolemy’s cultural assimilation (or lack thereof) as well as 
degree of continuity and change can be examined. As a result, this book is highly recommended 
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for a wide range of tertiary students and researchers studying Egypt in the fourth century BCE or 
specifically focusing on Ptolemy and his legacy. 

Amy Arezzolo  

University of New England 
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This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom 

Martin Hägglund  

Pantheon Books, 2019, Paperback; 464 pages; RRP US$18; ISBN 9781101873731  

 

Philosopher Martin Hägglund’s This Life: Secular Faith and Spiritual Freedom explores how a lack of 
belief in an afterlife may positively guide the lives of secular people. After making the case that 
without religion one is forced to recognise the fragility and finitude of existence and therefore 
prioritise the quality of one’s current life above all, Hägglund moves to defending democratic 
socialism as the best method to achieving this goal collectively. He calls this project ‘secular faith’: 
a devotion of care towards projects with the possibility of failure (including people, who can die), 
and the recognition that such care is dependent on our continual, deliberate practice of it. James 
Wood of The New Yorker called This Life the “atheist manifesto of our time”, and, significantly for 
atheism studies, at no point does the text attempt to demonstrate the non-existence of God (“If 
God Is Dead, Your Time is Everything,” The New Yorker, 13 May 2019). Rather, Hägglund 
bypasses the played-out rationalist proofs to combine ethics and naturalism in an examination of 
the philosophical, social, ecological and economic implications of a lack of afterlife. 

Using a deconstructionist methodology, Hägglund examines works by religious thinkers and 
analyses whether their content demonstrates secular rather than religious faith. In one example, 
the highly religious author C.S. Lewis grappled with grief upon the death of his beloved wife. 
Hägglund uses such grief as evidence that we can only care about people’s existence if we do not 
believe we will encounter them again after their deaths. He also surveys the Bible and Buddhist 
philosophy, along with texts by religious philosophers ranging from Greek and Roman Stoics to 
Meister Eckhart, Martin Luther, Baruch Spinoza, Paul Tillich, Dante Alighieri and Charles Taylor.  

The first part of This Life provides an account of why secular faith is necessary for genuine care, 
analysing the difference in concepts of time and eternity in St Augustine’s The Confessions by 
contrasting it with Karl Ove Knausgaard’s secular My Struggle, and concludes by investigating why, 
according to Hägglund, secular faith is necessarily at odds with religious believers’ faith in eternity. 
Hägglund argues that being finite means a person cannot live entirely without the support of other 
people. It also means recognising that one’s life will someday end absolutely. The traditional 
preference, being eternal, must in fact be undesirable as one’s actions would have no purpose: the 
care, passion, and choices one makes are only animated by one’s devotion to them despite the 
possibility of their failure. Infinity would render our actions meaningless because there would be 
no risk of loss involved. In a compelling example, Hägglund refers to Kierkegaard’s examination 
of the biblical story of the near-killing of Isaac by his father, Abraham. Believing in the afterlife, 
Abraham is free to kill Isaac because there is no true loss involved. Abraham trusts that upon his 
own death he will be reunited with his son, and so no permanent death will occur for either of them. 
In this example Hägglund highlights that the fear and pain of loss are necessary to caring; without 
them, a father can justify the killing of his own son.  

Hägglund initiates the second part of This Life by exploring the notion of freedom under the banner 
of belief in an afterlife. He argues that if the concept of freedom is only intelligible when people 
are free to decide what to do with their time, then actions resulting from belief in what is necessary 
to enter an afterlife are not freedom. A condition of true freedom, then, is understanding ourselves 
to be finite, and therefore living both without the shackles of needing to consider the implications 
of our current behaviours for an afterlife and with the higher stakes of making our current choices 
extremely important for our brief existences. 
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After illustrating the importance of our present existences, Hägglund turns to Marx to demonstrate 
how emancipation from capitalism’s binding of labour and time can allow us space to make choices 
for our lives that are not merely based on economic notions of freedom. In revaluing wealth as 
time we must then necessarily take steps to consider what is needed of us to be a good society. 
Through a practical political call to action for greater social justice and material welfare, Hägglund 
provides an account of why democratic socialism would provide the foundation for an entirely 
secular but also fulfilling life, marrying the necessity of work with the freedom of choosing what 
to do with one’s limited time. 

Accessible at an undergraduate level and above to those with an interest in secular life, meaning 
and death, the aim of This Life is to loosen the dependence of atheism on theism, and return 
meaning to the finite life precisely because of its finitude. Secular people have traditionally prided 
themselves on being strong enough to withstand the disenchantment of anticipating an eventual 
perpetual nothingness, while charged by the religious as lacking a morality derived from the 
necessity of altering behaviour to fit the requirements of entry to an afterlife. Hägglund argues the 
contrary: it is their very secularism that gives their existence purpose and makes morality truly 
possible.  

There are some statements that unfairly and incorrectly simplify religious belief: “the common 
denominator for what I call religious forms of faith is a devaluation of our finite lives as a lower 
form of being”, without acknowledging the complex reality that many religious believers – those 
who subscribe to an afterlife, and those who do not – do in fact show care for their communities 
and people outside their belief systems (p. 6). Yet, as with most atheist texts, when the book stops 
trying to vindicate non-belief and instead explores how secular meaning is made, then the gold 
starts to shine through. For the most part, This Life gleams. 

