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The Parable of Don Quixote 

D n the twenty-fifth chapter of the first part of Don Quixote, the for
tunes and spirits of the book's hero are at their lowest. He has been 

bruised and laughed at, and has lost part of an ear and most of his teeth. 
He has mistaken an inn for a castle, whores for maidens, and windmills 
and sheep for enemies. His intervention in the affairs of others has led a 
servant boy to be beaten worse than before, and has set loose on Spain an 
entire column of convicts who have made him and Sancho the first of 
their new victims. Even the simple-hearted Sancho has lost his trust in his 
master. " 'God alive, Sir Knight of the Mournful Countenance,' said San
cho, 'I cannot bear in patience some of the things that your Grace says! 
Listening to you, I come to think that all you have told me about deeds of 
chivalry . . .  is but wind and lies, all buggery or humbuggery, or 
whatever you choose to call it. When anyone hears your Grace .. . , what 
is he to think except that such a one is out of his mind?' " Shortly Don 
Quixote will be left alone, sunk in gloom, in the Sierra Moreno, the Dark 
Mountains. He had entered that lonely place partly out of fear of the 
police, a fear which could influence him because of his disappointment 
over the behavior of those he thought he was helping. But even at such a 
time, Don Quixote has an answer for his squire. 

" 'Look, Sancho,' said Don Quixote, 'by that same God I swear that 
you have less sense than any squire in the world ever had. How is it possi
ble for you to have accompanied me all this time without coming to 
perceive that all the things that have to do with knights-errant appear to 
be mad, foolish, and chimerical, and everything happens backwards?' " 
It is Don Quixote's standard evasion when things go wrong or he is proved 
wrong: we are enchanted. Our senses are not to be trusted, and things are 
not as they seem. In this case he is driven to claim that everything is ex
actly the opposite of the way it seems, and he is right. 

The remainder of Part one, after Don Quixote enters "the Sierra 
Moreno, is the long unfolding of a series of happy endings of stories yet to 
be made known to us, and which come to pass without any effort on Don 
Quixote's part. His last action in Part one is the freeing of the convicts in 
Chapter twenty-two, with thirty chapters remaining. Yet none of the 
good that is done in those thirty chapters could have happened were it not 
for the earlier deeds of Don Quixote. And the happy endings do not come 
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about by some comic reversal of Don Quixote's intentions. They grow out 
of his deeds directly in the spirit of those deeds, by a Quixotic contagion. 
Finally, it is not the case that Don Quixote's actions are justified only by 
unforeseen consequences, but each of his acts is, for those who have eyes 
to see it, good in itself, and exactly the opposite of the way it seems. 

Pairs of contrasting opposites in Don Quixote are often remarked. The 
book combines the conventions of romantic fiction with all the ugly, 
smelly facts of real life. Of the two main characters, one is tall, thin, 
energetic, and spiritual, the other short, fat, lazy, and corporeal. The 
main character acts like a lunatic but speaks like the wisest of men. But 
the most important contrast in the book is less often noticed. It is that bet
ween the story the narrator understands himself to be telling and th� one 
he tells, and it points the way to the underlying distinction on which the 
book is built: the distinction between fact and truth. 

Cervantes puts between himself and his story a historian who comes 
from a nation known for lying (1.9,11.3), a translator, and perhaps one or 
more other people; it is the sort of matter about which Cervantes is not a 
very careful bookkeeper. But there is one consistent voice which presents 
to us all the episodes in the book, including those which precede the 
beginning of Cid Hamete Benengeli's manuscript and those for which, as 
Sancho notes with awe, there was no human witness. The narrator 
through whom we know all that we know of Don Quixote tells us that 
when his character decided to become a knight he looked around for a 
make-believe beloved just as he looked for a sword and helmet; but the 
same narrator gives a careful reader all the information he needs to see 
that Alonso Quixano has been secretly and hopelessly in love with Al
donza Lorenzo for twelve years (1.1,1.25). The narrator mocks Don Quix
ote's speech about the Golden Age as nonsense which only occurs to him 
by an association with acorns (1.11), but the goatherds to whom it is ad
dressed are moved by Don Quixote's eloquent respect for their way of life, 
and repay him with all the gifts in their power. When Don Quixote 
defends Marcela (1.14), the beautiful girl who chooses not to marry 
anyone, the narrator tells us that he is playing at defending a damsel in 
distress, but anyone who listens to what he says will hear him give the 
reason for which he became Don Quixote: that beauty demands a 
response from us, an effort not to possess it but to be worthy of it. 

Cervantes writes in the guise of someone who nf'ver sees the things 
that matter amid events he describes in meticulous detail. In belittling 
his hero, Cervantes belittles himself, and it is lett to u� to discover whether 
we are cut to the measure of that same littleness. It is a simple rhetorical 
trick that Cervantes plays, gently manipulating his readers by appealing 
to our vanity, our pleasure in feeling superior to the stupid narrator by 
seeing things to which his coarse sight does not penetrate. A most generous 
author, we are dealing with, who allows us for the most part to indulge in 
superior laughter at the crazy knight and the gullible squire, and still to 
have someone to look down on when we see those characters more deeply 
and truly. 

