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INTRODUCTION

What is modernity? What is modern philosophy? What is modern society?
And what, if anything, does philosophy have to do with the possibility of
a free society?

The purpose of this book is to show that Montaigne transforms phi-
losophy itself, bringing it down from the heavens and into the streets,
markets, and taverns of ordinary men and ordinary life. Thus, he “invents”
or discovers society as a distinctly modern form of association and radi-
cally changes the nature of political power. The essay is philosophy made
sociable.

My approach to the Essays, then, is philosophical rather than literary.
True, the essays do not look anything like traditional philosophy, and
Montaigne himself calls them “bizarre.” Nevertheless, he does describe
himself as a philosopher, “a new figure: an unpremeditated and acciden-
tal philosopher.” My discussion of the language, style, and order of the
essays is intended to show the ways in which these features of the essay
form reveal Montaigne’s radically new philosophical project. The essay is
not simply a literary innovation: it is the expression of an unprecedented
philosophical intention.

In Michel de Montaigne: Accidental Philosopher (2003), I argued that
Montaigne should be regarded as an original philosopher, not simply as
the inventor of the essay. I was also especially concerned to show that
Montaigne is not a skeptic as most of his scholarly readers take him to
be. The emphasis in that book, then, is on drawing a contrast between
Montaigne and the “deliberate” philosophers of antiquity. In this book,
I return to many of the same themes that emerged in Accidental Philoso-
pher in order to explore them in greater depth. However, my emphasis
here is on Montaigne’s relationship to modern philosophy, and I believe
that this relationship brings out his originality in a more radical way.

Thus, I approach Montaigne as a philosopher within the context of
modernity rather than Renaissance humanism, although there is much
in common between these contexts. Two major works on humanism and
the Renaissance are especially compatible with my view of the Essays.
Montaigne holds a central place in Tzvetan Todorov’s account of the
humanist tradition, a tradition that he traces into the eighteenth century.

X1



xii Introduction

In his Imperfect Garden: The Legacy of Humanism, Todorov argues that
humanism offers the antidote to our deepest and most pressing moral
and political problems: the dissolution of society, the disappearance of
morality and the self, and the conflict between liberty and community.
The humanists do not fall into the extreme either of the autonomy of
the individual or the disappearance of individuality. The “humanist core”
that he sees in the tradition of liberal democracy can combat the drift of
democracy toward collapse into illiberal and inhuman forms of auton-
omy and isolation.

Montaigne also figures prominently in William J. Bouwsma’s The
Waning of the Renaissance, 1550-1640. The Renaissance saw three lib-
erations: the liberation of the self in the affirmation of the uniqueness of
every human being, the liberation of the cosmos from the constraints of
the classical-medieval hierarchy of being, and the liberation of politics in
the emergence of the concept of sovereignty. Montaigne’s moral attitude,
according to Bouwsma, displays “the re-ordered self” in the absence of
natural hierarchy.

These conclusions are, in some ways, similar to my own. However,
by approaching Montaigne as a modern philosopher, rather than as a
Renaissance thinker, I believe it is possible to bring to light certain epis-
temological and political aspects of his thought that might otherwise
remain unnoticed. Although I do not focus primarily on Montaigne’s
relationships to other modern philosophers, I do discuss them at certain
points in order to elucidate Montaigne’s thought.

In addition to the influence of Machiavelli, we find in the Essays inti-
mations of such widely diverse philosophers as Descartes, Pascal, Bacon,
Hobbes, Hume, and Rousseau. Montaigne appears as the incomparably
rich source from which both rationalists and empiricists, liberals and con-
servatives, draw. Yet Montaigne himself is neither a rationalist nor an
empiricist, neither a liberal nor a conservative. His “unpremeditated and
accidental” philosophy transcends these distinctions. Indeed, both mod-
ern epistemology and modern political philosophy take on a somewhat
different color when seen through the lens of Montaigne’s philosophical
project.

Montaigne’s re-formation of philosophy is his radical break with the
classical-medieval Aristotelian tradition. This rejection of Aristotelian
philosophy is a fundamental principle of early modern philosophy. Mon-
taigne undermines the foundations of Aristotle’s metaphysics, politics,
and ethics, so that the traditional hierarchy of being collapses. In his
rejection of Aristotelian metaphysics, Montaigne combats especially the
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conceit that the philosopher is most fully human and therefore divine
through his participation in the divine activity of contemplation. Modern
philosophy understands itself as a human, not a divine, activity and there-
fore abandons contemplation as the philosophical act.

Montaigne sees the philosophical pretense to divinity as dangerous
because it makes the philosopher inhuman, destroys his natural sympa-
thy, and separates him from other men. The Aristotelian view identifies
the philosopher with the act of contemplation: the man is essentially the
philosopher. Only the philosopher attains the perfection of the human
form. Montaigne, however, sets himself forth as a radical and devastat-
ing rebuttal to this understanding. He makes himself “a new figure: an
unpremeditated and accidental philosopher.” The essay is the form of this
new mode of philosophy which separates the man from the philosopher:
the man is not essentially but rather only accidentally a philosopher. The
separation of the man from the philosopher is actually, then, the human-
ization of the philosopher through the recovery of a common humanity.
The human good is found, not in the escape to the heavens of philosophi-
cal contemplation, but in the experience of everyday life in society with
other men. Montaigne turns philosophy on its head.

So also, Montaigne separates the man from the prince. The prince’s
identification of himself with his mastery over others makes the prince
inhuman. Montaigne overcomes the Aristotelian notion of natural mas-
tery by separating the master from his power, bringing him down from his
lofty throne to “essay” himself with other men. The separation of the man
from the prince is actually, then, the humanization of the prince through
his recovery of his common humanity. It is the basis for the principles of
representative government and the freedom of society which are central
to modern political philosophy. Montaigne effects both the separation of
the man from the philosopher and the separation of the man from the
prince through his discovery of the social.

The first part of this book (chapters 1 through 4) focuses on the reforma-
tion or refounding of philosophy through the separation of the man from
the philosopher and the humanization of the philosopher through the
subjection of reason to the experience of everyday life. The second part
(chapters S through 7) focuses on the refounding or reordering of human
life through the separation of the man from the prince and the humaniza-
tion of the prince through the invention of society.

Why must philosophy be reformed? What is it about the philosophy
of Aristotle—the philosophy of the schools—that distorts our being and
that must be overcome if human beings are to be free? In chapter 1, I set
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out the first step in Montaigne’s refounding of philosophy, his reversal of
the fundamental principles of Aristotle’s metaphysics and political philos-
ophy. Form, end, and potentiality and actuality are all brought together
in Aristotle’s understanding of perfection: final cause is the perfection of
form, the actualization of the potentialities that belong to the individual
by virtue of his species. Human perfection must be understood in terms
of the hierarchy of being in which the human is located below the divine
and above the bestial. Man is perfected by striving for and attaining the
divine. For Aristotle, there are two distinct kinds of perfection: intellec-
tual excellence (or contemplation) and moral excellence, which requires
the political realm for its complete actualization.

For Montaigne, however, perfection is the enjoyment of “our own”
condition: he considers man as he is in himself, “without striving.” Mon-
taigne replaces contemplation (the divine activity) with judgment (the
human activity that is all “one’s own”). He also replaces the primacy of
the political with his own “end,” the domestic and private. Montaigne
changes the meaning of “form” by particularizing form, especially in his
notion of the “master-form” which is a form “all one’s own.” Final cause,
or “end,” becomes power and the production of effects. Aristotelian
potentiality and actuality are replaced by possibility.

Aristotelian philosophy and medieval theology understand human
desire as, ultimately, a desire for the divine and eternal. Montaigne’s
philosophical stance toward the temporal world is not one of escape to
the eternal. But neither is it one of immersion in the temporal realm of
practice. Montaigne is actually reordering the temporal realm. He rejects
and reverses Aristotle, because Aristotle’s foundations are weak: they rest
on the presumption and pride of the philosopher in his own divinity.
That is, the Aristotelian philosopher cannot separate the man from the
philosopher.

Despite his rejection of Aristotle, are there intimations within the tradi-
tion inherited by Montaigne that might suggest the possibility of a free
society? In chapter 2, I discuss Montaigne’s relation to sacred tradition.
The question of Montaigne’s sincerity in matters of religion and religious
belief is one that deeply divides his readers. The apparent absence of piety,
the lack of concern with the “next world,” and his attitude toward death,
for example, lead some to hold that his frequent avowals of his Catholi-
cism are merely a cover for atheism. Others consider him a skeptic-fideist
who combines philosophical skepticism with unexamined faith. Most
readers agree that his adherence to Catholicism is due to his conviction
that, within the context of the civil wars of his day, the old religion is
a source of political stability. I put aside the question of his personal
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sincerity and attempt instead to make sense of both the apparent absence
of piety in the Essays and his claims of submission to the Church. Mon-
taigne objects to the role of Aristotle’s philosophy in medieval theology
and in the schools: he separates out what he regards as essential to the
tradition and thereby frees it from its dependence on ancient philosophy.

Montaigne attacks the Reformation not only for the threat that it
poses to the social bond but also, and more fundamentally, for its under-
standing of the human being and of man’s relationship to God. He sees
the reformers as attempting to institute a purely spiritual and intellec-
tual religion, disdaining the role of the senses and images in worship.
Montaigne’s understanding of the human world can be described as a
sacramental and incarnational metaphysics. He finds the miraculous in
the lowliest details of ordinary life. Here again, he reverses Aristotle, who
locates the divine in the highest and most rare.

What precisely is the philosophical act that frees the philosopher from
the traditional hierarchy and makes possible the existence of society? In
chapter 3,1 first examine the nature of the new philosophical act in which
the philosopher is separated from the man. For Montaigne, the philo-
sophical act begins in the world of thought, not in the world of things.
Hence, it begins in the condition of error because the mind is not (as
Aristotle held) receptive of what is, but rather generates and produces
out of itself.

The mind’s capacity for “representation,” as Montaigne holds, mani-
fests the “unruliness of thought.” The mind represents to itself both
what is and what is not, the true as well as the false. Invention enables
Montaigne to discover the possible: his task is to tell “what can happen”
rather than what has happened. Montaigne’s descriptions of reason have
led many of his readers to conclude that he is a skeptic: reason is weak,
self-interested, and biased. However, Montaigne discusses another kind
of reason as well: “reason inflexible and impassive.” This reason is with-
out self-interest and can, therefore, settle the conflict between mastery
and slavery.

The philosophical act is ultimately the act of judgment in which rea-
son, representation, and invention are brought together under the will.
Montaigne says that the essays are the tests of his judgment. Judgment
here replaces Aristotle’s contemplation. Montaigne’s judgment does not
contemplate “the thing itself”; it subjects the thing itself, making it his
own. Freedom of judgment is the mark of the “self-ordered soul” which
is “strong in itself.” Montaigne does not judge by the standard of what
ought to be (Aristotle’s final cause): he judges what is, as it is, in its imper-
fection. His judgment of other men is unique, for he does not judge them
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by the standard of himself. Thus, he removes himself, his self-interest and
self-esteem, from the act of judgment. That is the separation of the man
from the philosopher.

Chapter 4 completes my presentation of the philosophical act and of
Montaigne’s reformation of philosophy. His unpremeditated and acci-
dental philosophy is the separation of the man from the philosopher. The
man is not essentially a philosopher: he does not participate in the divine
but is simply a man like all other men. Traditional philosophy, in contrast,
dehumanizes the philosopher because it destroys his sympathy with other
men.

How, then, does Montaigne “humanize” the philosopher? The essay is
the perfect form for unpremeditated and accidental philosophy because
it makes philosophy sociable. I examine five features of the essay form
in order to show how the essay is sociable. First, Montaigne’s practice
of quotation brings ancient philosophy into ordinary conversation. Sec-
ond, he writes the essays in French rather than Latin, the language of the
schools. He uses only the language of the streets, markets, and taverns of
France. Third, he sometimes goes beyond the limits of propriety in speak-
ing about the body and the sexual, thus overcoming the shame of the
private. Fourth, the use of testimony and stories enlarges his experience
and allows him to test or essay himself against other men. Fifth, in spite
of the apparent disorder of the essays, Montaigne follows the everyday
order of shepherds and shopboys who, unlike the learned, never fail to
understand each other.

The essays look unphilosophical because there are no syllogisms, argu-
ments, or conclusions. That is because judgment is not a conclusion but
an act. Montaigne’s judgment reorders the mind to the lowest rather than
the highest. The act of judgment reverses the traditional order by submit-
ting philosophy to the everyday, to the social, and thus to experience.
That is why the last essay is “Of Experience.”

In chapters 5, 6, and 7, I take up the political, social, and moral aspects
of Montaigne’s reordering of human association. Just as the man must be
separated from the philosopher in order to recover his humanity through
submission to the social, so the man must be separated from the prince in
order to recover his humanity through submission to the social.

Why must the man be separated from the prince? Why is it that the
rule of one man over another cannot be based on natural inequality?
In chapter 5, I discuss the separation of the man from the prince as the
overcoming of natural mastery, the inequality that, for Aristotle, justifies
the rule of one man over another. The first essay, “By Diverse Means We
Arrive at the Same End,” serves as my example of Montaigne’s practice
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of essaying and as the structure for presenting an account of his political
project. In particular, I explore the unspoken presence of both Homer
and Aristotle in the stories about Alexander the Great. In the two stories
Montaigne recalls here, Alexander believes himself to be divine and dis-
plays extreme cruelty. In contrast, Epaminondas, a figure largely invented
by Montaigne, exemplifies the separation of the man from the prince.
Montaigne’s words about himself, also in this first essay, spoken from the
position of the philosopher-prince, point to the fundamental principles of
his new political philosophy: forgiveness and promise-keeping. These two
principles demand a new foundation for human society.

Montaigne therefore rejects Aristotle’s foundation of “the common
good,” for he sees it as really the pretext for the actions of vicious men.
Since the good cannot be pursued in common, he asserts: “let each
one seek it in his particularity.” If the standard of the common good is
abandoned, then the new standard for the exercise of power must be
the limitation of evil, violence, and force. Montaigne acknowledges that
the prince must sometimes submit to the demands of necessity and that
vicious means may be required to preserve the state. The limit on the
power of the prince, however, is the freedom and independence of society
from the political.

How do the Essays actually bring about the invention of society? What
is the fundamental reform of mores that must occur, and how do the
Essays effect that reform? In chapter 6, I discuss Montaigne’s “domestic
and private” end. Society is the domestic and private brought out into the
public realm. That is the action of the Essays: Montaigne reveals himself
in public without the justification of great deeds, specifically by exposing
those aspects of private life that are normally hidden or shameful.

By revealing himself in public, he overcomes the shame of the private.
He transforms the meaning of honor by associating courage with truth-
fulness rather than simply with valor in combat. Open speaking about
oneself is, he says, the “cure” for pride. Montaigne criticizes the French
legal system for the burdens it imposes on the people in all their domestic
affairs; he also suggests that these burdens should be lifted and the trades
and negotiations of the people be made “free, gratuitous, and lucrative.”
Such a reform would free the private sphere from the control of the politi-
cal. But Montaigne also offers the possibility of a much deeper reform
through the project of the Essays, that is, the reform of the nobility at the
deepest level of mores.

In fact, Montaigne reorders the traditional virtues and vices in accor-
dance with the requirements of social life. Cruelty becomes “the extreme
of all vice.” Lying and ambition are also among the worst vices, while
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those vices associated primarily with the body are ranked as lesser vices.
Truth becomes “the first and fundamental part of virtue,” and Montaigne
offers himself as the primary example of its practice.

Montaigne’s self-revelation is the generous gesture that lies at the ori-
gin of a free society. Not only does this gesture invite the nobility to
imitate him, but it also serves as the act of trust and confidence that
invites a reciprocal trust and confidence of the people. Montaigne insists
that he is nothing more than a common man. He gives a voice to the
people and shows that they are not naturally slaves.

What are the conditions for the preservation of a free society? Is the
notion of the radical autonomy of the individual sufficient to constitute
the social bond? Or is character of a certain kind necessary to make pos-
sible both community and individual freedom? In chapter 7, I discuss
the character of the free individual as it is displayed in the Essays: the
“self-ordered soul,” who is neither master nor slave. The free, self-ordered
individual is necessary for the existence of a free society.

In “Of the Education of Children” Montaigne says that he has only
one new lesson for the young man who is to be brought up as a free
man: his new lesson is “the ease of virtue.” Virtue in the traditional sense
involves the mastery of reason over the passions, which means struggle
within the soul at least until this mastery has become a habit. Montaigne,
however, experiences no such struggle. Rather, he enjoys the harmony of
soul and body. His two descriptions of his production of virtue within
himself—“unlearning evil” and “training the disposition”—show that
naturalness can actually be acquired. That is to say, one’s natural disposi-
tion or nature can be changed. The new foundation of virtue is the ease
of goodness rather than the strength of self-mastery.

Montaigne’s new character can be set out in terms of the virtues of
generosity and integrity. Generosity is the virtue which prompts him to
reveal himself in public. It can be seen especially in the way he judges
other men, and thus it is the virtue associated with the philosophical life
itself. Generosity is Montaigne’s replacement for Aristotelian magnanim-
ity. Integrity means “knowing how to belong to oneself.” Thus, it suggests
both the independence of the individual from political association and the
limits on what can be demanded of him. This virtue is manifested in Mon-
taigne’s description of his own association with princes: he wants nothing
from them, serves them freely, and owes them nothing. He does not seek
his own good in public affairs for he already possesses it in himself.

In Montaigne’s character we can discern the ways in which the social
is the limit on the power of the prince. First, Montaigne is one of the very
few modern philosophers who treat friendship as an important topic of
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moral and political philosophy. The stories of friendship in the Essays
are often about opposition to tyranny, a point made very forcefully in his
friend La Boétie’s On Voluntary Servitude. Second, Montaigne’s views on
education focus on the freedom and independence of the young noble-
man from his prince. Liberal education, especially the study of history,
forms the judgment and puts before its students examples of noble char-
acter. Third, the frankness and openness of Montaigne’s speech show how
important freedom of speech is to a free society. Montaigne not only tol-
erates but also even welcomes opinions that are different from his own.
Indeed, he claims that he is “perfect in forbearance” of disagreement.
Thus, unpremeditated and accidental philosophy is the philosopher’s
mode of participation in and preservation of a free society. Fourth, the
universal Church stands as both Montaigne’s model for society and as
an independent authority which limits the power of the state over the
individual.

In the conclusion, I bring out more explicitly the way in which Mon-
taigne’s transformation of philosophy and his invention of society are
the same act. Philosophy becomes invisible—unpremeditated and acci-
dental—as the common man emerges into the light of the good. Modern
philosophy originates in this single, hidden act.






NOTE ON THE TEXTS

References to the French text of the Essais are to the edition by Pierre
Villey and V.-L. Saulnier, 3 vols., 2nd ed. (Paris: Presses Universitaires
de France, “Quadrige,” 1992). The English translation is that of Donald
Frame, The Complete Essays of Montaigne (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford
University Press, 1943). The citation (VS16, F9), for example, refers to p.
16 of the Villey-Saulnier edition and to p. 9 of the Frame translation. In
some instances, I have emended Frame’s translation. I have also consulted
the translation by M. A. Screech, The Essays of Michel de Montaigne
(London: Penguin, 1991).

No English translation of mceurs of which I am aware captures pre-
cisely the scope of meaning that Montaigne wants to convey. Frame
sometimes translates it as “behavior” (F409) and Screech as “ways of
life” (S614). T have settled on “mores” in order to try to capture both the
very broad meaning of “ways of life” and the more narrow, moral dimen-
sion of “behavior.”

xxi
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Part One
*

The Transformation of Philosophy






Chapter One
+

Reversing Aristotle

In his discussion of Montaigne’s ancient sources, Hugo Friedrich says
that “traces of readings in Aristotle are weak in the Essais . .. It cannot
be established to what extent he actually read Aristotle; certainly it was
not a thorough study.”! It is true that the number of explicit references
to and discussions of Aristotle in the Essays would give that impression.
A quick survey of the index for Frame’s translation reveals many more
references to Cicero, Plato, and Seneca than to Aristotle. When Mon-
taigne decides to tell his ways of being in public, he calls upon the help of
ancient philosophy and discovers, to his surprise, that his ways of being
conform to many different philosophical discourses and examples. So it
is to be expected that philosophers and philosophical schools of all kinds
should appear in the pages of the Essays: he uses them as fragmented and
approximate expressions of what he is, but no single philosophical teach-
ing can capture what he is.

However, Montaigne is “a new figure” of the philosopher, a profoundly
original philosopher with a philosophical project that is entirely new and
all his own. Therefore, it is necessary to look past the quotations in order
to identify that original project. What is new and original in Montaigne
can be discovered primarily through his relationship to Aristotle. He uses
the Aristotelian vocabulary of form and final cause, perfection and imper-
fection, but he transforms the meaning of these terms. This transformation
pervades the Essays even when Aristotle himself is not mentioned.