Ari Moore  

University of Tasmania 
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The White Men’s Countries: Racial Identity in the United States–Australian Relationship, 
1933–1953 

Travis J. Hardy 

Peter Lang, 2020; Hardback; 194 pages; RRP EUR€70.80/GBP£57.00/USD$84.95; ISBN 

9781433169366.  

 

“We [Australians] seem to have the same likes and dislikes as you—and the same prejudices—and 
after all, one can’t feel at home except amongst people that have the same prejudices as oneself.” Richard 
Casey, Australian Ambassador to the United States at the National Press Club in Washington D.C. 
in 1940 (quoted by Hardy, 2020, p. 69).  

Travis J. Hardy’s The White Men’s Countries: Racial Identity in the United States–Australian Relationship, 
1933–1953 delves into two decades of foreign policy, from the Great Depression to the start of 
the Korean War. In seven chapters the book gives an overview of United States–Australia 
international relations, moving into focus through the interwar years, World War II, a sense of 
shared racial identity, the immediate post-war period, and conflict in Korea and the Cold War. 
Framed as a contribution to historians and students of American foreign policy (p. 10), this 
monograph is also a useful resource for Australian studies scholars engaged with race, national 
identity, and transnational history. Hardy offers a nuanced and logical account of Australia’s 
relationship with the United States, examining how a shared affiliation with ‘white’ national 
identity brought about a greater alignment in United States and Australian interests, despite 
tensions around trade, politics and cultural differences.  

While ‘white’ and ‘black’ were familiar binaries for Australia and the United States from the 
nineteenth century, each nation had its own inflection and their shared worldviews did not 
manifest an instantaneous bond. Hardy outlines fractious encounters between Prime Minister 
Billy Hughes and President Woodrow Wilson at the Paris Peace Conference, the impact of the 
Great Depression on trade, misconceptions by the United States that Australia remained part of 
the United Kingdom, and practical and ideological fears about Japan’s rise in power in terms of 
regional and global politics.  

As World War II broke out, Australia was under growing pressure to strengthen ties with the 
United States. While diplomatic efforts were made, bunfights over tariffs and regional security, as 
well as tensions between America and Britain, posed seemingly unsurpassable differences, until 
faced with a common (‘non-white’) enemy—Japan. When American ships did dock in Australia 
during the Pacific War, they were welcomed by “large enthusiastic crowds”, representing “brief 
moments of harmony … on both the official and unofficial level” (p. 44). Where a multitude of 
other factors had driven wedges between the two nations, the common goal of defeating Japan, 
grounded in racist attitudes of white superiority, brought the nations together. While distaste 
remained, a new mode of foreign relations developed between Australian and the United States 
as they banded together to ensure that a non-white power did not take control of the Pacific 
region. 

Hardy writes that when American troops arrived in 1941 it was interpreted as a sign of “white 
solidarity against the ‘Yellow Peril’ threatening Australia from the north” (p. 73). It is this section 
of the book (Chapter 4) that is the most powerful. Having set out the context of just how 
unlikeable Australia and the United States had made themselves to each other—listing countless 
diplomatic, economic and trade disagreements—Hardy is able to expose how significant it was 
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that attitudes towards race and the construction of Australia and the United States as ‘white’ 
nations were able to overcome these obstacles. Considering all angles, Hardy also draws our 
attention to the response of Australians towards African American soldiers. White racial identity 
was the point where “worldviews overlapped and connected” but the arrival of African 
American soldiers and labourers was considered hugely problematic by Australian policymakers 
(p. 74). The United States that the Australian Government wanted to be associated with was 
white. The presence of non-white Americans further complicated the relationship.  

Facing everything from ambivalence to “outright rejection” in Australia, African Americans 
continued to be perceived as the ‘Other’. Hardy concludes that “white Americans’ racial views” 
reinforced a commitment by some to a White Australia (p. 89). For those Australians with a 
racist worldview, segregation and discrimination against African Americans made perfect sense 
and was another (shameful) hallmark of the allegiance. As the Cold War began, these racialised 
views extended to the United States–Australian outlook on the Asia–Pacific region: “The racial 
ideology of World War II helped both nations to see a bifurcated world of white against yellow.” 
Entering a new phase post war, this became “white against red”, reflecting not only shared racial 
identity but anti-communist views (p. 123).  

From an Australian and transnational history perspective, this research builds on Marilyn Lake’s 
and Henry Reynolds’ ground-breaking study Drawing The Global Colour Line: White Men’s Countries 
and the Question of Racial Equality (2009), although it does not actually reference this text. It draws 
broadly from history, sociology and political science, and incorporates foundational work by 
Australian historian Joy Damousi, but is otherwise largely from an American research 
perspective. It reveals the power of racialised views in shaping foreign policy and gestures to the 
ongoing influence of this period.  

Claire McCarthy 

University of Tasmania 
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Empires of Ancient Eurasia. The First Silk Roads Era, 100 BCE–250 CE  

Craig Benjamin 

Cambridge University Press, 2018; Paperback; 316 pages; RRP US$25.99; ISBN 9781107535435. 