The narrator's misunderstandings begin practically on the first page of 
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this book, when he tells us that the gentieman about whom he is writing 
has gone crazy. It is certainly the most widely held opinion among those 
who meet Don Quixote, but there are three exceptions. In Part two, three 
sensible people come to know him and come to other conclusions about his 
sanity. Don Diego de Miranda, the gentleman in the green greatcoat, 
decides that Don Quixote is "a crazy sane man and an insane one on the 
verge of sanity." (11.17) And later, at an inn, which he takes for an inn, 
when he is on his way to Saragossa, Don Quixote meets Don Juan and 
Don Jeronimo, who are finally unable "to make up their minds as to just 
where they were to place him in the vague realm between sound sense and 
madness." (II .59) It is no accident that this pair of judgments is made 
available to us, for together they mean that the categories mad and sane 
break down when applied to Don Quixote. He must be said to belong to 
both, or to neither. He is unlike other men, but the distinction between 
the mad and the sane does not illuminate that difference. 

The truly illuminating distinction is given to us by Don Quixote 
himself, whose judgment is always the most trustworthy in the book. 
When the gentleman in green is worrying about what to make of his com
panion, Don Quixote guesses his thoughts, and breaks in on them in a 
kindly way. He forgives his friend for thinking him foolish and mad, and 
does his best to explain why he does what he does. "Even as it is easier for 
the prodigal to become a generous man than it is for the miser, so is it 
easier for the foolhardy to become truly brave than it is for the coward to 
attain valor. And in this matter of adventures, you may believe me, Senor 
Don Diego, it is better to lose by a card too many than a card too few." 

Prodigality, we shall see as we go on, is one of the most important 
words in the book. When Don Quixote appears ridiculous, which is most 
of the time, it is not for lack of wits but for his deliberate choice to be pro
digal. With what is he prodigal? With money, of course, but with all the 
things that constitute himself. When, in his fiftieth year, Alonzo Quixano 
became Don Quixote, it was not because his brain dried up but because he 
judged his safe and settled life to be a miserly one, a dried-up life. From 
that time on he ceased to hoard his capacities to act, to befriend, and to 
benefit. He gives his reason for doing so again and again in a single word, 
the most important word in the book: gratitude. As he says to one of the 
shepherdesses in Part two, "My profession is nothing other than showing 
gratitude." (11.58) Gratitude is the reciprocal response to grace. In his 
discourse on arms and letters (1.37), Don Quixote explains that the highest 
achievement of human letters and learning is distributive justice. He has 
chosen instead the higher calling of the soldier, which aims at bestowing 
the grace of peace. The middle-aged Alonzo Quixano decided to stop liv
ing a life which received grace but returned none. 

In Part two, Don Quixote asserts that the greatest sin is not pride but 
ingratitude. This has already been shown in Part one. The whole of Don 
Quixote is a parable, and its first part contains two parables-within-a
parable. The captive's story is constructed as the parable of the prodigal 
father; ingratitude is revealed in the parable of the curious impertinent. 
While Don Quixote sleeps in the inn to which he is taken from the Sierra 
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Moreno, his companions read aloud a story about a man who is curious 
about the wrong things. His name is Anselmo. Let us listen to him 
describe his complaint to his friend Lotario (1.33). 

"You may think, my friend, that in return for the favors God has 
shown me by giving me such parents as mine and bestowing upon me with 
no stinting hand what are commonly known as the gifts of nature as well 
as those of fortune, I should never be able to thank Him enough, not to 
speak of what He has done for me by giving me you as a friend and 
Camila for my wife . . . Yet with all these advantages . . . I lead the most 
empty and fretful existence of any man in this universe . . . The thing that 
so tortures me is the desire to know whether or not my wife Camila is as 
good and perfect as I think she is, for this is a truth that I cannot accept 
until the quality of her virtue is prov.ed to me in the same manner that fire 
brings out the purity of gold. For it is my opinion, my friend, that a 
woman is virtuous only in the degree to which she is tempted and resists 
temptation. " 

Can you hear why he is called Anselmo? I will remind you of the 
words of Saint Anselm in the first chapter of the Proslogium. 

"Lord, thou art my God, and thou art my Lord, and never have I seen 
thee. It is thou that hast made me, and hast made me anew, and hast 
bestowed upon me all the blessings I enjoy; and yet I do not know thee. 
Finally, I was created to see thee, and not yet have I done that for which I 
was made. 

"0 wretched lot of man, when he hath lost that for which he was 
made! . . . We suffer want in unhappiness, and feel a miserable longing, 
and alas! We remain empty . . . I wished to smile in the joy of my mind, 
and I am compelled to frown by the sorrow of my heart. Gladness was 
hoped for, and lol a source of frequent sighs!" 