The philosophy of Aristotle, as appropriated by Scholastic theologians
such as Thomas Aquinas, was the teaching that dominated the universi-
ties.? “The god of scholastic knowledge is Aristotle; it is a religious matter
to discuss any of his ordinances, as with those of Lycurgus at Sparta. His
doctrine serves us as magisterial law. . . . Nothing in it is discussed in order
to be placed in doubt, . .. his authority is the end beyond which it is not
permitted to inquire” (VS539, F403). Therefore, accepted philosophical
beliefs are never questioned but are discussed only to be supported and

N



6 The Transformation of Philosophy

confirmed. Montaigne criticizes the philosophy of the schools because it
accepts Aristotle’s teaching as truth “with all its structure and apparatus
of arguments and proofs, as a firm and solid body, no longer shakable,
no longer to be judged.” However, Montaigne regards this foundation
as weak. “The reason why we doubt hardly anything is that we never
test our common impressions. We do not probe the foundation [le pied],
where the fault and weakness lies; we dispute only about the branches.
We do not ask whether this is true, but whether it has been understood
this way or that.” This presumption is both the constraint on the liberty
of our judgments and the tyranny over our beliefs. “It is very easy, upon
accepted foundations, to build what you please; . . . By this path we find
our reason well founded, and we argue with great ease.” Aristotle’s first
principles have become our presuppositions, and “whoever is believed
in his presuppositions, he is our master and our God; he will plant his
foundations so broad and easy that by them he will be able to raise us, if
he wants, up to the clouds” (V§539-40, F403-4).

The centrality of Aristotle for Montaigne’s philosophical project is
indicated by the fact that the very first presentation of his intention, in
“To the Reader,” is framed in terms of Aristotle’s four causes: formal,
final, material, and efficient (e.g., Meta. 1.3, 983a25-32; De An. 2.4,
415b). The end Montaigne has proposed for himself is domestic and pri-
vate, not public service or his own glory. “My powers are not capable of
such a design.” He will present himself in his simple, natural, ordinary
manner, without striving, for he wants to be seen in his natural form,
which includes all his defects. He himself, he says, is the matter of his
book. Efficient cause is implicit in the immediate inference that he is also
the maker of his book and is explicit in his reference to his power. It is
important to note that, in each case, Montaigne weakens the meaning of
the cause. His end is merely domestic and private, not the lofty goal of
public service and glory. His form is not perfect but deficient and defec-
tive. Because he himself is the matter of his book, the reader is warned: “It
is not reasonable to spend your leisure on so frivolous and vain a subject”
(VS3, F2).

Montaigne questions the classical foundations of metaphysics and
epistemology in the “Apology” within the context of his discussion of
whether it is possible to know even what is most near to us, our own
selves. We do not know how a “spiritual impression” can penetrate a
body and we do not understand the nature of the connection between
“these wonderful springs of action,” soul and body (VS539, F402). Mon-
taigne here criticizes Aristotle’s account of causality. In his Physics (1.7,
190b16-191a22), Aristotle says that matter, form, and privation are the
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principles of natural things. Montaigne ridicules the idea that privation
can be a principle: “And what could be more inane than to make empti-
ness itself the cause of the production of things? Privation is a negative;
by what notion can he have made it the cause and origin of the things that
are?” (VS540, F403). Aristotle claims that what makes the body move is
“entelechy” or actualization. Montaigne calls this a “frigid invention,”
for it refers to “neither the essence, nor the origin, nor the nature of the
soul, but merely notes its effect” (VS543, F406).

Both privation and entelechy refer to Aristotle’s teaching concern-
ing final cause. Final cause is the completion or perfection of a being in
accordance with its nature or form. Final cause moves the being toward
its perfection. In that sense, it is really first, for it initiates movement.
Privation implies a lack of something that must be there if the being is
to become a complete and perfect member of its species. Therefore, pri-
vation entails “striving” for the perfection of form, for the good. Final
cause, then, is the good.

Form is “what” a thing is. All of the members of a species have the
same form. Thus form is universal. Form is actuality: it is the realization
of the being in the activities that are proper to it (e.g., Meta. 9.8, 1050b2).
So, for example, the form of the eye is sight. Final cause is the comple-
tion of form: the final cause of the eye is also sight. Both the “what” and
the “why” of the eye are sight. Aristotle says that “if the eye were an
animal, the soul would be sight” (De An. 2.1, 412b18-20). As sight is
the actualization of the eye, so the soul is the actualization of the body.
The actualization or realization of form is the movement from potential-
ity to actuality. The perfection, the completion of the form of any being,
is simply to be a perfect member of its species, capable of the activities
proper to that species. This understanding of being and becoming entails
a grounding in the eternal and the divine as first unmoved mover, as nec-
essary being, and as pure actuality.

Montaigne breaks with Aristotle on every major aspect of his meta-
physics: form, final cause, potentiality and actuality, perfection, the good,
and the eternal and divine. And he reverses Aristotle’s understanding
of philosophy itself: he reverses the philosophical act. Montaigne uses
the vocabulary of form and end, perfection and imperfection, because
these are the terms available to him: he has no new words in which to
express his originality. But he transforms the meaning of these terms in
a way that allows him to display just what is new in his thought and to
introduce notions of diversity, power, and freedom that amount to an
understanding of philosophy, of nature, and of politics radically different
from Aristotle’s.?
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The Particularization of Form

Montaigne changes the meaning of form entirely by particularizing form.
He often refers to the great diversity and variety of forms, especially in
reference to men and to human action: “the perpetual variety of forms
of our nature” (VS973-74, F744).* Nature, he says, has become variable
and particular to each man (VS1049, F803). There is, then, not simply
one single human form. The clearest instance of the particularization of
form occurs in his introduction of the idea of the “master-form” in “Of
Repentance.” “There is no one who, if he listens to himself, does not
discover in himself a form all his own, a master form” (VS811, F615,
emphasis added). The description “all one’s own” emphasizes the pos-
session of the form by the particular, in contrast to the notion of the
particular “participating” in the universal form of human nature.

At the beginning of his essay on Cato the Younger, Montaigne explains
the way in which he regards other men in terms of the particularity of
form: “Because I feel myself tied down to one form, I do not oblige every-
body to espouse it, as all others do. I believe in and conceive a thousand
contrary ways of life; and in contrast with the common run of men, I
more easily admit difference than resemblance between us. . . . I consider
[each man] simply in himself, without relation to others; I mold him to
his own model” (VS229, F169). He does not judge other men by the stan-
dard of a common, universal human form or nature. Rather, he sees each
man as he is in himself, in his own form.

The way in which Montaigne changes the meaning of “form” calls
into question the relationship between the individual and the species
and introduces a new notion of particularity. For Montaigne, particular-
ity cannot be grounded simply in the body. He particularizes form itself
and claims that there is greater variety among minds than among bod-
ies: “Variety is the most general fashion that nature has followed, and
more in minds than bodies, inasmuch as minds are of a substance suppler
and susceptible of more forms” (VS786, F598). Whereas for Aristotle, the
particular is not the object of knowledge because knowledge is the appre-
hension of the universal form, the Essays are a philosophical attempt to
reveal the intelligibility of a particular human being.

This is why there is little talk of essences and universals in the Essays. I
believe that there is only one place where Montaigne refers to his “essence.”
In “Of Practice” he tells us: “What I chiefly portray is my thoughts, a sub-
ject unformed, which is not able to manifest itself in action. I am barely able
to couch them in this airy body of words. . . . These are not my deeds that I
write, this is me, this is my essence” (VS379, F274). They are his thoughts,
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his own thoughts. And they are “unformed.” He seems to be suggesting a
contrast between the universal essence of man as “reason” (man defined as
“the rational animal”) and the particularization of essence (each man as his
own thoughts). This amounts to the particularization of the mind in con-
trast to the Aristotelian view of mind as the same in all men: it is the same
because it is simply a receptivity to the world. It seems, then, that whereas
for Aristotle the mind is public, for Montaigne it is private: one’s own.

Final Cause and Infinite Desire

Francis Slade argues that “the repudiation of end in the sense of telos” is
“foundational for all modern philosophy.” In the tradition, final cause
or “end” is completion, the completion of form. “End” does not refer to
a temporal finish, the last moment in a temporal sequence, but rather to
a condition in which nothing is lacking for the perfection of the being in
question. For Aristotle, the end of human life, the human good, is hap-
piness, which he describes as both final and self-sufficient. All men by
nature desire happiness, and all of their actions, whether they deliberately
intend it or not, are directed to that end.

In “Of the Inconsistency of Our Actions” Montaigne presents the
traditional philosophical notions of consistency and perfection as the
direction of all of one’s actions to a single end. Whoever has not directed
his entire life to a certain end (fin) cannot order his particular actions. It
is necessary to have the “form” of one’s whole life, and a certain “design”
of one’s life, in one’s head. Our projects go astray because they have no
determinate direction and end (but) (VS337, F243). It is, in fact, a very
rare achievement to direct all of one’s actions to a single end. Very few
men, perhaps a dozen among the ancients, have actually attained such
perfection. We see, then, that Aristotle’s account of human action does
not capture the lives of most men for it judges by the standard of “what
ought to be,” not by what is in its imperfection.

To locate human happiness in a self-sufficient perfection not only mis-
judges what is, but also fails to account for the nature of human desire.
Montaigne says that the sages distinguish between desires that come from
nature and desires that come from the unruliness of our imagination: those
of which one can envision the end (bout) are nature’s, whereas those whose
end (fin) we cannot reach are our own, that is, produced by the imagina-
tion (VS1009, F771). He calls this a “subtle” distinction, suggesting that it
is merely verbal. In fact, there is no end to our desires, or at least to those
that involve the soul and not only the body. In “On Some Verses of Virgil”
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Montaigne advises those men who are astonished at the “unnatural and
incredible” sexual appetite of women to look at themselves where they will
find the same insatiability. “It would be, perhaps, more strange to see there
some stop [arrest]; this is not a passion simply corporeal; if one finds no
end [bout] in avarice and ambition, there is none either in lust. It lives still
after satiety, and it is possible to prescribe neither constant satisfaction nor
end [fin]: it goes always beyond what it possesses” (VS885, F675). Desire
without end means that there is no permanent satisfaction and no comple-
tion or fulfillment of desire; rather, desire extends through the whole of life
and ceases only in death. All satisfaction is temporary and temporal. Mon-
taigne says that death is the end (bout) but not the end (but) of life; “this
is its end [fin], its extremity, not its object” (VS1051-52, F805). Death is
the finish, the stop, of life. Montaigne here conflates the meanings of bout,
but, and fin. When he says that death is the end of life, he uses the term fin
for “extremity,” meaning the last point in time. The sense of the extreme as
the last temporal moment shows the infinite character of desire, because
that last moment is not a completion or perfection or actualization.

For Aristotle, the desire of the philosopher, implicit in the beginning of
philosophy in wonder, is satisfied in contemplation. But for Montaigne,
the desires of the mind are without end. In “Of Experience” he writes:
“There is no end [fin] to our investigations; our end [fi] is in the other
world.” The pursuits of the mind are “without end [terme], and without
form,” and the movement of the mind is “irregular, perpetual, without
a model, and without end [but]” (VS1068, F817-18). Our end is in the
other world and therefore there is no end, in the sense of perfection and
completion, in this world.

Montaigne contrasts those Christian ascetics and contemplatives
who desire permanent union with the eternal and divine in this life with
“that brattish rabble of men that we are,” distracted by our desires and
thoughts. These ascetics are “venerable souls, exalted by ardent piety and
religion to constant and conscientious meditation on divine things,” who
anticipate, “by dint of keen and vehement hope, the enjoyment of eter-
nal food, final end [but final] and last stop [dernier arrest] of Christian
desires, sole constant and incorruptible pleasure” (VS1114, F856). Even
the final end of Christian desires is the “last stop.”

Power: Producing Effects

Montaigne replaces Aristotelian ends with effects, transforming the
meaning of human action from the actualization of potentiality to the
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production of effect. In book 1 of the Metaphysics Aristotle explains that
final cause is “the counterpart” to efficient cause, for final cause is “the
purpose of a thing and its good—for this is the goal of all generation
and movement” (1.3, 983a25-32). Efficient cause cannot be understood
apart from final cause, because movement is initiated by the end. The
end is the beginning; final cause is the naturally given end, the good. The
rejection of final cause means that efficient cause is now cut off from its
connection with final cause and thus from its role in the attainment of
the good. Efficient cause, then, becomes “power.” In Montaigne’s meta-
physics, beginnings are not ends. Aristotle’s “entelechy” or actuality is no
longer the essence, origin, or nature of the soul but only its “effect.”

Montaigne replaces end with effect in the very first essay, “By Diverse
Means We Arrive at the Same End [Fin].” The most common way to soften
the heart of the avenging conqueror is through submission, but there are
times when defiance has the “same effect [effect].” It might plausibly be
argued that strong souls are moved by esteem, whereas weak, common
souls are moved by compassion; in some cases, however, astonishment
brings about a “like effect [effect]” (VS7-8, F3—4). By diverse means we
produce the same effect.

Montaigne uses the Aristotelian vocabulary of ends and perfection to
speak about his own project, but his meaning is very different. In the first
sentences of “To the Reader,” he says that his end is domestic and pri-
vate: it is the end he has “proposed” to himself. In “Of the Power of the
Imagination” he says that his end is to tell what can happen, not what has
happened (VS105, F75). The end proposed for the Essays will be arrived
at exactly and fully: in order to “perfect” his work, he must only be faith-
ful to what he is (VS805, F611). Even though his work would have been
“better” had he done it elsewhere, it is “perfect” because it is his own
(VS875,F667). In each of these cases, he is talking about his own project,
the end “proposed” by himself to himself. He transforms the meaning of
“end” from the perfection and completion of nature to the projection of
the will, that is, to the production of effects.

Montaigne notices that men ordinarily jump to inquire into the causes
of things without first inquiring into the truth of things. These thinkers
ask why something is the case instead of whether it is the case at all. “Fol-
lowing this custom, we know the foundations and causes of a thousand
things that never were” (VS1027, F785). In particular, we look for “pow-
erful and weighty causes and ends,” while the true causes escape us by
their littleness. Many famous impressions, accepted as true, spring from
“empty beginnings and frivolous causes.” The beginnings of all things,
he says, are always “weak” (V5§1020, F780). They must be weak because
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they are not ends; the end is not inherent in the beginning. In the search
for such true causes, “a very prudent, attentive, and subtle inquirer is
needed, impartial and unprejudiced” (VS1029, F787). Montaigne is con-
cerned not simply with finding the “true” causes but also with imagining
or inventing possible causes. Origins are not ends but merely spontane-
ous beginnings with no intelligent direction. Therefore, the connection
between beginnings and effects is not inevitable: a given action might
have been caused by any number of motives or springs. Alexander’s rage
at the captain Betis, for example, might have been caused by disdain,
by envious spite, or by the natural impetuosity of his anger. In another
example, the softening of the heart of the avenging conqueror might be
accomplished through submission, but sometimes is brought about by
defiance. With respect to Montaigne’s own disposition, he notes that his
innocence and goodness could be due to his father, his nurse, his earliest
upbringing, or to “some other cause.” His strong propensity to compas-
sion might be due to the circumstances of his baptism, or to pride, or to
nature. In all of these cases, and many others, Montaigne seems interested
only in setting out possible causes. His invention of possible causes and
his apparent indifference to identifying the one true cause show that the
origins are not determinative and that one cause can replace another.

This indeterminacy of the origins is the condition for power as the
production of effects. Montaigne’s meaning can be seen more clearly
in Hobbes’s definition of philosophy. In chapter 11 of the Leviathan,
Hobbes claims that there is no such thing as the “greatest good” of the
ancient philosophers: “I put for a general inclination of all mankind, a
perpetual and restless desire of power after power, that ceases only in
death.”® Hobbes defines philosophy in the Leviathan, chapter 46: “By
philosophy is understood the knowledge acquired by reasoning from the
manner of the generation of anything to the properties; or from the prop-
erties to some possible way of generation of the same; to the end to be
able to produce, as far as matter and human force permit, such effects as
human life requireth.”” Desire is satisfied temporarily when we produce
and thereby possess the effects that we want.

This understanding of philosophy is the basis for modern science and
modern politics: it explains why modern philosophy is a refounding.
Causes and origins can be replaced. The goal is not to understand the
causes but to produce the desired effect, not to understand the “why” but
to produce the “that.” To understand philosophy as simply the search for
the true causes of things concedes authority to nature, that is, to natural
ends as causal. The search for possible causes, however, liberates the mind
from nature and gives the determination of ends to man himself. The
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invention of possible causes is the act that frees man from the power of
natural causes. For modern philosophy, “thought defines itself as access
to indefinite possibilities, thus to what it may be able to cause to be ...
Understanding itself as freedom from the actual, i.e., as not determined
by ends, thought comes into view as power, the power to create forms,
forms which have no actuality except as thoughts.”®

Potentiality and Actuality: Possibility

For Aristotle, fulfillment, completion, and perfection are brought about
through the actualization of potentialities. Human action is actualization.
Potentialities are given by nature and determined by species, and actual-
ization occurs through the agency of final cause. Form, then, is actuality
(Meta. 9.8, 1050b2). Therefore, nothing genuinely new can ever emerge
in the world. The limits of what can happen are set; differences among
members of the same species are simply degrees of actualization of the
same form.

For Montaigne, human action is not actualization but the production
of effects. Potentiality and actuality are replaced by possibility. The genu-
inely new can emerge only as the possible, which can be understood in
two ways. It can be limited to what has already happened: what has
happened can happen. Alternatively, the possible can be understood as
what has never been seen before. Montaigne says that his “end” is to tell
not what has happened but what can happen, what is possible to happen
(VS105-6, F75). This suggests that he is not limiting the possible to what
has happened, to what has been seen before, but that he is concerned
with bringing out the new. The new can only emerge, or appear, against
the background of the old, the familiar. This is why Montaigne is an
“accidental” philosopher. He is using ancient philosophy, and Aristotle in
particular, as the background for what he is bringing into existence. The
possible can only be what had been thought to be impossible or, at least,
what had never before been thought to be possible.

The central role of possibility in Montaigne’s philosophical project
makes sense of the fact that, in the Essays, extremes seem to replace
essences. For example, cruelty is the “extreme of all vice,” and the extreme
of that extreme is the enjoyment of the spectacle of another man’s suffer-
ing. We might expect, then, to see the essence of vice in cruelty and the
essence of cruelty in extreme cruelty. But Montaigne does not say that.
Extremes seem to be the limits of what is possible: extreme cruelty is
“the uttermost point that cruelty can attain” (VS432, F316). Montaigne
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is especially interested in the limits of the human soul. “It is very hard,”
he says, “to assign limits to the achievements of the faculties of the soul”
(VS723, F546). Montaigne, then, is open to possibilities of the soul that
would have looked impossible from the perspective of Aristotle’s under-
standing of nature.

Perfection and Hierarchy

Final cause is inseparable from form because final cause is just the per-
fection or the realization of form. In contrast to this Aristotelian picture,
Montaigne emphasizes his deformity and his imperfections. In “To the
Reader” he says that he wants to be seen in his simple, natural, and ordi-
nary form, “without striving.” Therefore, his defects will be an important
aspect of his self-portrait (VS3, F2). In “Of Cripples” he tells us that he is
astonished at his own deformity (VS§1029, F787). He is a particular, “very
ill-formed” (VS804, F610). The Essays do not conceal such imperfections
any more than does his portrait which displays, not a perfect face, but his
own face (VS148,F108).°

The Essays begin with Montaigne’s “end,” the end that he has pro-
posed to himself: “I have set myself no end but a domestic and private
one. I have had no thought of serving either you or my own glory. My
powers are inadequate for such a purpose” (VS3, F2). The Essays end
with his judgment of human perfection: “It is an absolute perfection and
God-like to know how to enjoy our own being rightly. We seek other con-
ditions because we do not understand the use of our own, and go outside
ourselves because we do not know what it is like inside. Yet there is no
use our mounting on stilts, for on stilts we must still walk on our own
legs. And on the loftiest throne in the world we are still sitting on our own
rump” (VS1115-16, F857).

Human perfection is simply the enjoyment of “our own” condition.
Montaigne intends to contrast this perfection with the philosopher’s
attainment of the divine condition as well as with the condition of the
prince who sits on “the loftiest throne in the world.” The “end” as the
domestic and private is the locus of human perfection. This notion of
human perfection amounts to a removal of man from the ancient, tra-
ditional hierarchy in which he is located between the divine, which is
above him, and the bestial, which is below him. In this hierarchical view,
man’s perfection must be seen as the attainment of the divine condition.
Therefore, Montaigne’s valuation of the human as such might be seen
as simply a kind of “lowering” of the standards of thought and action.
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His insistence that he shows himself “without striving” lends itself to
that interpretation, for he appears to demand less of himself than philo-
sophical and moral perfection would require. There is no struggle within
himself between the higher and lower parts of his being.

However, Montaigne’s restoration of the human should not simply be
interpreted as a kind of lowering of the standards of human perfection.
This estimation fails to recognize the radical newness of Montaigne’s
project and persists in the framework of the tradition: it judges man as a
being within and entirely determined by his place in the natural hierar-
chy. From that perspective, Montaigne’s perfection does indeed look like
imperfection. In fact, however, Montaigne is introducing a new notion of
perfection that cannot be measured by the old standards, even though it
must be articulated in the terms of those old standards. This new notion
of perfection is the free and entire possession of what is one’s own, “to
enjoy our own being rightly.” Philosophy “belongs” to man. To fully pos-
sess our “end” is to enjoy our own being: possession means that there is
no distance between what is and what ought to be.!?