Empires of Ancient Eurasia is the third book by the Australian-American academic Craig Benjamin. 
In this title he combines two of the objectives of his previous books: the analysis of some of the 
Eastern Ancient civilizations (in The Yuezhi: Origin, Migration and the Conquest of Northern Bactria), and 
the analysis of the nature and application of the ‘Big History’ perspective in history and 
historiography (in the co-authored book Between Nothing and Everything: Big History). 

In Empires of Ancient Eurasia, Benjamin intends to produce a brief account of the surviving hints 
and signals that allow us to reconstruct what has been named ‘the first silk roads’, that is, the 
commercial route between ancient China and the Roman Empire established before the third 
century C.E. And he achieves his purpose; his text is a clear, vibrant and not-wordy introduction 
to some ancient Eurasian ‘empires’ or, better said, ‘civilizations’, and their commercial 
interconnectedness. The book is divided into nine chapters, each one including, for commendable 
pedagogical purposes, its own introduction and conclusion.  

The narrative surveys a variety of themes, such as exploration, art, human–animal relationships, 
cultural interchange, or political expansion. A close follower of Big Historyʼs methodologies, the 
author studies the ‘history’ of animals during ancient times, for instance, the histories of the horse 
(pp. 26–7) and the camel. Benjamin takes Big History as his ‘theoretical’ guide and delves into the 
ancient past of Eurasia; in the Introduction he delivers explanations around the meaning and 
objectives of ‘Big History’ (p. 7) or World Systems (p. 10). Nevertheless, his surveys on the nature 
and definitions of ‘globalization’ or ‘tribe’ (pp. 12–13, 20) are insufficient to understand the scope 
of Big History studies thoroughly, a deficiency that is understandable as this is not the main topic 
explored in the book. 

In spite of its variety of themes, Empires of Ancient Eurasia has a remarkable coherence and unity: 
the leitmotiv (the first silk roads) never disappears completely in the book, something that cannot 
be said of recent texts on similar themes, like The Silk Roads by Peter Frankopan, or Lost 
Enlightenment by Frederick Starr.  

The first chapter offers a type of second introduction: it concentrates on the origin and expansion 
of the Xiongnu and Yuezhi peoples, the civilizations that were to become the link between the 
two extreme ends of the first Silk Road, China and Rome. The second chapter describes the 
political origins of China, while the third chapter surveys Chinese political and military expansion. 
The fourth and fifth chapters are a deep immersion into the nature of the incipient first Silk Road 
of the world per se, analysing its Eastern and Western ends respectively. In chapters six and seven, 
Benjamin studies the role of the Parthian Empire and the Kushan Empire as intermediaries of the 
first silk roads. The final two chapters provide an interesting survey of the alternative maritime 
routes of commerce between East and West, and of the temporal collapse of the land silk route 
(the end of the first Silk Road). 

Utilising a very didactic style, Benjamin establishes the importance of several factors for the 
construction of the first Silk Road: the invention of writing (p. 47), the ethical justifications made 
by the Chinese (Zhou) governments (p. 50), Confucian cosmology (p. 62), personal 
entrepreneurism (principally that exercised by Zhang Qian, pp. 88–9), and diminishing urban 
poverty in the last decades of Republican Rome (p. 127), among others. But, according to the 
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author, the factor that was most probably fundamental in the formation of such an ancient 
commercial route was the social nexus provided by the Parthian people (pp. 161–70).  

One of the principal merits of the book, in my view, is that it underlines the role of civilizations 
which are relatively unknown to westerners in creating the first grand transcontinental route. We 
must therefore imagine the Parthians or the Kushans as the first enablers of ‘globalization’, a 
suggestion which must stir the student’s curiosity to know more about such civilizations, and which 
supports the elimination of the predominant western-centric view of global history. 

Near the end of his book Benjamin declares: “The ultimate significance of the Sasanians to world 
history, like the Kushans and the two Persian/Iranians empires that had preceded it, was their role 
of facilitators of cultural exchange. In the same way that the Achaemenids and Parthians had 
functioned as geographic bridges between Europe and Central Asia […], the Sasanians also acted 
as a spatial bridge between China and the West” (p. 254). Even if the author is correct in 
considering Persians, Sasanians, and Kushans, as players sine qua non for the ancient silk routes, I 
disagree with his declaration that the Persian-Sassanian-Kushan role of “facilitators of [commercial 
and] cultural exchange” constitutes their “ultimate significance” to “world history”. The primordial 
significance of each civilization, of any civilization, must not be as ‘facilitators’ of another (‘better’) 
civilization(s): each culture or state that has existed in the world has an intrinsic value (as the German 
philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder once argued), and each one has a (certain) value for the 
history of this world.  

It seems that Benjamin assumes ‘world history’ consists in a process pointing in one direction: the 
progress of cultural and economic globalization. And the societies pushing humanity in such a 
direction are considered more important than the ones which are passive in that respect. Linking 
different societies or civilizations is thus understood as the most transcendent human activity. In 
my view, therefore, Empires of Ancient Eurasia has only one significant flaw: it fails to acknowledge 
that we can never assume that even the most isolated civilization has no significance in ‘world 
history’. 

Francisco Miguel Ortiz Delgado  

Universidad Autónoma Metropolitana-Iztapalapa
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Cinemas and Cinema-Going in the United Kingdom: Decades of Decline, 1945–65 

Sam Manning 

University of London Press, 2020; Hardback; 254 pages; RRP £40.00; ISBN 9781912702367. 

