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How does a public intellectual close to the powerful and influential persuade
those authorities to moral and responsible action? The case of John Donne,
one of the greatest poets and preachers of seventeenth-century England, of-
fers a fascinating illustration of precisely this problem. Operating under condi-
tions of strict censorship, Donne had to find a way of convincing monarch,
courtiers, and churchmen alike that certain courses of action would tear apart
the social fabric of his country. Yet, how could Donne find his voice without
losing his head? Furthermore, how could he advise in a way that might turn
powerful interests away from paths that were personally and socially destruc-
tive, and invite them to find better solutions? Donne addresses court corrup-
tion in his poetry, warns against royal absolutism in his role as royal chaplain,
and attempts to persuade against brutality in England’s colonial adventures.
Analyzing Donne’s words and actions will help us to understand his methods
in difficult and dangerous circumstances. Naturally, we will also want to ask
how Donne’s methods might serve as an inspiration in our own times.
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