Montaigne’s description of the perfection of the Essays manifests this
new notion of human perfection: “For this purpose of mine [mien des-
sein], it is also appropriate for me to write at home, in a backward region,
where no one helps me or corrects me, where I usually have no con-
tact with any man who understands the Latin of his Paternoster and of
French a little less. I would have done it better elsewhere, but the work
would have been less my own; and its principal end and perfection is to
be precisely my own” (VS875, F667). He writes the essays at home, and
therefore they are his own. They would have been better had he written
them elsewhere, but they are perfect because they are precisely his own.

Unlike a perfection “all one’s own,” Aristotelian perfection implies
hierarchy. Human beings either attain the perfection of the human form
or they fall short in varying degrees. From this perspective, the lower is
the imperfection of the higher. Again, this presupposes a common human
essence or complete form against which the individual is to be measured.
But for Montaigne, the low is not the imperfection of the high. He relates
men to one another not in terms of sameness of essence but in terms of
accidental similarity. In the first essay, for example, the lowly “common
herd” is accidentally similar to the lofty princes, for the astonishment
of the people is accidentally similar to the esteem of the princes. Or, to
put it somewhat differently, the weakness of the people is accidentally
similar to the strength of the princes, because both produce the same
effect. Also, Montaigne describes himself as accidentally similar to the
ancient philosophers: his weak mores conform “by accident” to many of
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the teachings and examples of ancient philosophy. That is why he is “an
unpremeditated and accidental philosopher” (VS546, F409).

The Good: Contemplation and Politics

The Aristotelian notions of final cause, perfection, and the good are impos-
sible to separate. Final cause is the good and final cause is perfection. The
good for man, or happiness, is the activity of the soul in accordance with
virtue (NE. 1.7, 1098a1-16). Since there are two kinds of virtue, intel-
lectual and moral, Aristotle holds that there are two distinct kinds of
perfection for man: the theoretical and the practical. The “good life” can
be either the life of the philosopher, that is, the life of contemplation, or
the life of complete moral virtue, which manifests itself most fully in the
ruler who, above all, must exercise practical wisdom. Each of these ways
of life is the outcome of man’s uniqueness within the whole of nature,
within the natural hierarchy. Man is unique by virtue of his reason.

Montaigne’s view of the uniqueness of man is very different. In the
“Apology for Sebond” Montaigne examines an essentially Aristotelian-
Thomistic view of nature that is hierarchical.!! God is revealed in the
book of nature, and man—on account of his reason—is the part of nature
that most clearly reveals God. Whereas this understanding of nature sees
human reason as unique and therefore as that which makes man to be
in the image of God, Montaigne says that what is unique to man is the
“unruliness of thought and freedom of imagination,” which make it
impossible for man to remain within the bounds of nature (VS§459-60,
F336).

The second characteristic that is unique to man among all the animals,
according to Montaigne, is shame. Adam and Eve eat of the tree of the
knowledge of good and evil. It is pride that makes them want to be God:
their desire is not limited by their place within nature but is rather an
infinite desire to become divine through the knowledge of good and evil
(which is philosophy). When they realize what they have done, they cover
their genitals. They cover the very parts that produce the human and thus
they reveal their shame at being merely human. Man is the only animal
that hides himself in the act by which he generates another member of his
species (VS484, F356-57).

It should be noted here that Montaigne’s picture of man’s uniqueness
strongly suggests belief in original sin. The original sin, the sin at the ori-
gins, is pride, and this manifests itself in both philosophy and politics, the
two ways of life which Aristotle regards as the good for man. Montaigne
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does not see either philosophy or politics as innocent. His refounding of
both reveals the way in which he comes to terms with pride.

With respect to Aristotle’s first and highest mode of the good life,
that is, philosophy, Montaigne replaces Aristotelian contemplation with
judgment. Contemplation is the receptivity of the mind to being and pre-
supposes a kind of harmony between the mind and the world. The mind
receives the forms of things without the matter: the form in the mind
and the form in the thing are identical (De An. 3.4, 430a). Montaigne’s
“unruliness of thought and freedom of imagination” presuppose no such
harmony. For Montaigne, the mind is not receptive but rather productive
and generative. Judgment does not gaze at “the thing itself,” but subjects
it and makes it “one’s own.” (These metaphysical and epistemological
aspects of Montaigne’s reversal of Aristotle will be taken up in chapters
3and 4.)

With respect to Aristotle’s second and lesser notion of happiness, that
is, moral virtue or the life of politics, Montaigne reverses Aristotle’s order-
ing of the private and the political. For Aristotle, the good of moral virtue
is the final cause or end of politics. Aristotle says that the city comes into
existence for the sake of mere life but that it exists for the sake of the
good life, the life of moral excellence (Pol. 1.2, 1252b25-35). The city
emerges out of the pre-political forms of association, the family, and the
village. These pre-political associations are imperfect: they achieve their
perfection only in the city, which is complete and self-sufficient. The city,
then, is the final end or completion of the pre-political. Montaigne, on the
other hand, begins the Essays in “To the Reader” with his statement that
his “end” is the domestic and private. His powers are not great enough
for the end of public service or glory. That is, he reverses the Aristotelian
order: he reorders philosophy to the imperfect and incomplete domestic
and private association.

According to Hannah Arendt, the Greek and Roman world, and even the
Christian world of the Middle Ages, knew only two realms: the public and
the private. Arendt’s account of the distinction and the relation between
the realms of the public and private is Aristotelian in its major outlines.
For Aristotle, the city is the public space for the practice and display of
virtue. The private sphere remains hidden, unworthy to appear in public.
The private realm is that of the household where biological needs are met
through a kind of activity called “labor.” Labor is tied to the life-processes
of the body, including the labor of childbirth. Thus, the household is the
domain in which the human bondage to necessity can be most clearly seen.
Because the private realm of the household deals with the biological and
the necessary, it remains hidden from public view. From the perspective
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of the distinctly human, higher activities, the private is identified with the
shameful. The ordinary daily functions of the body are hidden on account
of what seems like an instinctual sense of shame. This includes, of course,
the very act by means of which the species is continued.

The public realm, on the other hand, is the place of self-disclosure
and, thus, of honor and glory. The public realm is also the realm of free-
dom, which means, first of all, freedom from necessity and labor. It is
only within the public sphere that action, as distinguished from labor and
work, can take place. Action is the specifically human mode of associa-
tion, the way in which men are related to each other, not through the
medium of material things but directly, through deeds and speech. It is
here that men rise above the merely biological to the specifically human
practice of virtue or excellence. Therefore, the public sphere is the place
where men compete and distinguish themselves, where they display their
uniqueness and superiority. The city is the space in which virtue appears
in deeds and speech. It is only the political relationship that allows for the
full exercise of virtue: prudence, justice, and courage come into their per-
fection in the greater scope for action that only the political can provide.

Arendt explains that “society” is the new, modern form of human asso-
ciation that comes about when the private realm rises into the public
sphere. “The emergence of society ... from the shadowy interior of the
household into the light of the public sphere, has not only blurred the
old borderline between private and political, it has also changed almost
beyond recognition the meaning of the two terms and their significance
for the life of the individual and the citizen.”!?

Montaigne not only reorders philosophy to the domestic and private,
he also brings the domestic and private out into the public realm. In so
doing, he refuses to hide out of shame for mere life. This emergence of the
private into the public is the bringing into being of modern society.

For Aristotle, the good of politics is the “common good,” a good that
can only be achieved in common (Pol. 3. 6-7). Montaigne says that phi-
losophy has not been able to find a way to the good that is commonly
shared. Therefore, “let each one seek it in his particularity” (VS622,
F471). Montaigne rejects the notion of the common good as the foun-
dation of politics: his “end” is instead domestic and private. We should,
consequently, expect that the good is to be found in the domestic and
private, but the domestic and private brought into the public, that is, the
social. To that end, he reorders the virtues and vices in accordance with
the requirements of social, rather than political, life. (These moral and
political aspects of Montaigne’s reversal of Aristotle will be discussed in
chapters 5, 6, and 7.)
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The Eternal and the Temporal

For ancient philosophy as well as for Christian theology, human desire is
ultimately desire for the divine, for eternity and immortality. The human
good is the transcendence of the human: the completion and perfection
of the human consists in the attainment of the divine condition. For Aris-
totle, even sexual desire is ultimately the desire for immortality, the desire
to share in the eternal. The desires of the philosopher are fulfilled in con-
templation, which is a sharing in the activity of the eternal and the divine.
Although Aristotle does not consider politics a divine activity, we see in
his pupil Alexander (who believed himself descended from the gods) the
desire of the prince for immortal glory.

The infinite desires of the philosophers, Christian contemplatives,
and princes all appear on the very last pages of the Essays. There, Mon-
taigne refers to the philosophers who want to “get out of themselves and
escape from the man.” He says of this desire: “That is madness: instead
of changing into angels, they change into beasts; instead of raising them-
selves, they lower themselves.” Of the Christian ascetics who “scorn to
give their attention to our beggarly, watery, and ambiguous comforts,” he
says: “these are two things that I have always observed to be in singular
accord: supercelestial thoughts and subterranean conduct.” And of Alex-
ander’s pretensions to divinity, he says: “I find nothing so humble and so
mortal in the life of Alexander as his fancies about his immortalization.”
When the oracle of Jupiter Ammon had placed Alexander among the
gods, Philotas wrote to Alexander congratulating him on his elevation:
“As far as you are concerned, I am very glad of it; but there is reason to
pity the men who will have to live with and obey a man who exceeds and
is not content with a man’s proportions” (VS1115, F856-57).

For Montaigne, Alexander’s apotheosis is a delusion and therefore also
the very reverse of human perfection: absolute perfection is, rather, to know
how to enjoy our own being rightly. “We go out of our condition” only
because we do not know what it is like inside ourselves. Human perfection
is not the attainment of the divine condition but the enjoyment or complete
possession of our own condition. But what does this mean? Would we not
necessarily already have taken complete possession of our own condition
as created and temporal beings? Montaigne rejects the attempt and even
the possibility of becoming divine, of rising above the human condition by
our own agency. He does the opposite: he brings the eternal into the tempo-
ral. And this amounts to a valuing of the temporal in a new way.

Montaigne’s “stance,” the standpoint from which he looks at the world
of human things in the Essays, is entirely new. He neither immerses himself
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in the busyness of this world nor escapes to the eternal. That is to say,
he takes neither a theoretical nor a practical attitude toward the human
things. He transcends Aristotle’s distinction between the theoretical and
the practical. Montaigne’s stance, or attitude, comes through especially
in “Of Vanity.” There he tells us that he really knows very little about
the actual workings of his household, even though he has retired there
and is devoted to it as his inheritance from his father. He is ashamed, he
says, that he doesn’t even know the names of some of the most common
implements, or how wine is made. He is not immersed in the running
of his chateau or in the economic details of his livelihood. On the other
hand, he insists that “this is not a philosophical scorn for transitory and
mundane things” (VS953, F728). So his attitude toward the everyday is
not an attitude either of utility or of action within the practical world. Yet
he has no philosophical disdain for these ordinary and common things.
The ordinary and common is, in fact, the focus of his attention as a
philosopher.

There is, then, a kind of theoretical or contemplative stance that Mon-
taigne takes in the Essays. But this is not the attempt to contemplate
the divine, the eternal and unchanging. Rather, he looks at the human
things, especially human action, examining them from different angles.
That examination is the contemplative element in his thought. However,
he does not look at the temporal realm from the perspective of eternity
for, from that perspective, the temporal appears as nothing. “Of Vanity”
expresses his stance so well because he seems to say: yes, the world, the
temporal, and the fleeting are all vanity, but this is what we are, and there
is value in the temporal world, there is good in what we are.

Montaigne’s “contemplative” stance toward the temporal, however,
includes an element of action, for he also reorders the temporal. He does
not just ponder the world as it is, but transcends the Aristotelian distinc-
tion between the theoretical and the practical. He does not act within
the flow of time, but stands, as it were, in a middle position between the
eternal and the temporal.'® In reordering time, he stands above time. Yet
he is not directing time to the eternal. Rather, he brings the eternal into
the temporal.

I will discuss three aspects of the Essays that display Montaigne’s new
stance toward the eternal and the temporal. First, although he tells many
stories, he includes no extended narrative of either his own life or of
human history in general. Second, Montaigne refers to himself as “a new
figure” of the philosopher: the new appears in time as a “figure.” Third,
in spite of his insistence on his changeability, he also claims that he is, in
some sense, consistent.
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The Absence of Narrative in the Essays

The rejection of final cause introduces the possibility of a new kind of
freedom with respect to the temporal order, for the temporal is no longer
ordered to the eternal. Montaigne’s rejection of final cause is reflected in
the way in which he presents eternity and time in the Essays. Final cause
binds thought and action to the eternal, connecting the moments of time
by ordering them to the end. The end is the origin: it is there from the
beginning, guiding the temporal sequence, making the temporal sequence
intelligible. The temporal is subordinated to the eternal and ordered to
the eternal. For Montaigne, man cannot attain “the perfection of being”
that belongs only to the eternal and divine. On the other hand, Mon-
taigne’s stance toward the temporal does manifest a new kind of freedom
that follows from the rejection of final cause. Ends are no longer given by
nature but are chosen as his purposes. Francis Slade puts this precisely:
“It is this reduction of end to purpose that makes possible the argumenta-
tive strategy employed against teleological explanation. . .. Nature must
be construed as end-less for modern freedom. ... Ends are constituted
by our choice. They are our ‘projects.” ”'* The difference between ends
and purposes is that “ends exist independently of our willing them to be;
they do not originate in our willing them to be. Purposes take their origin
from our willing them; purposes would not be if agents did not give them
being. . .. [Aristotle’s] happiness is the end of human life whatever the
purposes of human beings may be. Happiness is the end not because I
choose happiness and make it my purpose, but because of what I am, the
intrinsic character, or nature, of the human being itself.”"

Narrative implies final cause. “Narrative, presenting the interplay
between purpose and end, is the classic form that allows us to contem-
plate human life in its completeness and incompleteness. . . . The narrative
arts presuppose the ontological priority of ends to purposes because with-
out that priority, there is nothing to be revealed about the adequacy or
inadequacy of human purposes to the completeness of human life, for
in action a human being ‘purposes’ the realization of his life as a whole,
complete in itself.”!®

Narrative is made coherent in terms of some notion of completion,
and that means change that is directed to an end. Montaigne says: “There
is nothing so contrary to my style as an extended narrative” (VS106,
F76). Men and events are presented in the Essays without regard to their
place in an unbroken historical process and are given a new non-temporal
order by the mind. Thus, although the Essays are full of stories, there is
no concern for chronological order and no extended narrative either of
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Montaigne’s own life or of human history. What we are told about Mon-
taigne’s life is given to us in fragments scattered throughout the work
without regard to their place in any temporal sequence.

Compare the Essays to the presentation of Augustine’s life in the Con-
fessions. The nine narrative books begin with his conception and end
with the death of his mother. In his reflections on this beginning and end,
he emphasizes the bodily or biological aspect of his relationship to his
parents, “the parents of my flesh,” by whose bodies he came into this life:
“the father from whom, and the mother in whom, You fashioned me in
time” (1.6). Thus, the nine narrative books present the natural, biologi-
cal life cycle of the human species, the way in which one generation gives
birth to the next and then goes out of existence. We see, then, the fleet-
ing character of the life of individuals, held by the bonds of necessity to
the merely biological and thus to time and mortality. This is the inheri-
tance of original sin and the condition of trial and temptation. In the later
books on memory, time, and Genesis he presents the temporal character
of all created things, but also the possibility of the transcendence of the
temporal flow and the promise of eternal life. Narrative is transcended in
the eternal now of God’s vision.

In Augustine’s narrative, we see the interplay of divine and human
action. God, who is eternal and unchanging, acts in time, directing Augus-
tine to his end. That end is completeness, wholeness, found only in the
eternal union with God in the next world. While Augustine is seeking
happiness in lower things, God is secretly bringing him to the point of
his conversion. The action of God looks like a cause, a necessarily supe-
rior cause that enters into the natural realm of causality and overrides
all other causes. This interplay of divine and human action, which must
result in the victory of divine grace, raises the question of human freedom
in a new way. Augustine’s choices are not ultimate. Therefore, his freedom
must be made compatible with divine agency.

In contrast with Augustine’s Confessions, Montaigne is not appealing
to the action of God within his life in order to explain who he is. When
the factor of freedom is introduced into the picture of Montaigne’s life,
any idea of an extended narrative must be abandoned. His freedom must
be displayed in the discrete moments of time rather than in a story that
holds the moments together in a temporal order of change directed to an
end. The intelligibility of a particular human being therefore cannot be
revealed in the story of his life. The absence of an extended narrative of
Montaigne’s life points to his freedom from final cause.

Narrative is the attempt to tell what has happened in chronological
order. Montaigne’s end is to tell not what has happened but what can
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happen (VS105-6, F75). He is not concerned with the actual but with
the possible. Therefore, his relation to time cannot be expressed in narra-
tive. There is no ordered movement in time, for there is no final cause of
human action. His “transpositions of chronology” mean that his stories
have their place in the Essays “according to their opportunity, not always
according to their age” (VS964, F736). Their timeliness is dependent on
his purposes. Montaigne is imposing his own order on the temporal.

The presence of Montaigne’s father in the Essays, like the presence
of Augustine’s mother in the Confessions, points to the origins and the
biological dimension of human life, the way in which the generations
of men come into being and go out of being. Perhaps the strangest of
the “transpositions of chronology” involving his father appears at the
beginning of the “Apology” in Montaigne’s account of how he came to
translate Sebond’s book. The way in which he presents the chronology of
his translation does not follow the natural temporal order. Montaigne’s
father was given Sebond’s book as a gift by one of his learned house-
guests and, “a few days before his death,” he asked his son to translate
it into French. Montaigne did the translation with which his father was
very pleased and so ordered it to be printed. “And this was done after his
death” (VS440, F320). Since the Theologia Naturalis is a work of nearly
a thousand pages, how could he have translated it within a few days? In
the dedicatory epistle to the translation, he lets it be known that he had
been working on the translation some months before his father’s death
(a fact that he does not mention in the Essays). M. A. Screech estimates
that the translation would have taken at least a year. Stranger still, the
dedication to his father wishes him a long life, yet it is dated on the very
day of his father’s death, June 18, 1568.7 Now, perhaps this is all just a
mistake on Montaigne’s part and nothing should be made of it. But if it
is not a mistake, then we are faced with a deliberately incomprehensible
chronology. The temporal order is thrown off so that the chronology does
not match the natural order of things. He is imposing his own order
on these events, a non-natural order which concerns the life and death
of his father, his own origin. There is a strange sense here in which his
father is “reborn,” a sense in which he is reversing the beginning and
the end.

Montaigne is subjecting the temporal to himself, taking power over
the temporal order. Human agency is not captured in narrative, because
action is not actualization. Action is a new beginning and has the power
to wipe out the past. So there is no story behind his actions. The absence
of narrative shows that Montaigne is complete at every moment, and at
every moment has the power to make a new beginning.
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A New Figure

Montaigne describes himself as “a new figure: an unpremeditated and
accidental philosopher.” His choice of “figure” to express what is new
about him brings to mind both medieval and ancient meanings of that
term. In his essay “Figura,” Erich Auerbach goes through the history of
“figure” beginning with ancient poetry where the term first arises as an
expression for “form” and conveys the meaning of “new form.”'® The
term has a rich and varied history among the ancients, but “the meaning
which the Church Fathers gave the word . . . was of the greatest historical
importance.”" The figural involves concrete historical persons or events
that are related to each other but that do not simply represent anything
in any abstract way. “Figural interpretation establishes a connection
between two events or persons, the first of which signifies not only itself
but also the second, while the second encompasses or fulfills the first. The
two poles of the figure are separate in time, but both, being real events
or figures, are within time, within the stream of historical life.” So, for
example, the persons and events of the Old Testament prefigure the Incar-
nation and the Gospels, which in turn are a promise of the kingdom of
God at the end of time.?

Figural interpretation “removes the concrete event, completely pre-
served as it is, from time and transposes it into a perspective of eternity.”
The figures, then, have an eternal character and must be understood from
the eternal divine perspective. “The future is represented figurally by past
events” but for God there is no “difference of time.”*! Figure entails an
“immediate vertical connection with a divine order.”*

That the two events or persons are not simply related horizontally, in
a temporal relationship of before and after, is due to the fact that “every
future model, though incomplete as history, is already fulfilled in God
and has existed from all eternity in His providence.” The figures are “the
tentative form of something eternal and timeless; they point not only to
the concrete future, but also to something that has always been and will
always be. . .. which is at all times present, fulfilled in God’s providence,
which knows no difference of time” because all of the moments of time
are present to God at once. The figure is both a fragmentary temporal
reality and a veiled eternal reality.”