 

Cinemas and Cinema-Going in the United Kingdom: Decades of Decline, 1945–65 is an excellent addition 
to the wider publications produced under the ‘New Cinema History’ banner. Exploring the 
everchanging nature of Britain’s film industry and its products has been a point of interest for 
some time amongst film scholars, but only in the most recent decade have cinema attendance and 
viewer experiences become a central point of research. Manning’s publication builds upon the 
ideas of several prominent film scholars, like Sue Harper, Vincent Porter and Stuart Hanson. 
Utilising qualitative and quantitative evidence, Manning addresses a series of social, economic and 
political factors to further understand the decline of regional cinemas in the UK from 1945–1965.  

Manning’s first chapter, “Cinema Going Experiences”, is well-placed within this study. Due to its 
focus and heavy incorporation of interviewee responses, this section provides an engaging and 
empathetic account of cinema-going in the post-war UK. Manning addresses four primary points 
within this chapter: “Social and Economic Distinctions”, “Cinema-going Habits over a Person’s 
Lifecycle”, “Film Memories” and “Audience Behaviours”. Each section provides a well-balanced 
analysis of the social and economic motivators that influenced cinema attendance in Belfast (often 
overlooked in UK-based studies) and Sheffield. In many instances, interviewees often remembered 
cinemas for their aesthetics, their operations and management, and admission price. These were 
not the only influencing factors though. Manning highlights how the natural pattern of an 
individual’s life also changed their viewing habits. From children frequenting Sunday matinees, to 
courting teens, to working young adults, to parents themselves; none could avoid how these life 
stages shaped their leisure habits. This inevitably altered how cinema-going was experienced and 
remembered. Interestingly, many interviewees linked their experiences to larger milestones in life, 
i.e. birthdays or the death of a loved one, and few addressed specific films or movie stars. Instead, 
there was a significant recollection of American culture infiltrating the UK and providing a touch 
of glamour in such an austere time in national history.  

Manning’s argument concerning the downturn of cinema patronage in Sheffield and Belfast is the 
focus of his next section, “The Decline of Cinema-Going”. Again, divided into subsections, this 
chapter draws attention to a common misconception within film history, that “television caused 
cinema’s decline”. Manning’s chapter disputes this notion and his micro-historical study of Belfast 
and Sheffield supports his claims well. He found that while television did contribute to the decline 
of cinema patronage over time, it was not the sole threat to the industry. Using statistical data and 
oral histories, Manning outlined how cinema attendance was stable in the UK until 1959. During 
WWII and in the immediate post-war years, the number of leisure activities that were available to 
citizens was minimal. This caused a spike in cinema attendance. By the 1960s the introduction and 
eventual affordability of television sets had settled and a variety of other activities, like sporting 
events, music/dance halls, and cafés, had lured visitors away from cinemas. Although considered 
through a regional lens and geographically uneven at times, Manning argued that the habits and 
experiences in Belfast and Sheffield are also identifiable in the national and international history 
of cinema’s decline.  

“Cinema-Going and the Built Environment” turns away from the personal histories and 
experiences of viewers. Instead, it considers how a series of administration issues, such as 
operational costs, location management, and ownership, contributed to cinemas’ decline in 
Sheffield and Belfast. In particular, Manning examines how the construction of new cinemas and 
the closure of older facilities changed the social and geographical landscape. This differed in each 
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place. For example, in Belfast, modest suburban cinemas were opened to support the steadily 
growing communities within housing developments, while outdated establishments (those 
predating the 1930s) began to close. Sheffield’s experience was quite different. Small cinemas did 
not emerge to support growing suburbia. The focus remained on city locales and while many older 
facilities closed, as they did in Belfast, a limited number of updated complexes emerged from 
companies like Odeon and ABC (Associated British Cinemas). Manning’s discussion of cinemas’ 
physical structures, operational strategies and geographical locations reiterates their commercial 
purpose and provides insight into the difficulties that exhibitors also faced as cinema began to 
decline in the UK.  

The book’s final chapters, “Cinema Exhibition, Programming and Audience Preferences in Belfast” 
and “Film Exhibition in Post-War Sheffield”, provide further insight into attendance patterns, 
financial revenues, and evolving audience tastes/habits in Sheffield and Belfast. Although uneven 
in their decline, it is evident that the working-class communities in Belfast and Sheffield shared 
experiences but retained their own cinema-going quirks. For example, patrons in Belfast enjoyed 
Irish-themed films, particularly The Quiet Man (1952), and such features often ran over the general 
two-week length in cinemas. In Belfast, many cinema-goers were frustrated at the dominance of 
UK and US films in the general cinemas and sought alternative pictures elsewhere. Organisations 
in Sheffield, like the Library Theatre and the Sheffield Film Society, overcame this issue and 
provided opportunities for audiences to view foreign films and educational features. To support 
this discussion Manning relies on a series of sources, such as trade journals, fan magazines, archival 
records and oral testimonies, and his standard of research is reflected to the highest degree in these 
chapters.  

This publication demonstrates that proponents of New Cinema History still have space to evolve 
and micro-histories to explore. Through his case studies of Belfast and Sheffield, Manning shows 
how detailed analysis can provide researchers with a method for connecting local cinema-going 
trends and changes to wider national trends.  