Anselm puts an end to the torment in his soul by finding a proof of the 
existence of God, but Anselmo, who also cannot enjoy blessings which rest 
only on faith, when he seeks proof of Camila's love, destroys his own life 
and those of everyone around him. 

Anselmo insists that Lotario try to seduce Camila, and try again and 
again while Anselmo keeps himself absent from her. Since no human 
quality is infinite, and since every time Camila resists temptation Anselmo 
causes it to be increased, and since he himself is never present to his wife 
to help her be his wife, Anselmo finally achieves the only result that can 
come from his actions. He makes Camila unfaithful. He does not prove 
her unfaithful, because she was not so until he made her so. A wife's love 
is not a neutral fact to be ascertained by experiment, but a living thing 
sustained in part by the husband's faith in it. When Anselmo decides that 
.his faith is an insufficient foundation for his marriage, he loses it, because 
there is no foundation other than faith for a marriage to rest on. And it is 
important (Cervantes underlines the importance by breaking the story 
off) that the marriage continues for a while on a foundation of deceit. The 
deception does not last because Camila's maid joins in it, and the chain of 
corruption inevitably lengthens until it pulls all of them down. 

Anselmo's curiosity is impertinent or misplaced because a wife's love 
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calls not for curiosity but for gratitude. In his inability to appreciate the 
wife he has, Anselmo removes himself from her, so that she has no hus
band and he has no wife. The subsequent infidelity and deaths only turn 
into fact the truth that was already present in Anselmo's lack of faith. Don 
Quixote's village priest pronounces the story implausible (1.35), proving, 
for one of the innumerable times in the book, that he does not know how 
to read a story. Every marriage is founded on faith alone, but it is the 
unlikely and ima�inary story of Anselmo that reveals that truth. And once 
one has gotten hold of the truth behind the implausible facts, one sees 
that it is a truth about more than just marriages. At that point Cervantes' 
story comes into its own as a parable. 

The story of the curious impertinent illuminates the larger story of 
Don Quixote, but the characters in the one do not stand for characters in 
the other. That is not the nature of a parable. The myths Socrates tells in 
Plato's dialogues are intended to be interpreted, to be destroyed as stories 
and transformed into their philosophical content. They have no use but to 
invite interpretation. The allegory Dante tells in the Divine Comedy is 
always speaking of two or more things at once. The principal story holds 
together as itself, but its principal meaning depends upon the recognition 
of allegorical counterparts. A parable differs from both. Its content is not 
intended to refer to anything but itself. It is told because someone who 
understands it will be in a position to think about some other subject 
which is the teller's chief concern, and because anyone who cannot 
understand it would not be able to get anything out of any direct talk 
about that matter of chief concern. The parable draws on things close to 
one's experience, to prepare the imagination to deal with things less 
familiar. 

The parable of the curious impertinent reveals that there are things in 
the world which are invisible except to the eyes of faith, things which gen
uinely exist but can be destroyed if they are not believed in. In an impor
tant exchange immediately preceding the reading of the story of the 
curious impertinent, the priest declares that there never were knights
errant in the world. The innkeeper replies that he knows there are none 
now, but that they surely lived in those days. Sancho worries that one of 
them might be right, but makes up his mind to wait and see. If there is a 
knight errant in the world, only Sancho will have his eyes open to see him. 

Don Quixote's first encounter, the first time he leaves home, is with 
two whores at an inn (1.2). He sees gracious ladies, and addresses them 
with courtesy. Their first response is coarse and cruel laughter. If. the 
scene ended like that, we would have to agree with the narrator that Don 
Quixote suffers from delusions and sees not what is in front of him but 
what he wants to see. But something happens while no one is looking, and 
when we return from the stables with the innkeeper, we find the young 
women treating Don Quixote with kindness and bearing themselves with 
modesty. They have become the gracious ladies that no one, including 
themselves, except Don Quixote, saw them as. It is a very small and very 
important event, even if it has no lasting effect on the women's lives. For a 
short time at least, they were not the sluts they had thought themselves to 
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be, but free beings, capable of accepting and returning courtesy. Their 
graciousness was nowhere to be seen until Don Quixote's faith and their 
works brought it into being, but he saw it while it was still nothing but 
possibility. 

Do you see the com1ection with Anselmo? He doubted the virtue his 
wife had, and thereby destroyed it. Don Quixote believes in the virtues 
the two women do not have, and thereby brings them into being. 
Anselmo withdraws himself from his wife. Don Quixote involves himself 
with total strangers. Anselmo does not know how to love the woman he is 
in love with. Don Quixote may have the secret of loving everyone in the 
world. 

But Don Quixote's subsequent acts of charity, with the boy Andres and 
with the convicts, seem to be not mad but naive, a mockery of the very 
notion of doing good. When he prevents Andres from being beaten, and 
leaves his master on his honor to pay the boy his just wages, the result is 
the worst beating Andres has had in his life, and the loss of his job. When 
Andres tells him what has happened, and curses him for it, Don Quixote is 
deeply troubled. When he frees the convicts, it is Don Quixote who is 
beaten, by the very men he tried to help, and robbed of everything he car
ries and wears. It is that episode which sends him into the mountains, 
where, for a time, he is not himself. For the narrator, there is nothing 
troubling about these results. They merely confirm what every grown-up 
in the world except Don Quixote already knows. For Don Quixote they 
are severe tests of his faith in people, but tests which he survives, and 
rightly. 