Auerbach contrasts this understanding of time with the modern
view in which “the provisional event is treated as a step in an unbro-
ken horizontal process.” From the perspective of the figural system, “the
interpretation is always sought from above; events are considered not in
their unbroken relation to one another, but torn apart, individually, each
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in relation to something other that is promised and not yet present.”** As
Peter Burke explains in The Renaissance Sense of the Past, “this kind of
interpretation clearly worked against the sense of the past, for it depends
on taking men and events out of their historical context, and putting
them into a spiritual one.”*

In describing himself as a new figure, Montaigne is both preserving
and transforming the ancient and medieval meanings of “figure.” Figure
replaces Aristotelian form. Whereas form is eternal and universal, a figure
is a concrete particular that is related to other particulars not through
sameness of essence but through the accidental similarity of discrete and
fragmentary stories: Montaigne finds that he is accidentally similar to the
examples of many different philosophers. Whereas figure in the medi-
eval sense is directly related to the divine, Montaigne is a new figure and
exemplar, not of God, but of the philosopher.

Montaigne takes from the medieval notion of figure the possibility of
the transcendence of the temporal by a particular, a kind of transcendence
that would not have been thinkable or possible for the ancients. He is
a new possibility, the new type of the philosopher, an unpremeditated
and accidental philosopher. He brings together and uses the fragments
of the philosophers of the past in order to reveal himself. All of ancient
philosophy is ordered to him: he transcends the temporal by bringing the
fragments of ancient philosophy under his own judgment and directing
them to his own purposes. It is as if the new had been there all along.
Ancient philosophy had always expressed, in a fragmentary way, what
he is.

Change and Consistency

Montaigne’s stance toward the temporal and the significance of the
absence of narrative can also be seen in what he says about his changeabil-
ity and his consistency. On the one hand, he claims that he is constantly
changing: “I do not portray being; I portray passing. Not the passing
from one age to another, or, as the people say, from seven years to seven
years, but from day to day, from minute to minute” (VS805, F611). In
“Of the Inconsistency of Our Actions” he says that only about a dozen
men among the ancients managed to achieve perfect consistency. Striv-
ing for perfection means directing all of one’s actions to a single end.
Following Aristotle’s account of final cause, the perfection or complete
actualization of form requires the rule of reason in the soul: this rule of
reason brings about consistency of action because reason is such that it
directs all action to a single end. Montaigne, however, presents himself
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“without striving.” He includes himself among the common herd of men
who are constantly moved and changed both from without and within:
“Not only does the wind of accident move me at will, but, besides, I am
moved and disturbed as a result merely of my own unstable posture;
and anyone who observes carefully can hardly find himself twice in the
same state” (VS335, F242). The rejection of final cause would mean that
change has no natural direction and therefore may or may not be consis-
tent with previous or subsequent events. There is constant change, but it
does not go anywhere. Each moment is discrete and unconnected to any
other moment.

On the other hand, in spite of this picture of radical change, Montaigne
says that he is consistent. In “Of the Useful and the Honorable” he gives
an account of his actions as negotiator between princes: “If anyone fol-
lows and watches me closely, I will concede him the victory if he does not
confess that there is no rule in their school that could imitate this natural
movement and maintain an appearance of liberty and license so con-
stant and inflexible on such tortuous and varied paths, and that all their
attention and ingenuity could not bring them to it” (VS795, F603). Mon-
taigne’s consistency cannot be captured in the rules of any philosophical
school because it has gone beyond the limits of ancient philosophy and
cannot be judged by its standards. His consistency is just his liberty and
license: it is not due to final cause. But because it is without striving, his
conduct appears natural.

Montaigne is, in some way, holding all of his actions together. His
liberty and license are, paradoxically, “constant and inflexible.” All of his
actions are free, undetermined by an end. He produces these actions out
of himself. Each action is a new beginning, yet his actions are not random
but consistent. In some sense, he is always the same since the “springs
of action” are always the same. He concludes “Of the Inconsistency of
Our Actions” with a discussion of the fact that vicious motives some-
times underlie virtuous-looking actions. “In view of this, a sound intellect
will refuse to judge men simply by their outward actions; we must probe
the inside and discover what springs set men in motion. But since this
is an arduous and hazardous undertaking, I wish fewer people would
meddle with it” (VS338, F244). Montaigne’s actions are consistent from
the inside, from the consistency of his free will. This is a consistency of
beginnings, of “springs” rather than ends, a kind of consistency that is
possible on account of the rejection of final cause. Why does Montaigne
say that the discovery of the springs of action is a hazardous undertak-
ing? Perhaps he means that the rejection of final cause is desirable but
dangerous because it implies a new understanding of human agency and
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a new kind of freedom: the human will is now free from the causality of
naturally given ends.

The New as What Was Always There:
Replacing the Foundations

What are we to make of the absence of narrative, the strange transposi-
tions of chronology, the claim that he is a new figure, and his puzzling
treatment of his own consistency? What is the meaning of his stance
toward the temporal? The movement of the essay form is not to ascend
to the eternal but rather to go back to the beginning and change the
foundation. Montaigne is ordering the temporal, subjecting it to his own
purposes, so as to accomplish his refounding. That is, he is going back
to the origins and replacing them. The new is really what was there all
along. Replacing the old foundations would have to be this kind of act if
everything is, somehow, to remain the same and yet be radically different.

Montaigne adopts this stance toward eternity and time because the
production of the genuinely new requires freedom from both the past
and the eternal. If change is grounded in the eternal, as it is for Aristotle,
then the coming into being of the new is impossible. The new order that
Montaigne imposes on time is the order of the possible: time is ordered
not to the eternal but to the possible, which escapes the categories of
potentiality and actuality. He can impose his own order on time because
beginnings are not ends.

For Aristotle, the necessary condition for philosophy is leisure. It is
only when all of the needs of life have been provided for that the theoreti-
cal life can occur (Meta. 1.2, 982b20-25). Leisure is the setting aside of
time, removing it from the workaday world, and taking the theoretical
attitude toward the world. The philosopher sets himself apart from the
everyday. He is engaged in an activity that is higher than the activities
of everyday life. For Montaigne, however, leisure must be understood in
terms of his stance: neither immersed in busyness nor escaping to the eter-
nal. Montaigne brings philosophy back down into the temporal realm.
“Unpremeditated and accidental” philosophy brings philosophy into the
immediacy of the moment.

The essay that Montaigne places last is “Of Experience.” He ends, then,
not in the eternity of contemplation but in the temporality of experience.
He reverses Aristotle’s order, the order of philosophy itself. Montaigne
reverses Aristotle, because Aristotle’s foundation is weak. Montaigne
replaces the weak foundation with his own good foundation. This is the
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act of philosophy, the act of refounding. Aristotle’s foundation is weak
because it is the presumption of the philosopher and the pride of the
philosopher. Assuming the Aristotelian notion of perfection as the com-
pletion of the human form, only the philosopher is fully human or, to put
it differently, only the philosopher bears the entire form of human nature.
For Montaigne, on the contrary, “each man bears the entire form of the
human condition” (VS805, F611).

Aristotle does not separate the philosopher from the man. The man
who philosophizes is essentially a philosopher, and therefore he is divine.
In contrast, Montaigne’s unpremeditated and accidental philosophy is the
separation of the man from the philosopher: the philosopher is only acci-
dentally a philosopher.



Chapter Two
+

Sticking to the Old Ways:
Montaigne and Sacred Tradition

How is it possible for the philosopher to see himself as just a man? To
what can he turn in order to ground his recovery of a common human-
ity? What is it that allows Montaigne to see the possibility of society? I
argue that, in spite of his radical break with the philosophical and theo-
logical tradition, Montaigne finds in the core of sacred tradition—the
tradition freed from Aristotle—the intimations of a new form of human
association.

The Presence of Sacred Tradition in the Essays

Readers of Montaigne are sharply divided over the question of whether
or not he was a sincere Catholic. Those who claim that he was indeed
sincere generally defend their view on the basis of evidence external to
the Essays. Although there are allusions to various Christian beliefs in
the Essays, the work clearly lacks what might be called a pious tone,
so defenders of his sincerity must point to his religious practices that he
mentions in his Travel Journal. Many of his readers, then, see him as a
“skeptic-fideist,” that is, as someone who believes what faith teaches but
who also denies that we can have knowledge of these truths of the kind
that theology seeks to attain.!

Those who claim that Montaigne is really an atheist, or at least an unbe-
liever, dismiss his professions of faith and his allusions to Christian belief
as mere window-dressing intended to conceal his true opinions. Many, if
not most, readers of Montaigne interpret his adherence to Catholicism
as a purely prudential and practical position stemming from his convic-
tion that Catholicism could provide social and political stability. Thus,
according to this view, he holds to the Catholic side in the civil wars of his
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day simply because it is the tradition of his country, not because he sees
any inherent value in the content of that tradition.?

The problem with this approach is that it requires the reader to simply
dismiss a great deal of what Montaigne actually says and about which he
claims to be truthful. In effect, it amounts to saying that he doesn’t really
mean what he says. In some cases, this judgment is based on what appear
to be contradictions in his writings. The interpreter then simply dismisses
one of the apparently contradictory claims. But on what grounds? The
effort to make a philosopher consistent by dismissing a significant por-
tion of what he says is ultimately arbitrary. If there are contradictory
claims in his writings, then the first task of the interpreter is to attempt to
understand how they might be reconciled.

I propose to set aside the question of Montaigne’s sincerity and to con-
sider the Essays themselves, with their apparent contradictions and lack
of piety, in an effort to understand Montaigne’s position on religion in
general and on Catholicism in particular.® I will argue that Montaigne is
bringing philosophy and faith together in a new way. The medieval theo-
logian begins with the articles of faith as the first principles of his science.
He then seeks to understand what he already believes: theology is “faith
seeking understanding.” Thus, philosophy serves as the “handmaiden”
of theology. In “Of Prayers” Montaigne says that he has heard certain
writings reproached for being “purely human and philosophical, with no
admixture of theology.” Nevertheless, a purely human consideration is
precisely his project: “I set forth notions that are human and my own,
simply as human notions considered in themselves, not as determined and
decreed by heavenly ordinance and permitting neither doubt nor dispute;
matter of opinion, not matter of faith; what I reason out according to me,
not what I believe according to God” (VS323, F234).*

On the other hand, in a remarkable statement of submission from a
philosopher who prizes his freedom of judgment, Montaigne says that
he submits his essays “to the judgment of those whose concern it is to
regulate not only my actions and my writings, but even my thoughts.
Equally acceptable and useful to me will be condemnation or approval,
since I hold it as execrable if anything is found which was said by me,
ignorantly or inadvertently, against the holy prescriptions of the Catholic,
Apostolic, and Roman Church, in which I die and in which I was born.
And therefore, always submitting to the authority of their censure, which
has absolute power over me, I meddle rashly with every sort of subject, as
I do here” (VS317-18, F229).5

Montaigne, then, liberates philosophy from its status as the servant
of theology. However, it is his submission to the Church (in which he
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was born and in which he will die) that gives him the freedom to think
and write as he does in the Essays: in the context of his submission to
the Church, philosophy becomes “unpremeditated and accidental.” And
in this unpremeditated and accidental way, certain aspects of religion in
general and of Catholicism in particular are woven into the fabric of the
Essays: the sacraments, the Mass, the angelus bell, and many allusions
to the New Testament appear, unobtrusively, throughout the work. So,
while Montaigne does not engage in arguments concerning the nature of
the Trinity or the Incarnation, he does treat Catholicism as an integral
part of everyday life in ways that might remind us of a Brueghel painting.
Of course, this does not prove that he was a sincere believer, but it does
indicate that he is, in some way, bringing the content of faith into his own
practice of philosophy. The beliefs and practices of the Church are pres-
ent as the familiar, as what was always there, the unpremeditated source
of his emergence into the public as a philosopher.

Montaigne’s adherence to Catholic tradition is more than formal, that
is, it is based not only on the conviction that tradition as such is a force
for stability, but also on the goodness and truth of the content of that
tradition. Montaigne’s innovations incorporate the possibilities or inti-
mations that are available to him in Christian faith. Divine revelation
means that certain things that were unthinkable, and that were therefore
impossible, for ancient philosophy can now be possibilities for thought.
The way in which Montaigne avails himself of the possibilities offered
by Christian belief is to transform this world, to open up possibilities for
human thought and action in this life.

Montaigne’s project of displaying the possible as the object of phil-
osophical thought is precisely the description of the role of reason in
relation to faith as set out by Thomas Aquinas. Reason, Thomas says,
cannot demonstrate the truths of faith. If the truths of faith could be
demonstrated by reason, the intellect would be compelled, whereas faith
must be free and must, therefore, include an act of the will. The task
of reason with respect to faith is to remove the obstacles to belief by
showing that “what faith proposes is not impossible.”® Thus, the phe-
nomenon of faith offers to philosophy the possibility of a kind of thought
that is free and open to the possible. Faith opens the way for the trans-
formation of the activity of philosophy. In contrast to the Aristotelian
account of knowledge as the mind’s reception of forms, faith is a new
kind of intellectual assent that requires an act of the will. Montaigne’s
philosophical act transforms this possibility of the role of the will in
thought into the fundamental act of the mind in bringing society into
being.”
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Sacred Tradition and the Permanent Things

Throughout the Essays, Montaigne insists on his changeability, instabil-
ity, and inconsistency. However, there is one way in which he remains
constant from the very beginning: “Now from the knowledge of this
mobility of mine I have accidentally engendered in myself a certain con-
stancy of opinions, and have scarcely altered my original ones. . .. Thus
I have, by the grace of God, kept myself intact [entier], without agitation
or disturbance of conscience, in the ancient beliefs of our religion, in the
midst of so many sects and divisions that our century has produced”
(VS569, F428). His religion (“in which I die and in which I was born”) is
the basis of the unity of his life.

In “Of Vain Subtleties” Montaigne distinguishes between two kinds of
good Christians. Simple people, who are less curious and learned, believe
simply through reverence and obedience. Great minds, on the other hand,
have reached a deep level of understanding of the Scriptures and the
Church through long study and investigation. Both of these types, the
lowly and the learned, are good Christians. But “in the middle range of
mental vigor and ability, error in opinion is engendered; those in this
range follow the first plausible meaning, and have some claim to regard
our sticking to the old ways—those of us who are not versed in these mat-
ters by study—as simplicity and stupidity.” Montaigne then places himself
among those who stick to the old ways, but neither from simplicity nor
through study and learning. These believers have reached “the extreme
limit of Christian intelligence” for they stick to the old ways, but in a
manner different from both the great minds and the simple. This captures
the essence of Montaigne’s adherence to sacred tradition.

In Tradition: Concept and Claim, Josef Pieper discusses the concept of
tradition in terms of the distinction between sacred tradition and tradi-
tion in the broader sense of what is in any way handed down, that is,
the distinction between “The Tradition” and “traditions.” Pieper argues
that “there is in the last analysis only one traditional good that it is abso-
lutely necessary to preserve unchanged, namely the gift that is received
and handed on in the sacred tradition.”® This is because what is believed
in sacred tradition concerns “the center of the world” and the core of
human existence.” Sacred tradition, as Pieper presents it, is not primarily
about unreflective modes of behavior or ways of doing things. It primar-
ily concerns belief—belief about what might be called the metaphysical
and, in particular, about the relation of the human to the divine.

The character of sacred tradition is such that it becomes intertwined
with all aspects of life so that what is truly essential to it can be difficult
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to discern. On the one hand, it requires great caution to undertake the
smallest changes even in customs that do not appear to be directly related
to the essence. Pieper explains, “It is common for the essence of what
must be preserved to become overgrown and entangled with the concrete
forms of historical life, and a change in the outer may very well threaten
the pure preservation of the essence, so that anyone who carelessly dis-
cards or makes light of the ‘outer’ traditions commits a dangerous act.”
On the other hand, it is this distinction between the essence of sacred
tradition and its nonessential accretions that sometimes make possible
even significant changes in custom. Pieper explains that “the explicit
respect for the unimpeachable character of the sacred tradition presup-
poses the possibility of relativizing other traditions and in fact makes it
possible and reasonable.” Thus, a true appreciation of sacred tradition is
not to be confused with any form of ideological conservatism. “Genu-
ine consciousness of tradition makes one positively free and independent
in the face of conservatisms, which worry obsessively about the cultiva-
tion of the ‘traditions.” Certainly, a ‘cultivation of tradition’ that attaches
itself to a historically accidental external image of what has been handed
down becomes a positive hindrance to a real transmission of what is truly
worth conserving, which perhaps can occur only under changed histori-
cal forms. It is possible to imagine a real transmission of what is in the
last analysis worth handing down, which a dogmatic conservatism could
not even recognize.”

Montaigne acknowledges this distinction between the changeable
and the permanent things. In his essay “Of Custom” he cautions those
who would introduce changes in the civil laws, but he also defends
both the public status of the Church and its immunity from inno-
vation: “It seems to me very iniquitous to want to subject public and
immutable institutions and observances to the instability of a private
fancy (private reason has only a private jurisdiction), and to attempt
against divine laws what no government would endure against civil
laws” (VS121, F88, emphasis added). He criticizes the English who,
in his own lifetime, have changed several times “not only in politi-
cal matters, in which people want to dispense with constancy, but
in the most important subject that can be, [that is], religion” (VS579,
F436).

Montaigne’s radical reform of both philosophy and politics must be
seen in light of the distinction between sacred tradition and non-sacred
traditions. Not only does he introduce a new order within the philosophi-
cal and political spheres, but also his understanding of the essence of
sacred tradition demands that new order.
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The Errors of Reformation

Montaigne’s adherence to sacred tradition often becomes explicit in
response to the threat that the Reformation poses to Catholicism: in his
lifetime, the reformers’ attack on the Catholic Church had brought about
the condition of civil war in France. Montaigne opposes the Reformation
for many reasons, but above all because he sees it as the dissolution of
the social bond.!" Beneath this, however, lies a deeper opposition to the
Protestant understanding of the human being and of the relationship of
the human to the divine.

The Church is a “public and immutable” institution. The “innovations
of Luther” were already shaking “our ancient belief,” and the teaching
concerning “personal consent” would inevitably lead to atheism (VS439,
F320). The teaching concerning personal consent goes precisely against
the authority of sacred tradition. So also does the practice of private
interpretation of the Bible. The Protestant principle of personal consent,
including private interpretation of Scripture, also means the privatiza-
tion of religion. As Francis Slade writes: “Christianity cannot live in the
privacy of the heart. It is the religion of publicness. To cease to profess it
publicly is ‘to lose the Faith.” This is because Christianity is the religion of
truth.”!? Tradition has an inherently public status and claim to authority.
“Private reason” can have only a private status.

Montaigne regards the Protestant attempt to reform morals as super-
ficial, and even dangerous, because it is based on new opinions: “Those
who in my time have tried to correct the world’s morals by new opin-
ions, reform the superficial vices; the essential ones they leave as they
were, if they do not increase them” (VS811, F615). Yet, Montaigne sug-
gests that he himself is engaged in a project of reform: “Oh what an easy
and applauded route those superficial men take, compared with ours!”
(VS888, F677). His reform, however, is not by new opinions but by old
opinions. New opinions cannot reach to the essential level at which mores
begin.

The most fundamental level of Montaigne’s criticism, then, concerns
the way in which the Reformation understands the human being himself.
“As for those who, in recent years, tried to construct for us a system of
religious practice that is all contemplative and spiritual, they should not
be astounded if there are some who think that religion would have melted
away and slipped through their fingers if it did not hold fast among us as
a mark, title, and instrument of division and faction rather than by itself”
(VS930, F710). His comments on Numa, the Roman king and legislator
who tried to attach the piety of his people to a purely intellectual religion,
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actually pertain to the Reformation: “The human spirit cannot keep on
floating in this infinity of formless ideas; they must be compiled for it into
a definite picture after its own pattern. The divine majesty has thus let
itself be somewhat circumscribed within corporeal limits on our behalf;
his supernatural and heavenly sacraments show signs of our earthly con-
dition; his worship is expressed by perceptible rituals and words; for it is
a man that believes and prays” (VS513, F381).13

The reformers’ attempt to institute a purely spiritual and intellectual
religion is manifested clearly in the attack on images. In The Stripping of
the Altars: Traditional Religion in England 1400-1580, historian Eamon
Duffy demonstrates that “iconoclasm was the central sacrament of
reform.” The eradication of sacred images is “the sacrament of forgetful-
ness” and thus one of the most important instruments for the destruction
of the traditional religion.'* Against the iconoclasts, Montaigne defends
the use of images, especially the crucifix: “I leave aside the other argu-
ments that are employed on this subject. But I could hardly be made to
believe that the sight of our crucifixes and the pictures of that piteous
agony, the ornaments and ceremonious movements in our churches, the
voices attuned to the piety of our thoughts, and that stirring of the senses,
do not warm the souls of the people with religious emotion very benefi-
cial in effect” (VS513-14, F381). Montaigne says of the sign of the cross:
“it is a sign that I revere and continually use” (VS319, F231). For Catho-
lics at the time of the Reformation, “the Crucifix was the icon of Christ’s
abiding solidarity with suffering humanity.”!*

The stance of the Reformation toward the human being might be
considered a form of rationalism. The Reformation’s entirely spiritual
and intellectual form of religion, with its disdain for the senses and for
images as idolatry, betrays a misunderstanding both of what it means to
be human and of who God is. Montaigne recognizes that his adherence to
the Catholic faith in contemporary religious conflicts might appear unre-
flective and irrational simply because the faith is inherited. But he rejects
explicitly what he regards as a presumptuous prejudice: “How fantastic
seemed to me the imagination of those who in recent years had the habit
of reproaching each and every man in whom there gleamed some light of
intelligence and who professed the Catholic religion, with dissimulation;
and who even maintained, thinking to do him honor, that whatever he
said for appearance, he could not help having his belief within reformed
according to their measure. . . . They may take my word for it: if anything
were to have tempted my youth, ambition for the risk and difficulties
that attended this recent enterprise would have played a good part in it”
(VS320, F231-32). In admitting that ambition for the risk and difficulties
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of the Reformation might have tempted him, Montaigne suggests that he
himself is engaged in a project of reform. At the same time, however, he
implies that, whatever innovations he himself intends, they will not be
based on the rejection of the old ways, but rather on the foundation of
the sacred tradition.