Ellen Whitton 

Flinders University  
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Roguery in Print: Crime and Culture in Early Modern London 

Lena Liapi 

Boydell Press, 2019; Hardback; 207 pages; 6 black-and-white, 3 line illustrations; RRP £65.00; 

ISBN 9781783274406. 

Dr Liapi provides herself from the outset with the challenge of making her subject Roguery in Print 
as interesting as it sounds, and she succeeds masterfully. Straightforward prose is interwoven with 
well-balanced excerpts and case studies so that the subject matter speaks for itself. This book may 
be read almost as a cultural microhistory of the ‘rogue’, who Liapi identifies as an “urban deviant”, 
a trickster figure associated with petty economic crime. This patchwork of studies gradually reveals 
how these figures were depicted in their own genre of literature, and the genre’s place within the 
print trade and wider society.  

Drawing from the bibliographical tradition of modern Book History, the author assesses ‘rogue’ 
print and its social environment, tracing its lifespan from creation to reception. Liapi embraces the 
belief that literature is socially generated, following the work of McKenzie and Love. In the process 
she defies what Adams, Barker and Bower have lamented as the relegation of bibliography to serve 
as the “hand-maiden” to other disciplines. Instead, she draws on all manner of fields, from literary 
analysis to histories of neighbourliness, economics and crime in order to construct her 
bibliographical study. Rather than use literary excerpts to “colour” social history as she claims 
some studies of rogue print have done, Liapi uses social history to understand rogue literature. 

In style, Roguery in Print is a fine addition to the thematic case studies, such as Spufford’s, Small 
Books, Watt’s Cheap Print and Johns’ The Nature of the Book, which evaluate a particular ‘type’ or 
genre of text and have come to define the very best of the field of Book History. This includes 
Raymond’s work on pamphlets, to whose influence Liapi’s ubiquitous references attest. 

Any small issues with this study are superficial and relate largely to scope rather than substance. 
Liapi herself acknowledges two main routes for expansion, the need for comparative studies on 
other places and to trace the circulation of these texts. She also gives a detailed explanation of the 
term ‘rogue’ and how she has drawn boundaries around what constitutes rogue print, but her 
reasoning for this definition and the selection of her sample also leave room for development. The 
selection of extant ‘rogue’ texts through EEBO searches is methodical and while there is no doubt 
Liapi has found the surviving texts which meet her definition, her corpus of 122 texts (including 
reprints) over 80 years (1590–1670) feels rather small. She explains the issues of ephemerality well, 
but further study may consider the records of the Stationers’ Company to give a sense of what 
number and type of rogue texts were registered but do not survive. 

At times Liapi strays into speculation on aspects of the print trade. She says, for example, that in 
1591–2 nine printers and booksellers were involved in publishing Greene’s rogue pamphlets 
because they thought they would sell well. This could, however, have been a spreading of time and 
cost because they thought the opposite. Also asserted is that the period at the end of her study 
(1650–70) “witnessed a significant increase in the publication of pamphlets about rogues” without 
consideration of how much this represents an increase in survivals. 

Generally, Liapi’s attention to detail is skilful, including the excellent working out of the cost and 
sizes of rogue publications over time, of how they took inspiration from medieval tales, as well as 
her microstudies of individual rogues in print such as Hind and Clavell. Her long explanation of 
“Hectors” and the relationship between the perception of Cavaliers and criminality in the 1640s 
and 50s is a particularly fine example. Also noteworthy is her explanation of the role of trust in 
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early modern society and how this played out in these tales. Liapi uses rogue pamphlets to give 
some important illustrations toward broader arguments in the field, such as the significant impact 
of the 1640s on the style, substance and volume of print. Moreover, she convincingly shows how 
rogue pamphlets were part of broader pamphlet literature, a comment on English society and 
social values (especially regarding London) and that importantly they “participated in broader 
political debates”.  

This book is a striking example of the value of studying a form of text in all aspects of its world, 
from production to reception. It is a study from which examples and insights will be eagerly drawn 
by all those working on the histories of crime and print in early modern England. Defying 
boundaries and definitions of genre and discipline, Liapi skilfully embarks upon a careful balancing 
act. The reader is steered almost without appreciation of the complexity of the task as she uses 
several disciplinary ‘lenses’ at a time to cast her forensic eye over a small part of early modern 
English print culture. In doing so, Roguery in Print also surmounts one of the major hurdles for 
academic history writing, to be stimulating and engaging. The reader devours this book in much 
the same way that early modern readers would have savoured rogue print.  

Joseph Saunders 

University of Glasgow 
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Royal Responsibility in Anglo-Norman Historical Writing  

Emily A. Winkler 

Oxford University Press, 2017; E-book; 350 pages; RRP GBP£73.00; ISBN 9780198812388. 