Don Quixote has benefitted Andres by forcing an end to a situation in 
which the boy regarded himself as someone who could be beaten at the 
whim of another, so long as the beating was not too bad. Like the two 
whores, Andres had taken himself at the valuation of others. They started 
to be taken for ladies. Andres is angry at being forced to be a man. We see 
him last on the road to Seville. We do not know what will become of him 
there, but we know that it will be what he makes of himself. Andres had 
accepted and made the best of a slavish role into which he was born and in 
which he was remaining by inertia. From Don Quixote he suffered the 
painful gift of his freedom 

With the convicts, Don Quixote worries that some might be innocent, 
convicted only because they were poor and without friends. Others he 
sees to be guilty, but of no very serious crimes. But his motive for freeing 
them does not depend on the facts about them. Don Quixote is outraged 
that, whatever they have done, the king should make slaves of them. Don 
Quixote believes in punishment; he spends much of the book dealing it 
out. But he does not believe in punishment that precludes forgiveness. 
The king's justice rests on the ultimate in impertinent curiosity: on the 
question whether a man shall be allowed to continue to be a man or shall 
be created a slave. The convicts had not used their freedom well, but they 
had it not on human sufferance but by God's grace. Don Quixote does not 
find a solution to the problem of human ingratitude, but he does prevent 
its multiplication, and hence rights a wrong. 

6 The Parable of Don Quixote 



The two craziest of Don Quixote's deeds in Part one seem not ex
plicable as acts of faith or charity, because they do not involve other peo
ple. They are his attacks on the windmills and the sheep. There is a clue to 
the meaning of these episodes in Part two, when Don Quixote tells San
cho, "In confronting giants, it is the sin of pride that we slay. " (11.8) I 
suspect that, in attacking both the windmills and the sheep, Don Quixote 
was ineffectually, but literally, confronting giants- private companies of 
great wealth which, under royal patent, were exploiting the land of Spain 
on a gigantic and unheard-of scale. One windmill is sufficient to knock 
Don Quixote off his horse, but it is a clump of thirty or forty of them at 
which he charges in anger. And it is not a flock or herd of sheep at which 
he charges, but a vast assemblage of them to which his word army is ap
propriate. There must be something wrong with the unbounded commer
cial development that is beginning to change the face of Spain, because it 
is founded on pride. On the other hand, every deed of Don Quixote rests 
on faith in the Gospels. It should be becoming clear in what way the story 
of Don Quixote is itself a parable. 

At this point I have just about made good my claim that Don Quixote's 
actions in Part one are all understandable and good. I have not mentioned 
several encounters in which he gives and receives lumps and bruises. The 
most serious injury he causes is a broken leg, to an arrogant young priest 
who speaks rudely and treats him as though he were nothing. (1.19) Until 
he is in pain and unable to move, Alonso Lopez is too wrapped up in 
himself to recognize Don Quixott:: as another like himself to whom 
elementary courtesy is due. And as soon as Don Quixote sees that the man 
needs help, he .is quick to give it. Alonso Lopez has learned his own impor
tance from his theological education, but he has not learned who his 
neighbor is. If he is capable of learning such a lesson at all, both the anger 
and the kindness of the crazy knight could teach it to him. 

Don Quixote is meddlesome, but his meddling always takes the form 
of pertinent curiosity. Though he talks often of the privileges of rank, he 
acts always as though every human being deserves honor. He is entitled to 
teach manners to a priest, to insist that the king accord even a criminal 
minimal recognition as a member of his own species, to require a master 
to treat his servant with respect, to make that servant and prostitutes 
aware of their own dignity, and even to strike a few blows at gigantic 
faceless companies which do their business in indifference to what they do 
to the world they share with ordinary people. Don Quixote earns the right 
to interfere with everyone by recognizing every human life as a claim 
upon himself. His curiosity is pertinent because when the test comes he 
always acts as though the good of another pertains to him. And we are en
titled to wonder if, in Don Quixote, we are witnessing a man who loves 
his neighbor as himself. 

When Don Quixote enters the Sierra Moreno he is far from believing 
that he has done anything worthwhile, but his influence is already present 
in the world and working its own effects. He himself is miserable and 
alone. He spends his time imitating the penance of Amadis of Gaul, an 
episode noteworthy because it makes one realize that nowhere else in the 
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book does he imitate anyone. Only in this brief, dark retirement from the 
world does Don Quixote ever try to remember something a knight in a 
book did in order to mimic it. Ordinarily he is the opposite of an imitator, 
the most original of men, in the sense that his deeds originate in himself 
out of the true array of possibilities before him. It is the rest of us, who 
judge and act out of habit, custom, and inertia, who are the imitators. 
The enchantment of which Don Quixote speaks is primarily the siren song 
of habit which prevents us from truly encountering the things and people 
before us. We take them for what everyone else always takes them for. In 
a chapter which Cervantes calls "one of the most important in the entire 
history" (11.6), Don Quixote's niece tells him to act like what he is, a man 
who is old, sick, and poor. In the Sierra Moreno, that is just how he acts. 