In “It Is Folly to Measure the True and the False by Our Own Capacity”
Montaigne makes Pieper’s point about the way in which sacred tradition
holds together: even what appear to be trivial and therefore dispensable
matters are actually very important. “Now, what seems to me to bring as
much disorder into our consciences as anything, in these religious trou-
bles that we are in, is this partial surrender of their beliefs by Catholics. It
seems to them that they are being very moderate and understanding when
they yield to their opponents some of the articles in dispute. But, besides
the fact that they do not see what an advantage it is to a man charging
you for you to begin to give ground and withdraw, and how much that
encourages him to pursue his point, those articles which they select as the
most trivial are sometimes very important. We must either submit com-
pletely to the authority of our ecclesiastical government, or do without it
completely. It is not for us to decide what portion of obedience we owe
it. Moreover, I can say this for having tried it. In other days I exercised
this freedom of personal choice and selection.” But now he accepts fully
the authority of “our ecclesiastical polity.” The observances of the Church
have “a massive and very solid foundation” (VS182, F134-35).

Separating the Essential from the Nonessential

Montaigne’s opposition to the Reformation is crucial to understanding
his stance toward sacred tradition. However, he also breaks with the
Catholic tradition insofar as he sees it to be dependent upon classical
philosophy, especially Aristotle, and classical values. This break comes
through especially in his relationship with his father, from whom he
inherited his Catholicism, his goodness, and his fortunate disposition.
Throughout the essays he praises his father as “the best father that ever
was” (VS440, F320); yet, Montaigne points to two important ways in
which he himself differs from his father.

At the beginning of the “Apology for Sebond” he recounts that he
had translated Sebond’s book on natural theology into French at his
father’s request. His father had been given the book by Pierre Bunel, a
very learned man, who had been a guest in his house. Montaigne’s father
was “inflamed with that new ardor” for letters and “sought with great
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diligence and expense the acquaintance of learned men, receiving them at
his house like holy persons having some particular inspiration of divine
wisdom, collecting their sayings and discourses like oracles, and with all
the more reverence and religion as he was less qualified to judge them;
for he had no knowledge of letters, any more than his predecessors.” The
son says: “Myself, I like them well enough, but I do not worship them”
(VS439, F319). By saying that he does not worship learning Montaigne
points to and rejects the Aristotelian teaching concerning the divinity of
the intellect, a teaching that, strictly speaking, medieval theology also
rejects (since nothing within the created world is divine), but which is
nevertheless preserved in the theological claim that man is in the image
of God by virtue of his intellect. Montaigne distances himself from his
father’s almost religious reverence, which also reflects the tradition’s view,
for human knowledge.

The second way in which Montaigne breaks with his father concerns
the status of public service. In “Of Husbanding Your Will” Montaigne
tells us that he warned the magistrates of Bordeaux, who had elected him
mayor, that he does not have the same attitude toward public service as
his father had. His father had grown old and sick because the weight of
public affairs had lain so heavily upon him. “He was like that; and this
disposition in him sprang from a great goodness of nature: there never
was a more charitable and public-spirited soul.” However, “this course,
which I commend in others, I do not love to follow, and I am not without
excuse. He had heard it said that we must forget ourselves for our neigh-
bor, that the particular was not to be considered at all in comparison
with the general” (VS1006, F769). Montaigne suggests that his father
had identified his activities as mayor with the theological virtue of charity.
Further, he implies that this is what his father had been taught, perhaps
in connection with the admonition of Christ to love one’s neighbor as
oneself.

The two ways in which Montaigne breaks with his father seem to
be about philosophical contemplation and political life, the two kinds
of human perfection put forward by Aristotle and adopted, albeit in a
transformed way, by medieval Christian thought. For Aristotle, human
perfection is twofold: the philosophical act of contemplation in which
the human being participates in the divine, and the life of moral vir-
tue displayed in the activity of politics. Medieval theology had adopted
the classical view of the world, especially the Aristotelian hierarchical
account of being, and classical philosophy had become thoroughly inter-
twined with Christianity. The contemplative life of the philosopher was
preserved in the ascetic and contemplative life of the monastery. The
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classical moral virtues persist while the theological virtues are added on
to make a complete picture of the moral life. And the Aristotelian stan-
dard of “the common good” is preserved as the end of politics, so that the
political realm remains the locus of the human good in this world.

Montaigne’s separation of the core of sacred tradition from the phi-
losophy of Aristotle shows itself with respect to both forms of human
perfection. Philosophy becomes unpremeditated and accidental, a merely
human, not a divine, activity. The pride of the philosopher is thus over-
come. The philosopher is just a man, like any other. This “lowering”
of philosophy and the philosopher makes the invention of society pos-
sible, for society requires the overcoming of the Aristotelian hierarchy.
The social, rather than the political, becomes the locus of the human
good.

Repentance of the Intellect

Montaigne’s overcoming of the pride of the philosopher entails what
might be called a “repentance of the intellect,” a kind of repentance that
is understood in relation to the God who reveals himself in the Bible.
In Mystery and Philosophy, Michael B. Foster contrasts the God of the
Bible with the idea of the divine in Greek philosophy. God in the Bible is
hidden, in contrast to the unhiddenness of being for Greek philosophy.
The God of the Bible makes himself known, but only by an act of will or
grace: “It is not his nature to be unhidden.”'® Foster claims that “belief in
a divine Revelation seems to involve something like a repentance in the
sphere of the intellect.”” The philosopher, such as Aristotle, who thinks
that the mind can not only know the divine but is itself also divine in the
act of contemplation, is guilty of pride; it is this pride of the philosopher
that Montaigne repents of. The requirement of repentance of the intellect
is “alien to our main philosophical tradition which has inherited from
Greek philosophy the belief in the divinity of the intellect.”!*

Montaigne’s essay “Of Repentance” is often cited to prove that his
adherence to Catholicism is superficial at best, for he seems to deny
that he has any need to repent. It is true that he says “I rarely repent”
(VS806, F612), and “if T had to live over again, I would live as T have
lived” (VS816, F620). But he also says: “I know no superficial, halfway,
and perfunctory repentance. It must affect me in every part before T will
call it so, and must grip me by the vitals and afflict them as deeply and as
completely as God sees into me” (VS813, F617). He does repent, then, but
only deeply and completely.
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There are two places in the Essays in which Montaigne suggests such
repentance, and both have to do with a “descent” to the simple and lowly.
Montaigne sticks to the old ways: he has come through error and has
arrived at “the extreme limit of Christian intelligence.” Of those who
have come through error, some have become violent and immoderate in
the defense of the Catholic side in the civil wars. Others, however, have
returned to the old ways “with marvelous profit and confirmation, as at
the extreme limit of Christian intelligence, and ... enjoy their victory
with consolation, active gratitude, reformed conduct, and great modesty”
(VS312-13, F227). Sticking to the old ways means being one with the
simple and thus giving the appearance of stupidity. Repentance of the
intellect necessarily entails moral reformation—a real outward, as well as
inner, conversion—because the pride of the philosopher is only overcome
in recognition of his common humanity and his oneness with the most
lowly human beings.

In “It Is Folly to Judge the True and the False by Our Own Capacity”
Montaigne tells of his youthful attempt to exercise his “personal choice”
with respect to the beliefs of the faith. However, he came through that
error and acknowledged the authority of the Church. Looking back on
that time of his life, he writes: “It is foolish presumption to go around
disdaining and condemning as false whatever does not seem likely to us;
which is an ordinary vice in those who think they have more than com-
mon ability. I used to do so once; and if I heard of returning spirits,
prognostications of future events, enchantments, sorcery, or some other
story that I could not swallow, . . . I felt compassion for the poor people
who were taken in by these follies. And now I think that I was at least as
much to be pitied myself” (VS178-79, F132). His openness to the testi-
mony of the simple and his submission to the simplicity of the old ways
manifest his complete and deep repentance.

The Dialectic of Faith and Reason in the “Apology for Sebond”

The “Apology for Sebond” is the strongest evidence for those who hold
that Montaigne is a skeptic-fideist, i.e., that he is a skeptic on the philo-
sophical level and a believer who believes “simply,” without any support
from reason. Montaigne wrote this apology as a response to two criti-
cisms commonly made to the theologian Sebond’s Natural Theology, or
The Book of Creatures and other such works in natural theology. (Mon-
taigne reports that someone told him that Sebond’s book was actually a
kind of distillation of the teachings of Thomas Aquinas.)"
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In the “Prologue” to his work, Sebond claims that God has revealed
himself both in the Bible and in nature and that it is possible to prove the
truths of faith by reason. The first objection to Sebond’s theology is put
forward in the name of piety by those who think of themselves as believ-
ers. They say that “Christians do themselves harm in trying to support
their belief by human reasons, since it is conceived only by faith and by a
particular inspiration of divine grace” (VS440, F321). The second objec-
tion is put forward by unbelievers and atheists. Sebond’s arguments, they
say, are “weak and unfit to prove what he proposes,” and these unbeliev-
ers set out to shatter Sebond’s arguments with ease (VS448, F327). Those
who see Montaigne as an atheist place him on the side of the second
objection. Those who see him as a skeptic-fideist place him on the side of
the first objection. Montaigne, however, refutes both objections and he
also finds something true in each objection, so that any interpretation of
the “Apology” that places him simply on either side must be inadequate.

The two objections, as formulated by Montaigne, are usually regarded
as opposites, as the opposing and contradictory voices of belief and unbe-
lief. Frédéric Brahami, for example, says that “the second objection is
diametrically opposed to the first” and that “these two radical positions,
that of belief and that of unbelief undermine the synthesis of Sebond.”?
But when these objections are exposed more fully, they show themselves
to be related to each other and even dependent on each other at a deeper
level. The first objection defines faith in terms of its origin: faith is “belief
that is conceived only by faith and by a particular inspiration of divine
grace.” God inspires those whom it pleases him to inspire: that is why
they believe, and others do not. There is a direct communication by God
to the mind of the believer. Faith, then, is taken to be private, inarticu-
late, and incommunicable. The second objection is a reaction against the
possibility of faith but it also accepts this understanding of what faith is.
Unbelief must see faith as a private experience, an experience that it ulti-
mately regards as illusory because it is publicly indefensible.

Rationality prides itself in being both public and common. In the first
place, it is completely transparent and communicable: when the dem-
onstrations of Euclidean geometry are displayed, for example, they can
be understood by any rational human being and they receive universal
assent. The truths of faith, of course, do not receive universal assent. Sec-
ondly, rationality is universal, the defining characteristic of the human
species, whereas particular inspiration is not universal. Therefore, on this
view of reason, faith (understood as particular inspiration) cannot give a
public account of itself. It is defenseless before the court of reason. The
first and second objections, then, share the same understanding of the
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meaning of faith. It is this shared understanding that gives rise to the
dialectic of the two objections, and it is this shared understanding that
Montaigne is most deeply concerned to refute.

Montaigne’s defense of the mind’s place in the life of faith leads him
directly into the second objection. In the process of responding to the
understanding of faith in the first objection, he just suddenly finds him-
self speaking in the voice of unbelief. He says: “I have already, without
thinking about it, half involved myself in the second objection” (VS4438,
F327). The way in which Montaigne falls into the second objection and
the way he characterizes reason from the very beginning of his response
suggests that, once reason is invited in, it claims for itself an authority
that ultimately admits no other authority. Now it must be said that this
presumption of reason is very similar to the position taken by Sebond’s
natural theology: man is said to be in the image of God by virtue of his
reason. This, of course, is why Montaigne’s “defense” of Sebond seems
ambiguous and even ironic: an attack on reason is an attack on the second
objection but, at the same time, it is an attack on Sebond’s entire project
of natural theology. In attacking the arrogance of reason, Montaigne is
acknowledging what is true in the first objection, namely, that Christians
do themselves harm by seeking to support their faith by reason, if reason
is presumed to be the autonomous reason of the second objection. So
also, in refuting the first objection and thus demanding public evidence of
faith, he acknowledges what is true in the second objection, namely, the
indefensibility of claims to private inspiration.

Montaigne’s skeptical response to the second objection leads to the
conclusion that reason, to which we had turned for a common ground,
is so highly particularized that it cannot serve as the common, public
ground we were seeking. The logic of his response to the first objection
drove Montaigne to the common, public, universal ground of reason. But
autonomous reason, instead of being the solid rock on which to build
anything common, turns out to be a mere dream or, worse, a nightmare
that dissolves into chaos.

Where, then, does Montaigne himself stand on the question of the rela-
tion of faith and reason, at least insofar as his stand is revealed in the
dialectic of the two objections? Is he, in fact, a skeptic-fideist? We can begin
to answer this by returning to the issue of his sincerity in calling this essay
a “defense” of Sebond. The tendency has been to see Montaigne’s apology
for Sebond as either completely ironic or as unselfconsciously ambiguous
and self-contradictory because, if he is either an atheist or a skeptic-fideist,
then he must deny any harmony or compatibility between faith and rea-
son, and compatibility is Sebond’s most fundamental assumption.
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If we see the two objections in their relation to each other and follow
the movement of Montaigne’s thought as he works his way through the
objections and their shared understandings of reason and faith, we find
that he is in fact defending a transformed version of Sebond’s assump-
tion. Montaigne calls this essay an apology for Sebond because he does
affirm the harmony of faith and reason—but not faith as defined in the
first objection and not reason as assumed in the second objection. Faith as
defined in the first objection is incomplete, imperfect, and even presump-
tuous: it is unexamined belief and it must be completed and in some way
transformed in its dialectic with reason. The autonomous reason of the
second objection is proud and presumptuous: it must be reformed in its
dialectic with faith.

In “Of Vain Subtleties,” as we have seen, Montaigne refers to the error
of those who regard his “sticking to the old ways” as due to simplicity and
stupidity. It turns out that his sticking to the old ways is “the extreme limit
of Christian intelligence.” In “It Is Folly to Measure the True and the False
by Our Own Capacity” he comes to see that his skepticism concerning the
testimony of the simple was pitiable because it was due to the presump-
tion of the learned that what they have never experienced themselves must
be impossible. Now Montaigne is subject neither to the unthinking credu-
lity of the simple nor to the arrogant presumption of the learned.

That same movement of thought is just what occurs in the dialectic
of the two objections in the “Apology.” From simple inarticulate belief,
he ascends through doubt to autonomous rationality and then descends
through doubt to the truth of faith. Of course he cannot simply return
to or deliberately adopt the stance of unthinking belief as if he had never
ascended from it. He ends up in a kind of middle position that transcends
both simple credulity and learned skepticism, and that, in philosophical
terms, would be called “learned ignorance.”

Perhaps this is what T. S. Eliot has in mind when he says that “what
makes Montaigne a very great figure is that he succeeded ... in giving
expression to the skepticism of every human being. For every man who
thinks and lives by thought must have his own skepticism, that which
stops at the question, that which ends in denial, or that which leads to
faith and is somehow integrated into the faith which transcends it.”*!
Montaigne’s skepticism is integrated into the faith which transcends it.
The faith that has transcended and transformed doubt is not an unthink-
ing and inarticulate faith but Montaigne’s way of living the examined life
as a Christian.

At the beginning of his reply to the second objection, Montaigne says
that the means he will take to beat down the pride and presumption of
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those who advance the second objection is “to make them feel the inan-
ity, the vanity, and the nothingness of man” (VS448, F327). How will
he do this? “St. Augustine, arguing against these people, has good cause
to reproach them for their injustice in that they hold those parts of our
belief to be false which our reason fails to establish. And to show that
there can have been plenty of things whose nature and causes our reason
cannot possibly establish, he puts before his adversaries certain known
and indubitable experiences into which man confesses he has no insight.”
Presumably, Montaigne is referring to the City of God (especially book
21, chapter 5), where Augustine makes this argument and gives exam-
ples, mostly from Pliny, of natural marvels. But Montaigne does not
propose to follow Augustine’s procedure. Rather, he says, “we must do
more, and teach them that to convict our reason of weakness, there is
no need to go sifting out rare examples” (VS449, F328). “Doing more
than St. Augustine” might plausibly be understood to imply a defense
of a thoroughgoing skepticism. But seen within the dialectic of faith and
reason, “doing more than St. Augustine” means showing the ordinary to
be extraordinary. Montaigne’s movement of thought reveals the strange
in the familiar, the extraordinary in the ordinary. The world is restored
through true faith to its astonishing strangeness. A world created out of
nothing, a world in which the Word was made flesh, is revealed as such
in the philosophical activity that ends in wonder at the most familiar.??

Sacramental and Incarnational Metaphysics

The way in which Montaigne holds fast to sacred tradition amounts to
nothing less than a reordering of the mind and of being itself. He sticks
to the old ways because his understanding of the world is what might be
called a sacramental and incarnational metaphysics: the reversal of the
Aristotelian order and the relocation of the divine in the lowest rather
than the highest. The Catholic tradition brings into everyday life its sacra-
mental and incarnational metaphysics: the everyday world is thoroughly
intertwined and imbued with the sacred.

Montaigne says: “In my opinion, from the most ordinary, common,
and familiar things, if we could put them in their proper light, can be
formed the greatest miracles of nature and the most marvelous examples,
especially on the subject of human actions” (VS1081, F829). The “proper
light,” the way in which the most ordinary, common, and familiar things
can be seen as marvelous and miraculous, is that they embody the
sacred. Indeed, this is what happens in the Essays: the familiar becomes
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astonishing. The everyday is not astonishing because of something extra-
neous being brought into it. The everyday shows the presence of God
not through reason, not in the highest, but in the lowest and most hid-
den human actions. Sacred tradition gets down into the lowest aspects of
“mere” life. The everyday is the incarnation of the sacred.

In his “Notes Towards the Definition of Culture,” T. S. Eliot describes
the conditions for the kind of common culture that Montaigne presup-
poses: “While we believe that the same religion may inform a variety of
cultures, we may ask whether any culture could come into being, or main-
tain itself, without a religious basis. We may go further and ask whether
what we call the culture, and what we call the religion, of a people are
not different aspects of the same thing: the culture being, essentially, the
incarnation (so to speak) of the religion of a people.”? The situation that
Eliot describes is one in which “the culture of an artist or a philosopher
is distinct from that of a mine worker or a field labourer; the culture of a
poet will be somewhat different from that of a politician; but in a healthy
society these are all parts of the same culture.”?* Specifically, the mode of
being of Europe cannot be understood apart from its Christian culture:
“It is in Christianity that our arts have developed; it is in Christianity
that the laws of Europe have—until recently—been rooted. It is against a
background of Christianity that all our thought has significance.”* Eliot’s
account of the way in which culture is the incarnation of religious belief,
the embodiment, as it were, of religion in everyday life, articulates how
culture can be the source of unity through the metaphysical beliefs of
religion that penetrate to the deepest levels of everyday life.

What I have called Montaigne’s sacramental and incarnational meta-
physics can be seen especially in the way the sacraments are present in
the Essays. The sacraments are related to incarnational metaphysics
because they gather the everyday materials of life itself (water, bread,
and wine) and make these elements sacred. Montaigne brings baptism,
penance, extreme unction, and the Eucharist into the flow of his thought
and expression in a way that is so “natural” that it is easy to miss their
significance. His father had him held over the baptismal font by villagers
of the lowest condition in order to attach him and oblige him to them
(VS1100, F844). In the sacrament of extreme unction (the last rites), the
priest anoints all of the five senses in the sign of the cross. Montaigne
says that, when he becomes very ill, “I reconcile myself with God by the
last Christian offices, and find myself thereby more free and unburdened”
(VS982, F751). He mentions that the Mass is still celebrated in the cha-
pel in his house, while all of the churches around his house have been
emptied and ruined by the reformers (VS966, F738). The Essays have the
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sense of confession, and Montaigne refers to his work as a public confes-
sion (VS846, F643). His repentance is both deep and complete for it is a
repentance of the intellect and of the will.

The apparent absence of piety in the Essays leads most readers to
conclude that Montaigne is insincere in his professions of faith. I would
argue, on the contrary, that this absence is in fact meant to make the
sacred fit into the flow of everyday life. When he says, for example, that
“we are Christians by the same title that we are Perigordians or Ger-
mans” (VS445, F325), he does not intend to reduce Catholicism to the
status of custom but rather to acknowledge the way in which the divine,
as sacred tradition, is embedded in the accidents of human life.

The clearest expression of the presence of the sacred in the everyday
concerns the Eucharist. As Eamon Duffy says of the Mass on the eve of
the Reformation: the body on the communion cloth is “the emblem and
the instrument of all truly human embodiment.”?* Our own being is nei-
ther divine nor angelic, but embodied. The domestic and private are the
anchor of that embodiment and the locus of the human good.