 

Why did the twelfth-century historians of England write their historical narratives? Emily A. 
Winkler’s first monograph, Royal Responsibility in Anglo-Norman Historical Writing, examines high 
medieval English historiography, a topic of recent interest. It joins Michael Staunton’s The 
Historians of Angevin England (Oxford University Press, 2017) and Discovering William of Malmesbury 
(The Boydell Press, 2017), co-edited by Rodney M. Thomson, Emily Dolmans, and Winkler, as 
other publications from 2017 concerned with high medieval English historians and historical 
writing. In Royal Responsibility Winkler argues that the twelfth-century historians held a shared goal 
of redeeming the English past, building on the argument that she made for this motive on the part 
of William of Malmesbury in her chapter in Discovering William. In Royal Responsibility William’s 
historical account is considered alongside those of Henry of Huntingdon, John of Worcester, and 
Geffrei Gaimar to analyse how twelfth-century historians addressed royal responsibility. Her 
argument focuses on how these chroniclers retold and, notably, rewrote the two eleventh-century 
conquests of England: the Danish in 1016 and the Norman in 1066. 

The existing scholarship generally proposes that the chroniclers were motivated by nostalgia, 
trauma, and patriotism. Winkler contends that these arguments insufficiently explain the creation 
of these histories. Noting the paradox of acknowledging England’s defeat in the conquests while 
upholding the English as worthy, she aptly evidences her argument that these histories were written 
to redeem this past of failure, thus giving the English, who these historians considered themselves 
to be, a worthy history. Winkler evidences this intention by comparing how these historians 
constructed the two conquests against the eleventh-century accounts, notably the Anglo-Saxon 
Chronicle (ASC). She argues that the twelfth-century historians afforded greater causal and moral 
responsibility to kings than their sources had, shifting from a belief that the collective sin of the 
English had caused their defeats to one which stressed royal responsibility and thus “redeemed 
[the English] of victimization and shame” (p. 239).  

The book proceeds in three parts, the first of which establishes the historical precedents of 
discussions of kingship and royal responsibility, using examples from Biblical, Classical, and 
Carolingian sources. It then provides an overview of the two eleventh-century conquests and 
contemporary narratives of them, crucially in ASC. This solid background makes it easy to follow 
Winkler’s argument of the progression of ideas surrounding royal responsibility and her 
comparison of the twelfth-century narratives against the eleventh. 

Parts two and three examine where and how the four twelfth-century historians’ narratives diverge 
from ASC and probe the implications of these narrative shifts. Winkler argues that, like ASC, 
William of Malmesbury and Henry of Huntingdon placed royal responsibility within the context 
of providence, whereas John of Worcester and Geffrei Gaimar emphasised more immediate causes. 
However, all four assigned kings greater responsibility than ASC did. In discussing the English 
kings Æthelred II and Harold, William and Henry each emphasised that kings who failed in their 
duty were not true kings, which therefore legitimised conquests against them. Conversely, John 
and Gaimar focused on the positive traits of pre- and post-conquest kings. While John placed 
importance on intentions and Gaimar actions, both historians signified that kings’ origins were 
unimportant: English kingship had a “continuity not of heritage, but of character” (p. 170).  

In their quest to redeem the English past, Winkler argues that the twelfth-century historians were 
therefore characterised by an effort of “dissociating kingship from dynasty” (p. 287). Instead of 
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emphasising lineage, the historians indicated how the qualities of a king legitimise or disqualify 
them from rule. This meant that even foreign conquerors could become rightful English kings, 
which enabled connections to be forged between post-conquest kings and pre-conquest pasts. 
Winkler’s observation that post-conquest historians constructed continuity with an English past is 
not unique, but her argument that they intended to redeem the English from failure extends this 
interpretation in new ways, notably for her focus on not only the Norman Conquest but also the 
Danish. Analysing these conquests together is a relatively new development and is also seen in the 
more recent Conquests in Eleventh-Century England: 1016, 1066 edited by Laura Ashe and Emily Ward 
(Boydell & Brewer, 2020). This is the achievement of Winkler’s text; as she argues, it is the 
similarities between how both are discussed that allows us to properly see why these historians 
wrote their histories. 

Crucially, Winkler draws the audience’s attention to the fact that these four historians have shaped 
our current perceptions of the eleventh century and that there is consequently “a need to re-
evaluate the way we view England’s eleventh-century past” (p. 278). Winkler not only offers a new 
perspective on twelfth-century historical writing but also presents that there are new perspectives 
to uncover regarding the events of the eleventh century and the relationship between them. 
Ultimately, Winkler’s book is an insightful and convincing analysis of how and why twelfth-century 
historians afforded responsibility to kings; it is well worth reading for those interested in medieval 
historical writing. 

Lucy Moloney 

Monash University 
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Earthkeeping and Character: Exploring a Christian Ecological Virtue Ethic 

Steven Bouma-Prediger 

Baker Academic, 2020; Kindle/Paperback/Hardback; 202 pages; RRP 

AU$17.02/$32.17/$86.90; ISBN 978-1540962652/978-0801098840  

Environmental ethics is an area of keen topical interest, particularly at a time when governments 
often prioritise courses of action which are at odds with the scientific advice of global experts 
about environmental problems. Recently, there has been renewed interest in the area of virtue 
ethics as a complementary approach to more traditional deontological (e.g. rights-based) and 
teleological (e.g. utilitarian) frameworks for environmental ethics. 