When Sancho returns to him in the mountains, he finds his master 
thinner than ever, jaundiced, fainting from hunger, and sighing for 
Dulcinea. But when he tries to speak to him of his beloved, Don Quixote 
will only say that he is not worthy of her grace (1.29). When his priest, for 
a joke, says he has heard of a mad sinner who will undoubtedly be 
damned for setting free some galley slaves, Don Quixote hangs his head in 
silent humiliation. It is his wonderful friendship with Sancho that brings 
him back to himself. Here is the colloquy which brings him out of his 
melancholy and restores his sanity. (1.30) 

" 'Faith, Senor Licentiate,' (said Sancho,) 'the one who performed 
that deed was my master. Not that I didn't warn him beforehand and ad
vise him to look what he was doing, it being a sin to free them, for they 
were all of them the greatest rogues that ever were.' 

'Blockhead!' cried Don Quixote upon hearing this. 'It is not the 
business of knights-errant to stop and ascertain as to whether the afflicted 
and oppressed whom they encounter going along the road in chains like 
that are in such straits by reason of their own crimes or as a result of 
misfortunes that they have suffered. The only thing that does concern 
them is to aid those individuals as persons in distress, with an eye to their 
sufferings and not to their villainies. I chanced to meet with a rosary, or 
string, of poor wretches and merely did for them what my religion 
demands of me. As for the rest, that is no affair of mine. And whoever 
thinks ill of it-saving the dignity of your holy office and your respected 
person, Senor Licentiate- I will simply say that he knows little of the 
laws of chivalry and lies like an ill-begotten son of a whore. All of which I 
will make plain to him, to the fullest extent, with my sword.' " 

Soon Don Quixote is drawing Sancho ahead of the others they are 
travelling with, to question him in insatiable detail about Dulcinea. As 
always, Sancho's disloyalty has strengthened Don Quixote's faith, and 
Don Quixote's healing anger at his squire has strengthened Sancho's devo
tion to his master. Those two are then wholly themselves, while those 
riding along behind them have, without knowing it, become new beings 
in Don Quixote's image. 

Dorotea, who has been seduced and deserted by the nobleman Don 
Fernando, who has run away from home and twice trusted men who then 
tried to rape her, who has ended up in the Sierra Moreno in despair, is 
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now in the company of three new knights-errant. Don Quixote's curate 
and barber, who, contemptuous of his behavior but concerned for his 
welfare. have come hunting for their friend to hring him home. have 
found themselves distracted by Dorotea's distress, and each has sworn 
himself to her service (1.28,29). Cardenio, who has also been misused by 
Don Fernando, and had run away to the Sierra Moreno to escape his 
troubles and all human society, has regained his sanity and hopes, and 
sworn that Don Fernando will either marry Dorotea or fight him. Two 
men for whom the idea of chivalry is matter only for mockery, but who 
are in the Sierra Moreno on account of Don Quixote, and two despairing 
victims, who are brought out of their solitude by Don Quixote's friends, 
are now a band united by mutual faith, by the giving and receiving of 
charity, and by the hope that life may still hold some unlooked-for good 
for a young woman in distress. The four of them connive at an elaborate 
pretense of knight-errantry to patronize Don Quixote, while none of them 
notices that they are living the actuality of it. 

For the remainder of Part one, Don Quixote sleeps, listens, holds back 
from disputes to be a peacemaker, allows himself to be carried homeward 
in a cage, and, after one abortive attempt in the last chapter to return to 
knight-errantry, chooses the prudent course of returning home to await 
more propitious times. He, the most active of men, is for the most part 
content with his return to passivity. We are never told why directly, but 
Cervantes shows us why through the Captive's story, which is Cervantes' 
parable of the prodigal father. 

Luke's story of the prodigal son begins with a young man's heedless
ness of others, the Captive's story with his father's heedlessness of self. 
Each leads to the premature distribution of an estate. The prodigal 
father, worried that he will waste what he has, sells his lands, divides the 
proceeds among his sons, and sends them out into the world. One pursues 
trade, and becomes wealthy; a second pursues letters, and eventually 
becomes a judge. The Captive, in the image of his father, becomes a 
knight. After twenty-two years the family is reunited, the father's faith 
justified, the wealth he denied himself multiplied, the sons whose 
presence he sacrificed returnecl to him freely out of love. But this sum
mary of the story leaves out the most important character in it, the 
Moorish maiden Zoraida. When the prodigal father lets go of his property 
and his sons, he cannot know that a stranger is waiting in the world whom 
only his deed will save. 