In “To the Reader” Montaigne elaborates on what he means by his
domestic and private end. His essays are the means by which his friends
and relatives will “nourish” more completely and vividly their knowledge
of him after he dies.?” This allusion to food is then taken up again at the
very end of the Essays, where Montaigne mentions food in a very unusual
way. Speaking of those Christian ascetics and contemplatives who despise
the bodily pleasures, Montaigne says that they anticipate, “by dint of
keen and vehement hope, the enjoyment of eternal food, final end and
last stop of Christian desires, sole constant and incorruptible pleasure”
(VS1114, F856). These are the ascetics whose “transcendental humors”
frighten him. Here, he brings them down to the everyday, to this world, in
this extraordinary reference to the Beatific Vision—the supposed purely
spiritual and intellectual pleasure of the contemplation of God—as eter-
nal food. Montaigne describes even this purely spiritual and intellectual
joy of the vision of God in terms of the everyday enjoyment of the plea-
sures of eating.

According to Eamon Dulffy, “the rhythms of the liturgy on the eve of
the Reformation remained the rhythms of life itself.”*® The sacramental
and incarnational character of the Essays accounts for the way in which
Montaigne’s Catholicism is almost invisible in this work. The sacred and
the mundane are linked in such a way that the everyday is permeated with
the divine, which is therefore not easily distinguished from the lowliest
actions. Pascal’s thought also moves within this hiddenness of the divine:
“Just as Jesus remained unknown among men, so the truth remains
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among popular opinions with no outward difference. Thus the Eucharist
and ordinary bread.”? The sacred is just “in there” with the everyday, but
this does not destroy its character as sacred and divine. As C. S. Lewis
puts it: “Common bread, miraculous bread, sacramental bread—these
three are distinct, but not to be separated.”®® What is revered in the sac-
rament is what is already present in common matter. Sacred tradition is
hidden first in everyday life (bread and wine) and is made visible, that is,
public, in the sacramental life of the Church.

Oakeshott’s view of religion might well serve as a description of
Montaigne’s own stance toward sacred tradition: “Religion, then, is not

. an interest attached to life, a subsidiary activity; nor is it a power
which governs life from the outside with a, no doubt divine, but certainly
incomprehensible, sanction for its authority. It is simply life itself, life
dominated by the belief that its value is in the present, not merely in the
past or future, that if we lose ourselves, we lose all.”3! To say that reli-
gion is life itself is to say that we do not need to transport ourselves into
the “other world” or to the “supernatural” realm in order to experience
the divine in our lives. Rather, the divine is present in our lives in this
world.

Refounding Society

Montaigne insists that the Church is a public institution that constitutes
the social bond: it is the Church that makes society possible. The nature
of the society that Montaigne regards as possible is a union of men that
is determined not by territory, but by the universal bonds of truth and of
goodness. Montaigne’s adherence to the old ways is not merely formal:
the truth and goodness required for the social bond are the essential con-
tent of sacred tradition. It is this essential core that Montaigne preserves
and brings to light in his invention of modern society.

Montaigne says that, whereas the ancient philosophers taught that reli-
gion is merely a human contrivance to bind society together, our sovereign
creator has “freed our belief” and “based it on the eternal foundation of
his holy word” (VS579, F437). The basis of the classical forms of human
association is a lie, albeit a “noble lie.” The foundation of Montaigne’s
new form of society is truth. Not only does Christianity claim to be true,
but it also holds that truth to be accessible to all men, to the most simple
peasant woman as to the most learned theologian. Thus, the pride of the
philosopher (that he is among the few who possess the truth) is overcome
in the submission of the philosopher to the old ways of the simple.
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Although Montaigne claims that the Essays are entirely human, with
“no admixture of theology,” there is one instance in which he does, in
fact, call upon the help of theology. In “Of Cruelty” he defends his sym-
pathy with the animals, a sympathy that makes him appear weak. “And
so that people will not laugh at this sympathy that I have with them,
Theology herself orders us to show some favor in their regard; and con-
sidering that one and the same master has lodged us in this place for his
service, and that they, like ourselves, are of his family, she is right to enjoin
upon us some respect and affection toward them” (VS433, F316). Mon-
taigne is here elaborating on the principal theme of this essay: cruelty is
the extreme of all vice. Although cruelty had always been regarded as a
vice in both classical and Christian morality, Montaigne is the first to
claim that it is the extreme of all vice. His reordering of the virtues and
vices is intended to foster the social virtues by overcoming the distance—
of which cruelty is the outward expression—between weak and strong
through sympathy and compassion.

In the “Apology for Sebond,” especially in his reply to the first objec-
tion, Montaigne is highly critical of the cruel conduct of those who call
themselves Christians on both sides in the civil wars of his day. They use
religion as a pretext for giving vent to their vicious passions, their cruelty,
ambition, hatred, and avarice. So also, in “Of Coaches,” he describes the
extreme cruelty of the Spanish conquerors toward the people of the New
World. “Would it be as a testimonial to their justice or their zeal for reli-
gion? Truly, those are ways too contrary and hostile to so holy an end.
If they had proposed to extend our faith, they would have reflected that
faith is not spread by possession of territory but by possession of men”
(VS913, F697).

In “Of Cruelty” it is sympathy that ultimately shows itself to be the
goodness that he inherits from his father. And it is sympathy rather than
the strength of virtue that serves as the new basis for morality. Sympa-
thy looks weak—and that is why he must call in the help of theology to
defend himself from the derision of the strong—but it is actually divine.
In “The Nature and Meaning of Sociality” Oakeshott argues that “God is
the only principle of sociability which will explain the facts of life. Society
becomes possible [only] by religion.” Thus, Oakeshott interprets “God is
Love” to mean “God is the only principle of sociality.”*

For Montaigne, the spiritual power of the Church is inextricably linked
to the transformation of the relation between the nobility and the people.
It is, after all, his baptism that unites him to the poorest of the poor.
Montaigne’s father had sent him to the poorest village in his neighbor-
hood to be nursed and had him held over the baptismal font by villagers
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of the lowest condition in order to attach and oblige him to them. “His
plan,” Montaigne says, “succeeded not at all badly. I give myself willingly
to the little people, whether because there is more glory in it, or through
natural compassion, which has infinite power over me” (VS1100, F844).
Glory, natural compassion, and the grace of baptism are indistinguish-
able in him, and therefore he shares in the life of both the lowest and the
highest in society. Eamon Duffy insists on “the social homogeneity of
late medieval religion.”3* As he demonstrates: “Rich and poor, simple and
sophisticate could kneel side by side, using the same prayers and sharing
the same hopes.” In spite of the differences of sophistication about the
faith, “they did not have a different religion.”*

The Church offers the possibility of a union among men that tran-
scends natural and social inequality and is based on a foundation of
truth. In both “It Is Folly to Measure the True and the False by Our
Own Capacity” and “Of Vain Subtleties,” Montaigne’s turn to the lowly
and common is identified or associated with his return to the Church
and a renewed grasp of the meaning of the Church. In both of these
accounts of his submission to sacred tradition, Montaigne descends, as it
were, to the simple and identifies himself with their beliefs. The Church
is “that great common way” (VS520, F387). The distinction between the
learned and the common herd does not obtain within the Church for
there “we are all the vulgar” (VS570, F429). As Roger Scruton observes:
“When religious faith declines it becomes difficult for intellectuals
to believe that they really belong to the same community as ordinary
people.”3’

Montaigne is, I believe, the only modern political philosopher who
defends the Catholic Church in its universality, the only one who does
not recommend that it be subordinated to the state, or that it merely be
tolerated as one among many religions within the state. By his allegiance
to the Church as the universal bond, Montaigne does indeed weaken the
national bond. From the point of view of the universal bond, the national
bond is secondary and appears arbitrary. The Church transcends the lim-
its of the political and stands as an independent authority and, therefore,
as a limit on the power of the state.

The universal and common bond has its source in a universal and com-
mon city. Rome is “the only common and universal city. The sovereign
magistrate who commands there is acknowledged equally elsewhere. It
is the metropolitan city of all Christian nations; the Spaniard and the
Frenchman, every man is at home there. To be one of the princes of that
state one need only be of Christendom, wherever it may be” (VS997,
F763). In his Travel Journal, Montaigne makes a similar claim: Rome
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is “the most universal city in the world, a place where strangeness and
differences of nationality are considered least; for by its nature it is a
city pieced together out of foreigners; everyone is as if at home. Its ruler
embraces Christendom with his authority; his princely jurisdiction is
binding on foreigners in their own homes just as here. At his own election
and that of all the princes and grandees of his court the consideration
of their origin has no weight.”3¢ The Church is the society in which the
origins do not matter.

The Church is the proof of the possibility of society and is also the
only possibility for multicultural society. This means, however, that soci-
ety cannot be understood in terms of the boundaries of territory and
language. The society of men is a union that is not limited by space and
time. “We embrace both those who have been and those who are not
yet” (VS976, F746). As Pieper maintains: “We should not forget that the
common possession of the sacred tradition creates a fundamental unity of
all mankind, really a unity in relation to that foundation of spiritual life
that—hidden but very real—first makes communication among human
beings possible and worth attempting.”*”

In his essay “Where Is Christendom?” Etienne Gilson reflects upon his
travels in the United States, Europe, and the Soviet Union. Recalling the
moment when he entered a church in Chicago, he asks “Where was I?
Neither in America nor in France, nor at any geographical point on earth.
Yet I had surely reached a journey’s end, since I was at home: I was in
Christendom.” Wherever there is a parish church, there is Christendom.?®
Gilson explains the basis for this sentiment: “The same Mass, the same
priests, the same communion in the same God given by the same priests
to the faithful of the same faith—all this creates, at every moment and in
every place, an immense spiritual society which knows neither geographic
barriers nor political boundaries and in which the Christian always feels
that he is at home.”¥

This universal society of Christendom is not to be identified simply
with the Church itself. “As subject to the State, we Christians are all mem-
bers of a society of which the State is seeking the common temporal end;
as subject to the Church, we are all members of a society of which the
Church is seeking the common spiritual end, and the very temporal part
of the Church is integrally directed to this end; as members of Christen-
dom, we are part of a third social group, one that is neither quite the State
nor quite the Church, but one that is formed by the various members of
the various states in so far as they are aware of belonging to the same
Church and of being all disciples of Christ.”** This third level of society
might be described as the common culture of Christendom.
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Montaigne expresses this sentiment when he writes: “If I were afraid
to die in any other place than that of my birth, if I thought I would die
less comfortably away from my family, I should scarcely go out of France;
I should not go out of my parish without terror” (VS978, F747). He is,
however, careless about where he will die because he is “at home” every-
where and “at home” in this world. In fact, Montaigne (who did not want
his death to say anything that his life had not already said) died in his
home at Mass at the elevation of the Host.

Montaigne refounds philosophy and human society by bringing out
the core of sacred tradition, by discovering and bringing to light what
was always there but hidden. The new is really the old. In this way, he
changes the relationship between the eternal and the temporal as it was
understood by ancient philosophy and as it was inherited by medieval
theology. The temporal is not subsumed under the eternal. Rather, in
Montaigne’s incarnational metaphysics, the eternal is brought into time.



Chapter Three
*
The Philosophical Act (I): Judgment

For Montaigne, the philosophical act is neither contemplation nor practi-
cal wisdom, neither escape to the eternal nor immersion in the immediacy
of practice. Rather, the philosophical act is judgment, purged of the self of
the philosopher. Judgment subjects reason to the good. The philosophical
act overcomes the traditional hierarchy and brings the new out of the old.
In redefining this act, Montaigne surmounts the presumption of Aristotle,
the pride of the philosopher, and separates the man from the philosopher.

To claim that the philosophical act is judgment is also to deny that Mon-
taigne is a skeptic. The outcome of skepticism is not true judgment but the
suspension of judgment. Although in some ways Montaigne’s practice of
essaying resembles the skeptical practice of weighing opposing perspectives
on a given topic, his goal is neither suspension of judgment nor the imper-
turbability that results from it. And although Montaigne is cautious in giving
assent, he does make judgments throughout the essays. Further, his judgment
is not passively receptive: it effects a reordering of the human world.!

In chapter 2 T offer a reading of the “Apology for Sebond,” the essay
which provides the strongest evidence for the claim that Montaigne is
a skeptic. In spite of his high praise of skepticism and the skeptics in
that essay, Montaigne goes beyond traditional skepticism to be open to
the possible and the astonishing character of the familiar. This aspect of
his thought will be brought out more fully in chapter 4. In chapters 5,
6, and 7, I discuss the moral and political judgments that are central to
Montaigne’s philosophical project. Here again, in spite of his remarkable
tolerance for differences of opinion, the freedom and autonomy that he
introduces are not grounded in moral skepticism.

Beginning in Thought

The Essays present a man immersed in the world of thought, a man
who must achieve his own mind within the world of inherited opinion.

51
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Montaigne brings forth something new against the background of that
inherited world. He brings forth the possible out of what would have
seemed impossible.

The world of inherited opinion is a confused world in which true
and false are mixed together with no obvious way to distinguish them.
Montaigne shows us three conditions of error and falsehood which the
philosophical act must overcome. The contexts in which he presents these
conditions reveal the nature of the philosophical act in its overcoming of
error and falsehood.

First, true opinions are mixed in with false opinions. Montaigne says
that he is able to sift the true from the false. In “Of Presumption™ he writes:
“This capacity for sifting truth, whatever it may amount to in me, and this
free humor not to subject my belief easily, I owe it principally to myself:
for the most firm imaginations that I have, and the most general, are those
which, in a manner of speaking, were born with me. They are natural and
all mine. I produced them crude and simple, of a production bold and
strong, but a little troubled and imperfect. Since then I have established
and fortified them by the authority of others, and by the sound discourse
of the ancients, with whom I found my judgment conformed: these have
assured me a firmer grip on them and have given me the enjoyment of
them and a more entire possession” (VS658, F499). He can distinguish
the true from the false because his most firm and general “imaginations”
were produced by himself, or generated by his own mind. They are his
first beliefs. What he has always believed is true because he has always
believed it. His study of the ancient philosophers has only confirmed these
first opinions and made them more “his own.” This, in fact, just looks
like presumption: what is his own is true and ancient philosophy simply
confirms him in this presumption. The philosophical act, then, must over-
come, in some way, this most basic form of presumption. In returning to
his first opinions, Montaigne actually introduces something new.

The mind’s activity of generation is central to Montaigne’s understand-
ing of the philosophical act. “I let fly my caprices all the more freely
in public, inasmuch as, although they are born with me and without a
model, I know that they will find their relation to some ancient humor;
and someone will not fail to say: “That is where he got it’ ” (VS546, F409).
His caprices are original. That is, they are born with him, generated by his
mind, and not copied from anyone else: they are “without a model.” But
they resemble the sayings of ancient philosophy, and that is why he is “an
unpremeditated and accidental philosopher.” His caprices are new, but he
does not want them to appear to be new. Rather, he is content to let them
appear to be old for he is bringing the new out of the old.
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Montaigne provides the second formulation of the condition of error
in “Of Vain Subtleties.” He always presents himself as a nameless type
that must be articulated in the terms of the ancient hierarchy but that
cannot really be accounted for within that hierarchy. There are, he says,
two kinds of good Christians: the simple who accept without question
the beliefs of the Church, and the learned who have made a profound
study of the Church and Scripture and have penetrated into the meaning
of what is believed. Then there is a third type: those who “stick to the old
ways” but not on account of simplicity and stupidity and not on account
of study. Unlike the reformers who reject the tradition, this third type
does stick to the old ways, but in a way that is different from both the
simple and the learned. This third type has reached “the extreme limit of
Christian intelligence.” This, we assume, is Montaigne himself. However,
in this “middle region” of men, the region between the simple and the
learned, error is “engendered.” Those who “stop at the appearance of the
first sense” assume that men like Montaigne, who stick to the old ways,
do so out of simplicity and stupidity. They mistake the cause because they
cannot get beyond first appearances. This means that first appearances
are, or can be, misleading. The error here pertains to causes. They assume
that the same effect must be produced by the same cause. The “middle
region,” then, offers two opposing possibilities: error and the extreme
limit of Christian intelligence.

In this essay, Montaigne offers several other presentations of his sta-
tus as a nameless third type.? First, there are two kinds of good men:
the simple peasants and the philosophers who are strong and enriched
by learning. Then there are the “half-breeds” who have disdained igno-
rance of letters but are unable to reach the status of the philosophers:
“their rear-end between two stools, like me, and so many others.” These
half-breeds are “dangerous” and “trouble the world.” Montaigne, how-
ever, has pulled himself back as far as possible to the first condition of
ignorance. Second, Montaigne considers an “abecedarian ignorance” that
precedes knowledge and a “doctoral ignorance” that comes after knowl-
edge, “an ignorance that knowledge generates and engenders, just as it
undoes and destroys the first” (VS312-13, F226-27). Third, Montaigne
concludes this essay with the claim that his mind has “opened up a pas-
sage,” and that it is easy to discover “an infinite number of examples” in
which high and low are similar. The third, middle way, however, offers
two different possibilities: error or the limit of Christian intelligence.
The Essays, he says, would not appeal either to common, vulgar minds
or to singular, excellent minds, but “they might get by in the middle
region.”
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Of the two possibilities offered to the middle region of men (among
whom Montaigne counts himself), one is associated with violence and
danger, the other with “descending,” as it were, to the lowest condition.
Simple souls are “good Christians,” and great minds who have studied
the Scriptures are “good Christians.” Of those in the middle region, some
who have renounced the error of the Reformation have become extreme
and violent in the defense of their side in the civil wars. Others, like Mon-
taigne, stick to the old ways and “enjoy their victory with consolation,
active gratitude, reformed conduct, and great modesty.” They have come
to a deeper understanding of Scripture and of “the mysterious and divine
secret of our ecclesiastical polity.” So also, both the simple peasants and
the philosophers of his day are “good men.” The half-breeds, those in the
middle region, are dangerous and trouble the world. Montaigne pulls
back, as far as possible, to the condition of ignorance.

If error is “stopping at the appearance of the first sense” (or in Frame’s
translation: “following the first plausible meaning”), then Montaigne is
presenting the discovery of truth as getting beyond the appearance of the
first sense to the true meaning. Going beyond the appearance of the first
sense means testing our common impressions. Montaigne criticizes the
philosophy of the schools for its unquestioned acceptance of the teachings
of Aristotle; his criticism makes much of the fact that we never question
our “common impressions.” Our imagination is prone to receive “impres-
sions of falsehood by frivolous appearances” (VS1034, F791).

Montaigne discusses one of the most important instances of “stopping
at the appearance of the first sense” in “Of Cruelty.” He here describes
himself as merely innocent and good, rather than as virtuous. He is, there-
fore, lower in rank within the moral order than both the perfectly virtuous
man, whose rule over the passions is absolute, and the imperfectly virtu-
ous man, who must struggle with the passions. Montaigne’s own, third
condition of goodness and innocence is, he says, “so close to imperfection
and weakness that I do not very well know how to separate their confines
and distinguish them. The very names of innocence and goodness are for
this reason to some extent terms of contempt” (VS426, F310). Stopping
at the appearance of the first sense means misunderstanding the nature
of goodness, mistaking it for weakness, and assuming that it is caused by
weakness. This confusion of goodness with weakness and imperfection
is based on the Aristotelian hierarchy of strong over weak. Montaigne’s
refounding replaces the weak with the good, thus overcoming error by
establishing the strength of goodness.

The third condition of error and falsehood is brought about through
what Montaigne calls “the violent prejudice of custom.” He begins “Of
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Custom” with an account of the “power” of custom. Habit or custom
“is a violent and treacherous schoolmistress.” She gains her power and
authority over us stealthily, little by little. After a mild and humble begin-
ning, “she soon uncovers to us a furious and tyrannical face against which
we no longer have the liberty of even raising our eyes” (VS109, F77).
Montaigne tells us that, at one time, he was charged with the responsi-
bility of defending a certain custom, the content of which he does not
specify. His approach was to uncover the origin of this custom, presum-
ably because the origin would show him the reason and the justification
for it. To his great surprise, he found the origin so weak that he became
almost disgusted.

There are, he continues, two kinds of reaction to the discovery of the
weakness of the origins of custom: “Our masters”—presumably the phi-
losophers and theologians who are “directors of conscience”—make no
attempt to defend custom on the basis of reason; they simply take refuge
in the ancientness of usage. The Cynics, on the other hand, simply aban-
don custom and return to nature as the standard of reason. Montaigne,
however, is a third type: “Whoever wants to [essay himself in the same
way and] get rid of this violent prejudice of custom will find many things
accepted with undoubting resolution, which have no support but in the
hoary beard and the wrinkles of the usage that goes with them; but when
this mask is torn off, and he refers things to truth and reason, he will feel
his judgment as it were all upset, and nevertheless restored to a much
surer status” (VS117, F84-85).% Unlike our masters, he does not simply
defer to the authority of custom on account of its hoary beard. Unlike the
Cynics, he does not simply abandon custom by returning to some version
of original nature. His judgment is “restored” to a much surer status.
The beginnings of all things, he says, are always “weak” (VS§1020, F780).
They must be weak because they are not ends; the end is not inherent in
the beginning. To “restore” means to lead things back “to their true end”
(VS118, F85).