Steven Bouma-Prediger is one of the key writers in the field of environmental virtue ethics (or, as 
he prefers, ecological virtue ethics) from an explicitly Christian perspective. In his earlier book, For 
the Beauty of the Earth, as part of a broader examination of Christian environmental ethics, he 
developed a framework which examined biblical themes and motifs and then used these to identify 
ecological virtues and principles for ecological actions.1 In this new book, Earthkeeping and Character, 
ecological virtues are the focus of the entire work and this allows him to present the material in a 
much more convincing and structured manner, and in a way that appeals to both academic and 
general audiences. 

A common problem with virtue ethics is the selection of an appropriately comprehensive set of 
virtues. Wisely, Bouma-Prediger does not claim to develop such a set. Instead, he presents a group 
of eight ecological virtues without discounting other possible sets.  

After an introduction which gives the history and drivers of the development of ecological virtue 
ethics, the book looks at the eight virtues in pairs: wonder and humility, self-control and wisdom, 
justice and love, courage and hope. Each chapter follows a similar structure, beginning with a story 
that illustrates the two virtues in question, or sometimes the vices associated with each virtue. Next 
Bouma-Prediger describes the traditional understanding of each of the virtues, and then he looks 
at how these virtues are consistent with the stories and teachings of the bible. Next he looks at 
how these virtues apply to ecological ethics and he closes each chapter with another story. 

The final chapter gives examples of how this set of virtues can be put into practice. The examples 
are drawn from the author’s own experience, so they are focused on an American context. The 
last section on how to nurture ecological virtues in one’s personal life is quite brief. A deeper 
exploration of this area would be a valuable enhancement to the book. There is a useful appendix 
containing a brief literature review of the major writers in the field and their contributions. 

Earthkeeping and Character is aimed squarely at a broad Christian audience, although others working 
in the field of ecological virtue ethics will find useful insights. The book is tilted more towards a 
general audience than an academic one in the sense that it assumes only a limited background in 
environmental issues and in ethics. Both of these areas are explained in sufficient detail that the 
reader is never lost or confused. Bouma-Prediger teaches at a Christian liberal arts college in the 
USA, and the book is pitched at the right level for a first-year university course in environmental 
ethics in such a college.  

1 Steven Bouma-Prediger, For the Beauty of the Earth: A Christian Vision for Creation Care (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 
Academic, 2010). 
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The book is easy to read, and its tone is encouraging and engaging, never dogmatic or accusatory. 
At the same time, the book is academically solid, based on the best current scholarship while also 
connecting with the historical development of ideas since Aristotle. 

There are a few minor niggles, but not enough to detract from the usefulness of the volume. 
Bouma-Prediger makes a good argument for why ‘ecology’ is a better term than ‘environment’ for 
the object of ethical concern, but then tritely dismisses another candidate, ‘creation’, as “hopelessly 
expansive”. However, in the next chapter he uses the example of the (expansive) night sky as an 
introduction to the virtues wonder and humility. In the chapter on wisdom, he neglects to mention 
Indigenous voices as a source of ecological wisdom. In the chapter on justice, his focus is on poor 
and disenfranchised humans, but he does not really deal with the thorny issue of justice for non-
humans.  

In the vast majority of cases, the book does an excellent job of identifying issues on which there 
are a range of opinions and introducing those different views. For instance, his defence of virtue 
ethics as academically rigorous is exemplary. In other areas, however, a range of viewpoints are 
glossed over. The book states that there is no vice of excess of justice, yet many others would 
claim vengeance or punitive justice is exactly this. It is a mark of the quality of the book as a whole 
that these minor shortcomings stand out. 

Overall, Earthkeeping and Character is an excellent introduction to the field of ecological virtue ethics 
from a Christian perspective, and it is unique in its coverage and perspective. It would be a useful 
addition to any institutional library or any eco-theologian’s personal collection.  

Neil Bergmann 

Flinders University 
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1956: The Year Australia Welcomed the World  

Nick Richardson 

Scribe Publishing, 2019; Paperback; 352 pages; RRP AUS$35; ISBN 9781925322910 

“One of the hardiest clichés in Australian history is that the 1950s was a dull decade”, writes Nick 
Richardson in the preface to his new book, 1956: The Year Australia Welcomed the World. In a 
conversation over the book, a colleague agreed, revealing that, when asked to characterise 1950s 
Australia, his thoughts go to conservatism and little else. Despite the decades-long work of 
historians such as John Murphy, it seems as though there is a persistent public characterisation of 
1950s Australia as ‘deadly dull’. It is with this issue that Richardson has grappled in 1956, bringing 
a colourful picture of the 1950s into public view.   

1956 is intended as a trade publication, but there is no denying that, historiographically, 
Richardson’s work finds itself in formidable company. The social, political and cultural aspects of 
the 1950s – alongside the individuals who informed its trajectory – have been analysed at length 
by eminent scholars over the years. Most notably, John Murphy’s book Imagining the Fifties grapples 
intimately with the decade, while Murphy and Judith Smart edited a special issue of Australian 
Historical Studies in 1997 on the theme “the Forgotten Fifties”. That ten-article collection included 
a piece by Graeme Davison entitled “Welcoming the World: the 1956 Olympic Games and the 
representation of Melbourne”, Ian Britain’s survey of the cultural role played by Barry Humphries, 
and Raymond Evans’ exploration of youth culture and Rock’n’Roll, focussed on the notorious 
bodgies and widgies. These scholars demonstrated in the 1990s that the 1950s was anything but 
‘deadly dull’. 