Of the many quixotic characters in Don Quixote, the most quixotic of 
them all is the Moorish princess Zoraida, who cannot take any pleasure 
from wealth, a loving father, or the society of her own people, because in 
her childhood she heard stories of the Virgin Mary from a Christian slave. 
She gives up everything to go with the Christian knight to a country 
where the Virgin Mary is worshipped. Upbringing, language, heritage, 
custom, and ritual do not produce faith in Zoraida; the inspiration of the 
imagination by stories does. The prodigality of the Captive's father, and 
of the Captive himself, who returns most of his inheritance and embarks 
on a soldier's life, make possible her rescue from a country not hospitable 

St. Johns Lecture Series 9 



to her spirit. The band of knights-errant descended from Don Quixote, 
and already enlarged, gives her that reception to a Christian country of 
which she has dreamed. 

Between Don Quixote's return to the inn and the Captive's arrival 
there, four more lives have been saved from unhappiness. Don Fernando, 
who arrived breathing threats and murder at Luscinda, who betrayed 
him after he had betrayed Cardenio and Dorotea for her sake, has 
relented and amended his life, making it possible for Cardenio and 
Luscinda to marry, and returning himself to Dorotea. Don Fernando's 
conversion is brought about by the unanimous and whole-hearted urging 
of the group in the inn, which includes the curate and barber, now in
volved in the lives of others by the same pertinent curiosity that took Don 
Quixote away from his home. As Zoraida was waiting in the world for the 
liberating act of the prodigal father, so, it turns out, was Dorotea, lost, 
alone, and in danger in the Sierra Moreno, waiting for the liberating, in
fectious generosity of Don Quixote. She acknowledges as much, when 
finally abandoning all pretense with Don Quixote, she says to him, "I am 
convinced that had it not been for you, sir, I should never have had the 
good fortune that is now mine, and in this I speak the veriest truth, as 
most of these worthy folk who are present can testify." (1.37) The long 
chain of entangled lives which extends to the Captive's brother's teen
aged daughter and her boyfriend, which is linked in mutual generosity to 
realize the highest possibilities of each, which is the exact inverse of the 
chain of corruption extending from Anselmo, owes its existence to Don 
Quixote. In the parable surrounding the parable, he is the prodigal 
father. 

Don Quixote, having chosen not to hoard the grace his own life con
tained, made it available in unpredictable ways to people unknown to 
him. Contributing also to that transmission is, of course, an immense ele
ment of coincidence, as, one after another, nine people who are in various 
ways making one another unhappy arrive at the same place. But perhaps 
coincidence is one of those categories under which things appear to our 
enchanted sight as other than they are. Cardenio and Dorotea are both in 
the Sierra Moreno because it is the place of despair, but they are not there 
together until Don Quixote's friends bring them together. Until that time, 
the latent truth that their interests coincide cannot become a fact, and 
that is why they are in despair. The coincidence of their connection with 
each other only has consequences in the world when the utterly 
disinterested curate and barber chose to make their cares coincide with 
those of two strangers. Similarly, the Captive and his brother might have 
spent the night at the same inn without knowing it, had Don Quixote's 
friends not been there to ask each for his story, and to involve themselves 
in those articles. If the truth of coincidence is that all lives coincide, then 
the fact of coincidence ceases to be surprising. Arrival at the inn where the 
steadily multiplying good will begotten by Don Quixote works its effects is 
for Don Fernando "like attaining Heaven itself, where all the misadven
tures of earth are at an end. " (1.36) In contrast to Don Fernando's way of 
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recognizing the truth behind the facts, Don Quixote's taking the same inn 
for a castle is modest understatement. 

I have said that Don Quixote does not do anything in Part one after he 
frees the convicts. He is present in the subsequent deeds as the Captive's 
father is present in the lives of his sons, in just the measure that they are 
independent of him. But it is now necessary for me to qualify what I've 
said, because Don Quixote, for a brief moment in Chapter forty-five, does 
something important. He leads an army. He leads it in a conflict in which 
no one is hurt because he quickly puts a stop to the fighting. But it is an 
episode in which, while nothing happens, the participants reveal them
selves for what they are. It is thus like those Platonic dialogues which Mr. 
Klein has called ethological mimes. Before describing the episode I will 
mention two others of the same kind from earlier in this book. 

In Chapter four, during that first brief sally in which the whole truth 
of Don Quixote can be read, he encounters some Toledo merchants on 
the�r way to buy silk. For a moment they stand opposed, Don Quixote 
commanding them to swear that Dulcinea is the most beautiful woman in 
the world, one of the merchants insisting that they be shown her, or at 
least her portrait, before being required to commit themselves. In anger, 
thoroughly provoked by the rude joke-; of one of the merchants. Don 
Quixote lowers his lance and charges. As happens as often as not with 
Rocinante, his horse stumbles, and he is a loser without combat. But Don 
Quixote on the ground, beaten by servants, with the merchants on their 
horses, laughing in a slightly embarassed way, is just the enchanted ap
pearance, the merely factual outcome of the episode. The truth of it is one 
man understanding that the beauty that is worth declaring and defending 
is the beauty that is invisible, while a group of others think of the beauty 
of a beloved woman as they do of the quality of a sample of silk. It is the 
soul of a knight and the soul of a merchant that are set before us. 