The very meaning of “essaying,” then, is the overcoming of the violent
prejudice of custom. Essaying is exposing the weakness of the beginnings
and the disproportion of those beginnings to the power of custom. Cus-
tom is the violence that is exerted over the mind, the violence that the
philosopher must first recognize and then combat. But Montaigne also
says that the opinions of the Cynics, who reject the authority of custom,
are “barbarous.” Therefore, Montaigne breaks with custom in an unusual
way. He refounds custom, not by violently overturning everything, but
by replacing its foundation: he replaces the weak with the strength of the
good. Thus is his judgment restored to a much surer status.
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Thought begins in conditions of error and falsehood because the mind
is not receptive of “what is.” For Aristotle, thought is measured by being;:
the mind is like a blank writing tablet, ready to receive the forms of things.
In contrast, Montaigne does not claim that his mind receives the forms of
things. Rather, he says, his mind “generates” and “produces” out of itself.
The origin of thought is the mind itself.

In the Aristotelian tradition, the highest activity of the mind is con-
templation because contemplation is a participation in the activity of
the divine (Meta. 12.7, 1072b13; NE. 10.7, 1177a13-1177b8). It is the
divine that establishes the hierarchy, and the divine is the highest in the
order of things. Despite his great admiration, Montaigne cannot stomach
the ecstasies of contemplation reported of Socrates (VS1115, F856), that
he stood in a trance for an entire day and night in the midst of the army,
“overtaken and enraptured by some deep thought” (VS1109, F852).

The contrast between the traditional notions of knowing and contem-
plation as essentially receptive activities and Montaigne’s presentation
of the mind as generating and producing comes through clearly in “Of
Idleness.” He intends by this title to bring to mind the traditional idea
of leisure as the condition for contemplation. Idleness, in the tradition,
is the opposite of leisure, which is time devoted to the divine in worship
and contemplation. Leisure is not idleness because it involves activity, the
highest activity; it is “useless” in the best sense, that is, it is not directed
to an end outside itself but is an end in itself. Idleness, on the other
hand, is useless in the worst sense: it is not good in itself but good for
nothing.

In this essay, Montaigne tells of his withdrawal from the affairs of
politics into the solitude of his study. He intends to let his mind “entertain
itself in full idleness and stay and settle in itself, which T hoped it might
do more easily now, having become weightier and riper with time.” But
that is not what happens. He finds instead that his mind “gives birth to so
many chimeras and fantastic monsters, one after another, without order
or purpose [propos].” He decides that “in order to contemplate their
ineptitude and strangeness” at his pleasure, he will put these chimeras and
monsters in writing, “hoping in time to make my mind ashamed of itself”
(VS33, F21). Montaigne is playing on the traditional notions of leisure
and contemplation, conflating leisure with idleness. Contemplation is not
the beholding of form but the generation of chimeras and fantastic mon-
sters, “unformed” productions of his own mind. The activity of the mind
in idleness is not the measuring of the mind by eternal being but the mind
entertaining itself in time. By emphasizing the role of time, he distances
himself from the philosopher’s escape to the eternal.
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Because he says that he puts these fabrications in writing, it would
seem that the Essays are just these productions of his own mind. But
why should his mind be ashamed of itself? Shame suggests a moral and
social dimension of his thought. The mind alone with itself is the mind
withdrawn from the affairs of the world and from other men. Montaigne
wants to make his mind ashamed of its chimeras, which have no order
or purpose because they have no “definite subject” and “no fixed end”
(VS32, F21). By putting the mind’s fantastic productions into writing, he
exposes them to public view and therefore exposes himself to the possibil-
ity of shame. Perhaps he is suggesting that the proper place of the mind’s
activity is the world of human affairs and that he must order his thought
to that world.

Representation

The generative power of the mind, and thus the source of error and false-
hood, is manifested in the capacity for representation. This capacity is
one of the very few things that is said to be unique to man in the long
comparison of man with the other animals in the “Apology.” The ability
to have the images of things in the mind without the matter, that privi-
lege in which our soul glories, is not peculiar to man but is shared by the
beasts (VS481, F354). Representation, however, shows that man is not
constrained within the natural hierarchy. “If it is true that man alone, of
all the animals, has this freedom of imagination and this unruliness of
thought, that represents to him that which is, that which is not, and that
which he wants, the false and the true, this is an advantage that is sold
him very dear and in which he has very little to glorify himself, for from
it springs the principal source of the evils that press him” (VS459-60,
F336).

Representation is the source of evils because it gives us both the true and
the false, both what is and what is not. Representation is not the mind’s
reception of the intelligible forms of things. A form can only be what is
and what is true, whereas a representation is produced by the mind itself.
If the capacity to receive the intelligible forms of things were distinctively
human, then man would remain within the order and limits of nature. His
capacity for thought would be located in a continuous ascent from sensa-
tion, which he shares with all animals, to contemplation, which he shares
with the divine. But the human mind does not docilely receive the forms
of things as they are; it also actively represents its own productions to
itself and the world, and the capacity for representation means freedom
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and unruliness. “We have emancipated ourselves from [nature’s] rules to
abandon ourselves to the vagabond freedom of our fancies” (VS58, F39).

Montaigne writes: “Others form man; I tell of him, and represent a
particular one, very ill-formed” (VS804, F610).* A form is an essence,
a universal, fully achieved in a single end or notion of perfection. Mon-
taigne, in contrast, represents a particular. Whereas forms must be
articulated only in their perfection, representation allows for the expres-
sion of imperfection: this particular is “very ill-formed.” Since form is
perfect, it is what the thing ought to be. Montaigne’s representation of
himself is true because it is not in terms of what ought to be but of what
is: “what is” is particular and imperfect. Yet the power of representation
replaces the power of the universal; for Montaigne, the imperfect par-
ticular stands for all men: “each man bears the entire form of the human
condition” (VS805, F611).

Imagination and Invention

Montaigne’s essay on the imagination is entitled “Of the Power of the
Imagination.” In his view, “that faculty is all important, at least more
important than any other” (VS1087, F833).° While the imagination is all-
important and powerful for him, Montaigne’s memory is “monstrously
deficient.” There is almost no trace of memory in him, and in this he is
unique. “I do not think there is another one in the world so monstrously
deficient. All my other faculties are low and common; but in this one I
think T am singular and very rare, and thereby worthy of gaining a name
and reputation” (VS34, F21). This apparently ironic assertion about him-
self is usually not taken seriously but is attributed to his penchant for
self-deprecation. After all, his book is filled with hundreds of quotations
and borrowed stories, all from the storehouse of his memory. But if we
take him at his word, then this monstrous deficiency must tell us some-
thing about the mind itself.

Montaigne’s lack of memory frees him from the past, from the inher-
ited, from learning, and from custom. Therefore, he stands in a relation
of distance from ancient philosophy and history. His mind is not held
under the unexamined authority of the tradition. As Tzvetan Todorov
says of Montaigne: “The activity of the mind itself must be freed from
the grip of tradition in order to rely solely on its own forces.”® That is
why Montaigne is free to invent with respect to the stories taken from the
histories. Absence of memory is freedom from the actual, from what has
happened.
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Montaigne’s mind, then, is not memory. Most people, he says, make
no distinction between memory and mind and therefore assume that
deficiency of memory is deficiency of understanding (VS34, F22). The
identification of mind with memory would seem to refer to the Socratic
formula, “knowledge is recollection,” and to the Augustinian formula,
“memory itself is mind.” These formulations attempt to capture the expe-
rience of discovery in the process of learning something new. It is as if
we are discovering something that was already there, already present in
the mind. What seems new is not really new. The new is in fact eter-
nal. Knowledge is, in the tradition, ultimately recollection of the eternal
unchanging forms.

Kierkegaard gives us an especially clear description of the alterna-
tives in his Philosophical Fragments: either all learning is recollection, as
Socrates had concluded, or the moment of learning, in time, must have
“decisive significance.”” For “viewed Socratically, any point of departure
in time is eo ipso something accidental, a vanishing point, an occasion.”®
The moment in time is merely the occasion for remembering. From the
Socratic viewpoint, “the temporal point of departure is nothing, because
in the same moment I discover that I have known the truth from eternity
without knowing it, in the same instant that moment is hidden in the
eternal, assimilated into it.”?

Montaigne’s “monstrously deficient” memory means that his mind is
not subsumed under the eternal: the action of his thought is a true begin-
ning and not merely an occasion for remembering. That is the only way
in which the new can emerge in his thought. Discovery is not remember-
ing but inventing. In compensation for the imperfection of his memory,
Montaigne has been given invention (VS35, F22).

The Essays are at the center of Grahame Castor’s analysis of the mean-
ing of “invention” in his Pleiade Poetics: A Study in Sixteenth-Century
Thought and Terminology. The principal conclusions of this analysis are
that invention is most closely associated with the faculty of the imagina-
tion, and that invention is not the creation of something entirely new but
a discovery of something that was already present but hidden. Castor says
that “the sixteenth century made no absolute distinction between the pro-
cess of imagining and that of inventing.”!° “Invention” and “imagination”
are more or less interchangeable terms for Montaigne.!! Castor describes
invention as, in some ways, a pre-rational activity, because invention
seeks out particulars that are appropriate to a general topic. The func-
tion of the imagination is to assemble images and present them to reason.
“Imagination and invention were thus the servants of reason; but this was
a rather ambiguous relationship, for the reason was to a very large extent
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dependent upon them in its dealings with things outside itself. They were
the powers which reason employed in order to move outwards, beyond
itself, the means whereby it was able to act upon external things, and to
enter into a relationship of knowledge with them.”!> Montaigne says that
“we hold [not only the past but] even present things by the imagination”
(VS996, F763). Thus, imagination and invention replace memory in the
activity of knowing. And it is through the imagination that reason is able
to exercise power.

Although invention later came to mean something like creation, “in
the sixteenth century ... invention was still quite definitely a finding, a
discovery, or a finding out, rather than a creating.”'? This means that “the
concept behind invention is not so much that of producing something
entirely new, ex nihilo, as it were, but rather that of coming into and
revealing for the first time something which already exists.”'* To invent
was “to come into something which already existed and to make it mani-
fest for the first time.”** This understanding of invention is also found in
Ullrich Langer’s Invention, Death and Self-Definitions in the Poetry of
Pierre De Ronsard. According to Langer, in the Renaissance “any discov-
ery is only a discovery of that which is already there, both in the universe
and in the mind. Therefore it would simply make no sense to say that
the mind may construct anything essentially different from all that pre-
cedes or surrounds it.” Langer maintains that “the only certain statement
about invention in the Renaissance is that it does not designate the cre-
ation ex nihilo, by a transcendent and separate subject, of an essentially
distinct object. The rhetorical sense must be located anywhere between
an ‘accidental coming-upon’ and a ‘discovery through research’ of some-
thing already there. ... Any analysis of ‘newness’ will be relativized by
this conservative meaning of invention in a full universe.”!¢

Castor says that “in talking of invention Montaigne is quite obviously
dealing with a group of ideas which he considers to be familiar to his
readers, and which requires no special elaboration on his part. Therefore
Montaigne never deliberately sets out to explain what he means by inven-
tion; there was no need for him to do so.”'” It is true that Montaigne
does not usually define his terms, and to that extent he does rely upon
the accepted meaning of terms. But he also bends and turns language out
of its ordinary course: his invention gives unaccustomed significance to
words (VS873, F665). The “new” has a stronger sense for Montaigne
than it does for Castor, the sense of the possible, and so we must take
Castor’s analysis of invention in the Essays a step further.

Invention cannot be distinguished from discovery, because the imagi-
nation is generative. It does not receive images from “external things”
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to present them to reason but generates images or representations. To
say that invention is discovery is not to say that it finds what is already
there actually or potentially, but rather that it discovers the possible and
the new in thought itself. To discover possibilities is to bring them forth
from the mind. In other words, Montaigne does not remember what was
always already there. He invents it, and that is how he introduces the new.

Castor rightly points out that the change in thought represented by
the prominence of invention must be understood in contrast to Aristotle’s
understanding of thought. But he sees this as a kind of falling off: “The
weakening, or coarsening, of Aristotle’s ideas can be seen in the move-
ment of thought from ‘potentiality’ to ‘possibility,” where the idea of an
existent (unexercised) power, which is expressed in the Latin potential . . .
is watered down to that of mere accidental perhaps-ness.”!'® “Possibility”
is “a falling-away from Aristotelian ‘potentiality.” "’

Possibility would have the sense of a weakening of Aristotelian poten-
tiality only if one accepts the truth of form and final cause. Potentiality is
relative to final cause: potentiality is a mode of being such that, when it is
actualized, the completion and perfection of the thing in question comes
closer to fulfillment. Potentialities are given by nature; they are given with
form. Possibility means the absence of form. In other words, potentiali-
ties are discovered in things, whereas possibilities are invented by the
mind. Truth is no longer the conformity of the intellect to the object of
knowledge, such that the form in the object is the same as the form in the
intellect. Truth becomes a matter of judgment.

In a world without forms, in a world of accidental similarities, imagina-
tion and invention are essential to seeing things as they are and to judging
men and their actions. One of the most important functions of invention
in the Essays is the discovery of the possible causes and accidental similar-
ities of human actions. Invention allows him to get beyond the appearance
of the first sense. For example, in “By Diverse Means We Arrive at the
Same End” Montaigne goes beyond “the appearance of the first sense” by
calling into question the first plausible explanation of why the princes are
moved only by esteem and not by compassion. The first credible meaning
is that the princes are strong souls who revere only virtue and strength,
whereas the common people are weak and are therefore moved not by
esteem but by compassion. Montaigne finds two stories that show that the
common people can be moved by astonishment at heroic virtue. Esteem
and astonishment produce the same effect of mercy. In those two particu-
lar instances, the entire natural hierarchy of strong and weak is called into
question. Montaigne concludes “Of Vain Subtleties” with the claim that,
once “a passage is opened to the mind,” our invention can find infinite
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examples of the similarity of high and low and of the appearance of the
nameless middle region of men to which he himself belongs. This nameless
middle region is the space in which the new can appear.

Reason

Montaigne’s descriptions of reason, especially in the “Apology,” have led
most commentators to the conclusion that he is a skeptic. Reason appears
to be weak and powerless, unable to know anything or to find the causes
of anything. This would amount to a return to the position of the ancient
skeptics, who called for the suspension of judgment as the only legitimate
response to the weakness of reason. But Montaigne does make judgments
all the time, and so it is necessary to distinguish among the different
senses of reason that emerge in the Essays in order to determine what
allows him to make these judgments.

Montaigne says: “I always call reason that appearance of intellect that
each man forges in himself. That reason, of which, by its condition, there
can be a hundred contradictory ones about one and the same subject, is
an instrument of lead and of wax, stretchable, pliable, and adaptable to
all biases and measures; all that is needed is the ability to mold it” (VS5635,
F425). Each man forges reason in himself: reason is produced, gener-
ated, within each individual man. Therefore, reason has “many forms”
(VS1065, F815). In contrast with the Aristotelian-Thomistic view of rea-
son as universal and the same in all men, Montaigne presents reason as
inherently biased and contradictory. It is not the case that any rational
human being would arrive at the same conclusions on the basis of reason.
Reason is, in its very origins, self-interested. Reason is an instrument for
measuring, but it is not a fixed, unchanging measure or rule because it is
private and particular, adaptable to all measures.

There is, however, another description of reason that is very much at
odds with this notion of biased reason. In “Of the Disadvantage of Great-
ness” Montaigne says: “There are few things on which we can give a
sincere judgment, because there are few in which we have not in some
way a private interest. Superiority and inferiority, mastery and subjec-
tion, are forced into a natural envy and contention; they must pillage one
another perpetually. T do not believe either one about the rights of the
other; let us leave it to reason, which is inflexible and impassive, when
we are able to end it” (VS918, F701). Reason can become “inflexible and
impassive” and can also make sincere and unbiased judgments when we
are able to bring it to an end.
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But what does it mean to end reason? First, it seems that reason has
no natural end in the Aristotelian sense, for the conflicts of self-interested
and biased reason are perpetual. Therefore, reason must be brought to an
end, directed to an end, by the will. Ends have become effects. The effect
with which Montaigne is here concerned, the impetus for his raising the
possibility of an inflexible and impassive reason, is the resolution of the
conflict between mastery and subjection.

Second, if reason is to be brought to an end, or made to produce a
certain effect, its origin in the private individual must be overcome and
self-interest must be transcended. Reason inflexible and impassive, then,
has a public status. The possibility of the transcendence of private interest
is associated here with “sincere judgment.”

Third, bringing reason to an end means freeing it from the limitations
of experience. In a discussion of the uncertainty of judgment with respect
to political matters, Montaigne writes: “Machiavelli’s arguments, for
example, were solid enough for the subject, yet it was very easy to com-
bat them; and those who did so left it no less easy to combat theirs. In
such an argument there would always be matter for answers, rejoinders,
replications, triplications, quadruplications, and that infinite web of dis-
putes that our pettifoggers have spun out as far as they could in favor of
lawsuits . . . For the reasons have little other foundation than experience,
and the diversity of human events offers us infinite examples of all sorts
of forms” (VS655, F497). Therefore, proofs and reasons that are founded
on experience and fact have no end (VS1032, F790).

But how can reason be independent of experience? What else is there
on which to ground our conclusions? At the beginning of his reply to the
second objection to Sebond’s natural theology, Montaigne refers to the way
in which Saint Augustine argues against those who reject Christian belief
because it cannot withstand reason’s scrutiny. Augustine’s approach is to
try to demonstrate the weakness of reason by pointing to the many “known
and indubitable experiences” into which we have no insight and of which
we do not know the causes. Montaigne finds this mode of argument insuffi-
cient. “We must do more” than Augustine. Rare examples are not necessary
to convict reason of weakness: Montaigne will show that even the most
familiar is impenetrable to reason. Montaigne rejects Augustine’s mode of
argument because it is based on experience (VS449, F328). This rejection
is what makes the “Apology” appear so skeptical. But that, I would argue,
is not Montaigne’s ultimate intention. Rather, in making the causes of the
familiar suddenly unknown, he opens the question of possible causes.

Reason inflexible and impassive is not based on experience, because
experience is merely what has been; it is the actual, not in the Aristotelian
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sense of actuality but in the sense of simply what has happened in the past.
Reason inflexible and impassive, however, is based not on experience but
on possibility, not on what has happened but on what might happen.
“So in the study that I am making of our behavior and motives, fabulous
testimonies, provided they are possible, serve like true ones. Whether they
have happened or no, in Paris or Rome, to John or Peter, they exemplify,
at all events, some human capacity. . . . There are authors whose end it
is to tell what has happened. Mine, if I could attain it, would be to talk
about what can happen.” Hence, his attitude toward testimony, even fab-
ulous testimony, is not rejection, as is the practice of the philosophers and
theologians of “exquisite and exact conscience,” and not acceptance, as is
typical of the simple, but a kind of openness to the possible. “I refer the
stories that I borrow to the conscience of those from whom I take them.
The reflections are my own, and depend on the proofs of reason, not of
experience” (VS105-6, F75, emphasis added).

This openness to the possible accounts in some measure for the fact
that Montaigne stays closer to the simple than to the learned. The learned
tend to reject as impossible anything that is not familiar to them. This is
the presumption of the learned. They tend to identify the possible with
the probable, whereas the simple, who do not presume to know the
causes of things, are more open to the strange and unfamiliar. In one of
the very rare places in the Essays in which Montaigne points to a radi-
cal change within himself, he cites the beliefs of the simple in such things
as enchantments, prognostications, and returning spirits: “I used to feel
compassion for the poor people who were taken in by these follies. And
now I think that I was at least as much to be pitied myself. No¢ that
experience has since shown me anything surpassing my first beliefs, and
that through no fault of my curiosity; but reason has taught me that to
condemn a thing thus, dogmatically, as false and impossible, is to assume
the advantage of knowing the bounds and limits of God’s will and of
the power of our mother nature” (VS179, F132, emphasis added). Rea-
son inflexible and impassive is not limited by experience: “How many
things of slight probability there are, testified to by trustworthy people,
which, if we cannot be convinced of them, we should at least leave in
suspense! For to condemn them as impossible is to pretend, with rash
presumption, to know the limits of possibility” (VS180, F133). It is not
experience but reason that teaches him to be open to the possible.?’ Rea-
son surpasses his first beliefs and thus becomes inflexible and impassive.
This, then, is the first moment of the philosophical act: the ascent of rea-
son from first beliefs and the freedom of reason from the limitations of
experience.
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Judgment

The second moment of the philosophical act is the act of judgment, in
which reason is subjected to the good and the good becomes his own:
judgment is what is all one’s own. The Essays are quite literally the essais,
the tests, of Montaigne’s own judgment (VS301, F219; VS653, F495).2!

In his essay on the education of children, he works out the distinc-
tion between mere learning and true education in terms of the difference
between simply borrowing from the ancients, which is only an exercise of
memory, and forming one’s own judgment. The student should be taught
what to do with the pieces borrowed from others: “he will transform and
blend them to make a work that is all his own, to wit, his judgment. His
education, work, and study aim only at forming this” (VS152, F111).