These topics can all be found in Richardson’s book. In discussing these subjects – among many 
others – Richardson has selected a suite of events that relate to the 1956 Melbourne Olympics in 
one way or another, while also demonstrating the dynamism of 1950s Australia more broadly. This 
dynamism is refracted through a single year: 1956. Focusing on the history of a particular year or 
decade has proven popular in recent trade publications. Two comparisons come to mind: Frank 
Bongiorno’s The Eighties: The Decade that Transformed Australia (Black Inc., 2017), and Michelle 
Arrow’s The Seventies: The Personal, the Political and the Making of Modern Australia (NewSouth, 2019). 
Both award-winning books survey Australian history through a notable decade, providing 
Richardson with structural models for his exploration of the 1950s for a public audience.  

But rather than explore the year thematically, as Bongiorno and Arrow do for their decades, 
Richardson deals with his subject matter chronologically. Taking his book from the summer of 
1955–56 through the winter of 1956, Richardson flits back and forth between events and 
protagonists central to his story of 1956 Australia; several narratives unfold simultaneously. 
Individual vignettes point to Richardson’s characterisation of Australia’s history and, thus, identity 
in the 1950s. Australian sprinters Betty Cuthbert and Marlene Mathews demonstrate that Australia 
had world-class athletes competing in 1956 – they are examples of Australia’s sporting promise. 
Walter MacDougall provides insight into the systematic ‘forgetting’ of Aboriginal Australians by 
the government during the British nuclear tests in Australia, whereas the nuclear tests more broadly 
illustrate the continued connections between Britain and Australia. Robert Menzies is cast as the 
cricket-loving Anglophile who dived feet-first into Suez. And a journalistic-style history of 
Australia would be incomplete without mention of the Murdoch press and the challenges faced by 
the media more generally. Richardson’s narrative, elucidated through these individuals, points to 
several key themes, some of which warrant specific mention here.  
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Held during the Cold War, the 1956 Olympics inevitably plunged Melbourne into a melting pot of 
national pride, international diplomacy and interstate politics. It was an opportunity for Melbourne 
to prove itself more than a colonial backwater. Richardson asserts that it did so through various 
means. Perhaps most central to 1956 is the formative role played by television and the media. 
Television allowed Australia to demonstrate its cultural influences, not least through the 
broadcasting of Hollywood blockbusters, while the bodgies and widgies jived to films such as Rock 
Around the Clock. Furthermore, television would facilitate a broad international audience for the 
impending Olympics, altering the orientation of sofas in lounge-rooms across the country.  

But embracing the cultures of the United States, while hanging onto British traditions, ensured 
that 1950s Australia was overcome by anxieties about the lack of an independent Australian culture 
in this period. Richardson demonstrates that the creation of comedy icon Dame Edna Everage by 
Barry Humphries is evidence of an emergent Australian culture, as is the fact that budding artists 
Sidney Nolan and Arthur Boyd were celebrated in a (relatively unpopular) arts Olympiad held in 
conjunction with the games. Nolan’s and Boyd’s works were displayed alongside those of 
Australian greats Tom Roberts and Arthur Streeton. But, for Richardson, it was the artwork of 
Hungarian migrant Andor Mészáros that encapsulated the cultural spirit of the Olympic Games, 
and thus 1950s Australia. 

Mészáros, a sculptor and New Australian, was tasked with designing the medallions for Melbourne. 
But his role extended beyond his artistry. Following the Hungarian Uprising, Mészáros assisted 
Hungarian refugees settling in Australia, including members of the Hungarian Olympic team. The 
spirit and contribution of New Australians is refracted through Mészáros’ story. New Australians 
brought alternative food and culture, brightening up the suburbs of Melbourne with their very 
presence. They exposed White Australia to the vitality of multiculturalism. But the darker side of 
this history, encapsulated by Bonegilla migrant camp for example, avoids proper mention. 

By focusing on these stories, among myriad others, Richardson leads us to his key conclusion: in 
1956 Melbourne acquired “new-found maturity” within which “the rest of the nation could bask”. 
This maturity involved demonstrating an interest in overseas culture, exposure to foreign foods 
and peoples, acknowledgement of New Australians’ contributions to society, development of 
distinctly Australian art and theatre, and a move away from conservatism.  

In its appraisal of the 1950s, 1956 provides insight into the quirks and characters that made up 
mainstream Australian society at the time of the Melbourne Olympics. It pays particular attention 
to Melbourne and alludes to the contradictions encapsulated by Australians in this period – the 
individuals captured within 1956 sought both comfort and change. As a result of this contradiction, 
Melbourne exists as the staging ground for “the collision of old and new attitudes”, where both 
the British Empire and the influences of the United States loomed large, and where conservatism 
– politically, diplomatically and culturally – was beginning to fall away.  

1956 provides light reprieve from the usually dense evaluations of the 1950s by academic 
scholarship. It does not demonstrate the nuance and critical evaluation of gender and race that 
leading Australian historians have explored through their own works on the 1950s. Nor does the 
book shy away from its preference for the stories of Melburnians. Irrespective of this, 1956 is an 
important addition to the shelves of non-academic readers for it exposes a public audience to the 
vibrancy of 1950s Australia.  

Jessica Urwin 

Australian National University 
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