In Chapter twenty, Don Quixote and Sancho run afoul of another 
phase of the textile industry, the sounds of the hammers of a fulling mill. I 
am disregarding Don Quixote's advice in speaking of it. "I do not deny," 
he says, "that what happened to us has its comical aspects; but it is best 
not to tell the story, for not everyone is wise enough to see the point of the 
thing." The point of the thing is that Don Quixote is truly brave, because 
he is brave in the dark. The fact of the matter is that he, like Sancho, 
spent a night in terror of something that could not harm them, and had to 
endure Sancho's laughter in the morning. But does one who fears in the 
night have the right to mock in the daylight? Night will always come 
again, and will hold terrors, and Don Quixote has proved that he can face 
them with courage. The revelation of courage does not· require a solemn 
occasion; for those with eyes to see, it is compatible with events that are 
ridiculous. 

In Chapter forty-five, as in the flaring of a match or a lightening-bolt, 
there is the briefest of military engagements: the battle over Mambrino's 
helmet. The battle has no outcome because Don Quixote does not allow it 
to. The point of the thing is the drawing of a line between the two sides, 
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and the revealing of the genuine willingness of each to fight. There is no 
issue present worth fighting over, as Don Quixote says. But there is the ut
most importance in discovering for what one is willing to fight. On one 
side is an army of police, peasants, and servants, fighting in defense of the 
proposition that a barber's basin is a barber's basin and belongs by right to 
the barber. On the other side is an army of caballeros, Don Luis, Don Fer
nando, the Judge, and their natural and rightful leader, Don Quixote. 
One combatant seems to be on the wrong side, for Sancho Panza fights 
with the knights. But Sancho is no longer the cowardly peasant of twenty
five chapters earlier. Just five pages before the battle begins, Don Quixote 
has noted that Sancho has become a true man, and deserves to be dubbed 
a knight (1.44). The knights fight to defend the proposition that honor ex
ists wherever one stakes one's honor, even in the homeliest of objects. Don 
Quixote's dignity elevates the barber's basin, just as his love elevates 
Dulcinea above the sight of merchants and his courage elevates a fuller's 
mill beyond the comprehension of a coward. For the only time in the 
book, Don Quixote has an army to lead, and the one thing he does with it, 
the instant it comes into being, is disband it. The battle he fights is against 
the automatic taking of the things in the world at their lowest valuation, 
and it is both won and lost as soon as the sides are drawn. 

Don Quixote has learned to see the possibilities which do not appear 
and the truths which facts never disclose by reading books of knight
errantry. Cervantes, of course, claims that he wrote Don Quixote to com
bat the harmful effects of such books. But what, exactly, are those harm
ful effects? Four chapters of the text are devoted to a mammoth debate on 
the subject (1.47-50). The curate, of course, contributes his characteristic 
argument that such books foster mistaken notions among the uneducated 
about the facts of the past. People might even be moved by accounts of 
miracles which never happened. But a new character, more elevated in 
the hierarchy of the Church, a canon of Toledo, is introduced to carry the 
principal responsibility for exposing the evils of the books which have cor
rupted Don Quixote. 

It is not right, the canon argues, that amusement ever be entirely 
separated from instruction, and not possible that pleasure could come 
from books that depict unlikely events in an episodic presentation and a 
crude style. The canon knows that the books of knight-errantry violate all 
these rules of good writing, because he has begun reading practically all 
of them that have ever been printed. In fact, he has enjoyed reading every 
one of them, but has always caught himself in time to remind himself that 
they are worthless, and incapable of affording true pleasure. He has never 
allowed himself to finish reading one. He once tried writing one himself, 
which observed all the rules of good writing, but he left it unfinished 
when he realized that most people wouldn't like it. Now the canon is an 
honest man, and if he were to hear his opinions presented as briefly as this 
and all in one place, he would find himself as peculiar as he finds Don 
Quixote. Spread over twenty pages, and supported with abundant ex
amples, his discourse is in fact very impressive. 

Don Quixote, of course, mops the floor with him, but listen to the sur-
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prising way he does it. "Do you mean to tell me that those books that . . .  
read with general enjoyment and praised by young and old alike, by rich 
and poor, the learned and the ignorant, the gentry and the plain 
people-in brief, by all sorts of persons of every condition and walk in 
life- do you mean to tell me that they are but lies? Do they not have every 
appearance of being true? " Don Quixote does not say that the books are 
good, but that they are true. What is true about them? They are in touch 
with the deepest springs of our common humanity. There are incessant 
references in the book to the truthfulness of histories, by which everyone 
else means some sort of authoritative assurance of a matching-up with a 
dead and inaccessible past. Only Don Quixote sees that a more important 
truth lies in what matches up with the buried longings and unrealized 
possibilities in all of us. 

Cervantes' discourse remains parabolic, but it is time for our own to 
become direct. The effect, harmful or otherwise, of books of knight
errantry, is not the subject of chief concern. The canon, showing the 
monstrous improbabilities the romances ask us to swallow, mentions a 
seventeen-year-old boy killing a giant, an army of a million men defeated 
because the book's hero is on the other side, and a tower full of knights 
miraculouslv sC'attered all over the f'arth. and C'oncl udes that hooks full of 
such things

. 
have no place in a Christian state. Is it not clear that the 

canon is talking of one thing while Cervantes is thinking of another, and 
that the name of that other is the Bible? The canon tells Don Quixote to 
turn to the Book of Judges if he wants to read about knightly exploits, 
attributing its superiority to its accuracy. But even if the story of Samson 
and Delilah is more factual than that of Amadis of Gaul, does the worth 
of the Bible depend on its quota of facts? 

In the first chapter of Part two, Don Quixote gives a lesson in how to 
read, which is wasted on his audience of the curate and the barber. He 
says, "the truth is so clear that I can almost assure you that I saw with my 
own eyes Amadis of Gaul." Is Don Quixote talking about amusement? 
About instruction? Those two categories do not exhaust the purposes of 
writing, and it is only because the canon thinks they do that he is so con
fused about his own experiences with books. Stories that affect us set our 
imaginations to work. That activity can disclose ourselves to us, what we 
care about, what we fear, what we long for. The combination of 
disclosure and stimulation may, as it does with Don Quixote, inspire ac
tion. Even when it doesn't, it may enrich the interior realm from which 
thought and action can be nourished. It is not possible for a work of fic
tion to relieve boredom for a time, and then vanish as though it had not 
been. Because the work of our imaginations is an indispensable partner in 
the presentation to us of a work of fiction, reading or listening to one is 
always an experience which must leave some mark. Under the word fic
tion I include history, if it is formed into stories. 

It follows, then, that stories cannot be received by us passively or iden
tically. And finally, it follows that the Bible cannot be what it is, mostly 
stories, and be understood for the many by a learned few who would con
trol the rightness of beliefs. In our vulnerability to stories, we are all alike, 
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and the canon cannot rise above his own humanity. In our response to 
stories, where the possibility of faith lies, we are independent and free, 
and the canon cannot rise above us. Cervantes' book is a parable of faith, 
written at the time of an Inquisition. 

You may have noticed that I have not had much to say about Part two, 
and you must realize by now that I am not going to. In fact, I have used 
Part two as though it were Cervantes' commentary on Part one. It is more 
than that. In it, Cervantes magnifies Don Quixote's mistakes, failures, 
doubts, and miseries, so that we will be willing to let him die. We are left 
alone at the end of Part two, in a way that we are not at the end of Part 
one. We have only ourselves to rely on, and no longer Don Quixote, to 
assimilate and come to terms with our encounter with him. If we are to 
carry away anything of importance from that encounter, it must survive a 
passage through his inexplicable abandonment of everything he believed. 
But Cervantes is too good a storyteller to make even half a book entirely 
painful to his best and most trusting readers. He gives as compensation for 
our ordeal Sancho Panza, for Part two is Sancho's book. 

With the many ways in which Don Quixote and Sancho are obvious 
opposites, one is apt not to notice how much they are alike. Each has left 
home and submitted himself to adventure and the workings of pro
vidence, Don Quixote because he longs to be acknowledged and accepted 
by Dulcinea, Sancho because he longs for an island, where he would be an 
important man, see his children honored, and not have to do any work. 
Within their enormous sameness, their differences make their friendship 
the most stable of self-maintaining communities. When they pull against 
each other it is always for the sake of the same goal, that grace without 
which a life, whether devoted to honor or to pleasure, is incomplete. In 
the course of his companionship, his fights, and his reconciliations with 
Don Quixote, Sancho acquires habits which will sustain his quixotic long
ings after he has lost his friend . . 

He has progressively become brave enough to fight in defense of his 
master (1.24), alongside his master (1.45), and finally in rebellion from his 
master (II.60). He has likewise absorbed enough ofhis master's wisdom 
that he is able, on his own in charge of his inland island, to resolve a 
paradox that would defeat Bertrand Russell (Il.51). But most important 
of all, association with Don Quixote has liberated Sancho's imagination. 
What Sancho sees from the flying horse Clavileno has nothing to do with 
knight-errantry, since his imagination has been differently nourished 
than has Don Quixote's. A mustard seed from the Gospels, some garbled 
astronomy, and memories of his boyhood as a goatherd combine in San
cho's visions (II.41). With the eyes of an imagination thoroughly his own, 
set free in him by Don Quixote, Sancho sees that his longing is for no ear
thly island (II.42). 

As Don Quixote is a lover of honor, so is Sancho a lover of pleasure, 
with sufficient imagination. always. to be grateful and never to be 
satisfied. 
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