Within the tradition, contemplation is regarded as the highest human
activity because, in contemplation, the mind escapes the temporal and
is united with the divine, eternal, and unchanging: the human becomes
divine. The Essays, however, are not directed to the divine, eternal, and
unchanging, but to the human, temporal, and changing. Montaigne can-
not stomach the contemplative ecstasies of Socrates. But he admires the
Socrates “who brought human wisdom back down from heaven, where
she was wasting her time, and restored her to man, with whom lies her
most proper and laborious and useful business” (VS1038, F793).

Unlike contemplation, judgment is human, a purely human activity
concerned only with the human. The Essays are about human beings and
human action: in them, Montaigne encounters the human itself and as
such. He considers it “purely,” judging it as it is in itself, without relation
to anything else. To judge within the traditional hierarchy, by contrast, is
to judge by the standard of what is above. Man is between the divine and
the bestial and judges himself by the standard of the divine. To judge man
as he is in himself and to identify judgment as the defining human activity
is to change everything about what it means to be human.

Contemplation is the ecstatic beholding of the thing itself, but judgment
is the subjecting of the thing itself, thus making it one’s own. Montaigne’s
praise of Socrates for bringing philosophy back down from the heavens
reveals the way in which contemplation has been transformed. “It is only
for first-class men to dwell purely on the thing itself, consider it, and
judge it. It belongs to the one and only Socrates to become acquainted
with death with an ordinary countenance, to become familiar with it and
play with it. He seeks no consolation outside the thing itself; dying seems
to him a natural and indifferent accident. He fixes his gaze precisely on it,
and makes up his mind to it, without looking elsewhere” (VS833, F632).
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In contrast, the disciples of Hegesias, who were inflamed by fine argu-
ments for immortality, “do not consider death in itself; they do not judge
it. It is not there that they fix their thoughts; the goal to which they run
is a new existence” (VS833, F632). To dwell on “the thing itself,” to fix
one’s gaze on it, is not to contemplate it but to judge it, subject it, make
up one’s mind to it. Socrates was “always one and the same, and raised
himself, not by sallies but by disposition, to the utmost point of vigor.
Or, to speak more exactly, he raised nothing, but rather brought vigor,
hardships, and difficulties down and back to his own natural and original
level, and subjected them to it” (VS1037, F793).

The Socrates of Montaigne’s invention does not contemplate the thing
itself; he judges it, subjects it to himself, by bringing it down and back to
what is his own. He makes the thing itself his own, and what is his own
is natural to him. He makes it natural. That is what it means to restore
philosophy to man.

Georges Poulet explains what judgment is for Montaigne in just this
way: “Judgment is the act by which the mind makes something its own.
It is an act of the mind . .. the motion of the mind by which it envelops
and unites the self and the object. . .. Far from being an adhesion of the
mind to things, judgment is an integration of things within the mind by
the mind. . .. This freedom of judgment is of value only when it is trans-
formed into a choice and into an act.”*

Freedom of Judgment: The Self-Ordered Soul

Montaigne asks himself: “And then, for whom do you write?” The learned,
who pass judgment on books, recognize only erudition and art and value
only learning. Common and popular souls, on the other hand, cannot
recognize the grace and the weight of lofty and elevated discourse. These
two human types almost exhaust the possibilities; nevertheless, there is
a third. “The third type into whose hands you fall, that of souls ordered
and strong in themselves, is so rare that for this very reason it has neither
name nor rank among us: it is time half lost to aspire and strive to please
them” (VS657, F498). The third type has no name because it has no rank.
In pointing to the fact that this type has no rank among us, Montaigne
implies that his project involves a transcendence of the traditional hierar-
chy, the traditional order of high and low, strong and weak. The strength of
the self-ordered soul is not measured by its perfection within the hierarchy
but by its freedom of judgment: “Indeed there are few souls so regulated,
so strong and well-born, that they can be trusted to their own conduct, and
who are able, with moderation and without temerity, to sail in the liberty
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of their judgments beyond the common opinions” (VS559, F419-20).
Freedom of judgment must be distinguished from unruliness of thought.
Although the self-ordered soul is free and not bound by the common opin-
ions, he acts with moderation. “Our mind is an erratic, dangerous, and
heedless tool; it is difficult to impose order and moderation [mesure] upon
it. And in my time those who have some rare excellence beyond the others,
and some extraordinary quickness, are nearly all, we see, incontinent in the
license of their opinions and conduct [mceurs]. It is a miracle if you find a
sedate and sociable one” (VS559, F419). To judge is to order. Order is not
given by nature: the origin of order is the mind itself.?* The self-ordered
soul imposes order and measure upon itself. This is Montaigne’s new kind
of strength. The self-ordered soul is strong in itself because it has subjected
reason to the good and made the good its own.

Subjecting Reason to the Good

Montaigne begins “Of Cruelty” with the distinction between goodness
and virtue: “It seems to me that virtue is something other and nobler
than the inclinations toward goodness that are born in us. Souls natu-
rally regulated and wellborn follow the same path, and show the same
countenance in their actions, as virtuous ones. But virtue means some-
thing greater and more active than letting oneself, by a happy disposition,
be led gently and peacefully in the footsteps of reason” (VS422, F306).
Goodness looks weaker than virtue: it seems to be nothing more than a
“natural mildness and easygoingness” in contrast with the strength of
virtue that requires struggle and self-mastery. Yet, goodness shows “the
same countenance” as virtue.

Montaigne explains the origins of his goodness and why he holds most
vices in horror. “I hold them in horror, I say, from an attitude so natural
and so much my own that the same instinct and impression that I brought
away from my nurse I have still retained. Nothing has been able to make
me alter it, not even my own reasonings, which, having in some things
broken away from the common road, would easily give me license for
actions which this natural inclination makes me hate” (VS428, F312).
Montaigne goes further: “It is a monstrous thing that I will say, but I will
say it all the same: I find in that area, in many things, more restraint and
order in my morals than in my opinions, and my lust less depraved than
my reason” (VS428, F312). In “Of Cruelty” goodness is identified with
sympathy, a natural inclination.

Montaigne’s reason gives him license for vicious actions that his incli-
nations make him hate. His judgment, however, affirms his inclinations.
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He hates cruelty and judges it the extreme of all vice: “Among other vices,
I cruelly hate cruelty, both by nature and by judgment, as the extreme of
all vices” (VS429, F313, emphasis added). Reason is brought to an “end”
by judgment, which rejects reason’s justifications of cruelty.?* Reason must
instead be directed to the good, subjected to the good by judgment. Mon-
taigne’s judgment affirms his earliest impressions and natural inclinations
to goodness or sympathy. Now, through judgment, he has a “more secure
possession” of them than he did as a young child.

This is Montaigne’s new strength, the strength of the self-ordered
soul. It is not the mastery of reason over the passions but rather the
harmony of judgment and natural inclination. However, not all natural
inclinations are good. Montaigne hates cruelty by nature, yet there are
others—*“bloodthirsty” souls—who seem to have an inclination to cru-
elty. “Nature herself, I fear, attaches to man some instinct for inhumanity”
(VS433,F316). Cruelty, “so unnatural a vice,” nevertheless seems to dwell
in us by nature (VS790, F599). Natural inclinations themselves must be
judged.” This act of choosing well among natural inclinations is the
freedom of the self-ordered soul. Through judgment Montaigne chooses
his natural disposition, his “nature.” His disposition is no longer simply
“given.” Whatever Montaigne’s “original” nature or natural disposition,
he presents it as good solely because he has made it good.

After confessing the monstrous fact that his reason would give him
license for actions that his inclinations make him hate, Montaigne asks:
“Could it possibly be true that to be wholly good we must be so by some
hidden, natural, and universal property, without law, without reason,
without example?” (VS428, F312). Goodness, he says, is hidden. There-
fore, we must get beyond the appearance of the first sense in order to see
it. Goodness is also natural because it is a natural inclination chosen and
affirmed by judgment: it has been made his own in a new way. Third,
goodness is universal because it includes the entire man: it is his integrity
and consistency. Finally, goodness is a property, a possession of the indi-
vidual, not an end for which the individual must strive. It is not caused
by law, reason, or example. Rather, through judgment a man makes the
good his own, his possession, his property. In his possession of the good,
the self-ordered soul becomes sociable, as is reflected in the way he judges
other men.

Judging “What Is”: Imperfection

Judging is, in the tradition, held to be the subsuming of a particular under
a universal, determining that a particular is an instance of a certain kind,
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and that it is the same as other particulars in an essential way. A particular
man, then, is judged by the standard of the universal “man,” by the stan-
dard of the perfection of the human form. In the first essay, Montaigne
concludes: “Truly man is a marvelously vain, diverse, and undulating sub-
ject. It is hard to found any constant and uniform judgment on him” (VS9,
F5). When his friends ask for his judgment of their actions, he avoids gen-
eralizations: “So I reveal to my friends, by their outward manifestations
[productions], their inward inclinations. I do not attempt to arrange this
infinite variety of actions, so diverse and so disconnected, into certain
types and categories, and distribute my lots and divisions distinctly into
recognized classes and sections” (VS1076, F824). On the whole, he finds
universal judgments to be useless. “These universal judgments that I find
so common signify nothing. They are like men who salute a whole people
in a crowd and in a body. Those who have a real acquaintance with them
salute them and notice them by name and individually. But that is a risky
undertaking” (VS936, F715). Montaigne refers to this as “risky” perhaps
because it undermines the standard of the perfection of form in judging
men and their actions.

In fact, we “strengthen and enlighten our judgment by reflecting on this
continual variation of human things” (VS297, F216). In the formation of
judgment, the study of history is of the greatest importance. History, he
says, is “the skeleton of philosophy, in which the most abstruse parts of
our nature are penetrated.” The student should be taught “not so much
the histories as how to judge them. That in my opinion, is of all matters
the one to which we apply our minds in the most varying degree” (VS156,
F115). Learning how to judge the histories means something more than
learning the “facts” given by the historians: it means probing the inside to
the springs of human action.

The way in which judgment acts in the Essays has to do first with
determining “what is,” whether something is actually the case. This is
usually assumed in the rush to universal judgments about why something
is the way it is. In determining whether something is, in fact, the case,
judgment is a very different kind of act from the act of ascertaining why
a thing is the way it is. Judgment must first overcome the presumption
of custom. It must resist the attraction to the universal—a very difficult
resistance, indeed—because human beings believe, following Aristotle,
that they know particulars only through the universal. How is it even
possible to see something as a particular?

For Montaigne, judgment as the determination of “what is” includes
two related aspects. First, to see “what is” as it is means to see it without
the measure of what it ought to be, to judge without the standard of final
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cause. Aristotle’s account of human action is in terms of final cause or
happiness: all men, whether they know it or not, always act for the sake
of happiness, which is the final and self-sufficient good. If all of one’s
actions are directed to the same end, then human actions should be con-
sistent. But consistency is an extremely rare achievement. Thus, Aristotle’s
account of human action in terms of final cause or happiness cannot
really explain the actions of most men who are merely tossed about by
desires, circumstances, passions, and so forth. Montaigne says: “I do not
recognize in Aristotle most of my ordinary actions: they have been cov-
ered and dressed up in another robe for the use of the school” (VS874,
F666). Montaigne concludes “Of the Inconsistency of Our Actions” with
the admonition that we must not judge men simply by their outward
actions but must probe the inside to find the springs of action (VS338,
F244). To see and understand human action as it is, not as it ought to be,
means to judge it in its beginnings and implies, therefore, an acceptance
of imperfection and incompleteness.

This understanding of judgment is thus, at the same time, the over-
coming of the traditional hierarchy. Action is not the actualization of a
potentiality. Instead, Montaigne replaces potentiality by possibility, and
that is why invention is indispensable for judgment. Judging “what is”
requires openness to the possible: “We must not judge what is possible
and what is not, according to what is credible and incredible to our sense”
(VS725,F548). This is especially true of human actions: while it is easy to
judge the limits of what the body can do, it is very difficult to know the
limits of the soul (VS723, F546). Judging as determining “what is” means
judging by the standard, or the limits, of the possible.

The mind “represents” to itself both what is and what is not, the true
and the false, as well as what it wants to possess. Since representation
gives us no way of separating the true from the false, judgment is the
only way to determine what is, or what is true. Whereas for Aristotle we
can know the truth about what something is only in the light of what it
ought to be, for Montaigne determining what is true is inseparable from
inventing the possible. Montaigne’s conscience allows him to accept or
to borrow testimony and stories: “I refer the stories that I borrow to
the conscience of those from whom I take them.” And he is free to alter
the details of the stories he borrows, to omit and replace the explana-
tions offered by the historians, and to fill in details that are not given in
the histories because the historians are themselves inventing. “My con-
science does not falsify one iota; my knowledge, I don’t know.” This sets
him apart from the philosophers and theologians who are closed to tes-
timony. The philosophers and theologians are people of “exquisite and
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exact conscience” who would not be willing to testify concerning even
what happens right before their eyes or to accept the testimony of others
because they would not stake their fidelity on the fidelity of a common
man (VS105-6, F75-76).

Montaigne does not judge others by the standard of the perfection of
final cause; but neither does he judge others by the standard of himself,
as most men do. He judges each man as he is in himself. “Of Cato the
Younger” begins with a statement of Montaigne’s practice of judgment:
“I do not share that common error of judging another by myself. I easily
believe that another man may have qualities different from mine. Because
I feel myself tied down to one form, I do not oblige everybody to espouse
it, as all others do. I believe in and conceive a thousand contrary ways
of life, and in contrast with the common run of men, I more easily admit
difference than resemblance between us. I am as ready as you please to
acquit another man from sharing my conditions and principles. I consider
him simply in himself, without relation to others; I mold him to his own
model. I do not fail, just because I am not continent, to acknowledge sin-
cerely the continence of the Feuillants and the Capuchins, and to admire
the manner of their life. I can very well insinuate myself by imagination
into their place, and I love and honor them all the more because they are
different from me. I have a singular desire that we should each be judged
in ourselves apart, and that I may not be measured in conformity with the
common examples” (VS229, F169).

Montaigne’s judgment is unique. Most men judge others according to
the measure of themselves: “It seems to each man that the ruling pattern
of nature is in him; to this he refers all other forms as to a touchstone.
The ways that do not square with his are counterfeit and artificial. What
brutish stupidity!” (VS725, F548). Montaigne does not share that “com-
mon error” for, “in contrast with the common run of men,” he judges by
a standard that is not biased. “My weakness in no way alters my neces-
sarily high regard for the strength and vigor of those who deserve it.
‘There are men who praise nothing except what they are confident they
can imitate’ [Cicero]. Crawling in the slime of the earth, I do not fail
to observe, even in the clouds, the inimitable loftiness of certain heroic
souls” (VS229, F169).

In the case of Cato, for example, he indicates his disgust with those
who insist on attributing base motives to great men: these detractors
“play at ingenuity” clumsily and crudely. “The same pains that they take
to detract from these great names, and the same license, I would willingly
take to lend them a shoulder to raise them higher. These rare figures,
whom the consensus of the wise has selected as examples to the world, I
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shall not hesitate to restore to their places of honor, as far as my ingenu-
ity [invention] allows me to interpret them in a favorable light” (VS231,
F170). Montaigne says that “to judge of great and lofty things we need
a soul of the same caliber; otherwise we attribute to them the vice that is
our own” (VS67, F46). Although Montaigne’s deeds are lowly, his soul is
of the same caliber as Cato’s because his judgment is true and good. Since
he does not judge others in relation to himself, his esteem is not based
on his own lowliness and weakness but on his strong and free judgment.

How is it possible for an individual to judge each man as he is in
himself, “without relation to others”? Judgment would seem to require
a universal standard against which individuals can be measured and
compared with each other. Yet, Montaigne says: “I mold him to his own
model.” It appears, then, that he judges each man according to that man’s
own standard, according to that man’s own conscience or judgment. At
the same time, however, Montaigne is not a moral relativist nor does he
claim that the good is simply what it appears to be for each man. He does
condemn vices and vicious actions, but he condemns the action, not the
man; he hates the vice, not the man. He weighs both the good and the bad
in order to arrive at an assessment of the individual. Judgment is “weigh-
ing” or “assaying.” Weighing or assaying implies a standard against which
the action or the man is measured, and that standard must be the good.
Because he does not judge according to the standard of the perfection of
form, he accepts imperfection and is able to see the good in the imperfect.
He sees how men are. That is, indeed, our experience of other men. In
fact, the social requires the acceptance of imperfection.

Montaigne uses imagination and invention to enter into the conscience
of the other and to judge that other from his own perspective. Montaigne
insinuates himself by his imagination into the place of those whose way
of life is entirely different from his own: “Thinking about the poor beggar
at my door ... I put myself in his place, I try to fit my mind to his bias”
(VS243, F179). Montaigne’s judgment of other men can be described as
generous, for the tendency of his judgments is toward esteem for others.
“I find it a rough task to judge a man in whom the bad qualities exceed
the good” (VS1077, F825). He loves and admires Cato the Stoic, the Epi-
cureans, the Skeptics, Plato, Socrates, the Capuchins, and countless others
who pursue the good in very different ways.

Montaigne judges each man as he is in himself, without relation to oth-
ers, and yet he also ranks men. These two actions seem mutually exclusive:
the first kind of judgment rejects a universal standard, while the act of
ranking appears to require it. How is it possible for Montaigne to escape
the charge that he is contradicting himself? The answer lies in the locus of
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his standards: he judges not by outward actions—by the standard of final
cause—but by the internal springs of action. Montaigne judges each man
according to that man’s own conscience, and he ranks men according to
the purity of their consciences. That is how it is possible for Montaigne
to rank incommensurables.

Montaigne’s ranking can be seen especially clearly in “Of the Most
Outstanding Men.” Epaminondas is ranked as the most outstanding man,
surpassing Alexander the Great, Caesar, and even Socrates because his
conscience is innocent. The valor of Epaminondas is as great as that of
Alexander and Caesar, “but as for his character and conscience, he very
far surpassed all those who have undertaken to manage affairs. For in this
respect, which must principally be considered, which alone truly marks
what we are, and which 1 weigh alone against all the others together, he
yields to no philosopher, not even to Socrates. In this man, innocence is
a key quality, sovereign, constant, uniform, incorruptible” (VS756, F573,
emphasis added). The standard by which Montaigne judges is the stan-
dard of innocence or goodness: the “extreme goodness” of Epaminondas
(VS757, F573). Innocence and goodness are “so close to weakness and
imperfection” that it is difficult to distinguish them: judgment must get
beyond the appearance of the first sense.

In his act of judging “what is” in its imperfection, we can understand
the way in which Montaigne’s judgment accomplishes the many “rever-
sals” that occur throughout the Essays, including the reversals of high
and low, strong and weak. The weak is stronger than the strong, the low
is higher than the high. When the traditional hierarchy is undermined,
these oppositions collapse. Yet, Montaigne must use the language of the
hierarchy in order to undermine it. Truth is in these reversals.

Montaigne’s judgment overcomes the three conditions of error and
falsehood from which thought begins. He is able to sift the true from the
false by returning to his first opinions, to the truth that was always there,
and by subjecting reason to the good. He goes beyond the appearance of
the first sense through the overcoming of the traditional hierarchy. And
he gets rid of the violent prejudice of custom by bringing the new out of
the old and replacing the weak with the good.

Judgment Reformed

Montaigne criticizes those who seek to reform morals through new opin-
ions. “Oh what an easy and applauded route those superficial men take,
compared with ours!” (VS888, F677). Montaigne’s own reform is the
deepest possible, because he seeks to effect the purification of judgment,
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the reform of conscience itself, the reform of the will. Judgment is con-
science, and conscience is determined by the will.?® Neither contemplation
nor prudence admits an act of the will.

In his description of the act of judgment, Montaigne points to the role
of the will in judgment and to the possibility of the uncorrupted will:
“It is a great deal for me to have my judgment regulated, if my actions
[les effects] cannot be, and to maintain this sovereign part free from cor-
ruption. It is something to have my will good when my legs fail me”
(VS229-30, F169). The will can be “good” and uncorrupted, even if one’s
actions are weak and unregulated.

In “Of Prognostications” Montaigne says that his task is “to give some
authority” to “the prompt, vehement, and accidental” opinions that
sometimes come to us. These are impulsions of the will or “inclinations,”
and in a purified soul, such as Socrates’s, they are important and wor-
thy of being followed. Montaigne himself has experienced such stirrings,
which were “as weak in reason as violent in persuasiveness” and “by
which T let myself be carried away so usefully and fortunately that they
might be judged to have in them something of divine inspiration” (VS44,
F30). Such is perhaps the desire that “seized” him to tell his ways of being
in public, the desire that is the beginning of the Essays. These impulsions
of the will are “weak in reason”; the good is irrational, and it is the will,
not reason, that gives rise to these accidental opinions. The Essays, then,
must be seen as Montaigne’s attempt to “give some authority” to the
impulsions of the pure will.

Montaigne produces his thoughts out of himself, and that is why they
are his own. But the decisive act, the act that makes them entirely and
precisely his own, is the removal of the self. Reason, representation, and
judgment are all purified of his self. It seems that the more the Essays
are his own, the less of himself is present in them. The act of judgment
does include the will, but purity of judgment means eliminating the
self-assertion of the particular will. The self, then, appears as pride, self-
assertion, and the desire to dominate. The self-ordered soul can be left to
go its own way, beyond the common opinions, in the freedom of its judg-
ments, because its will is purified of self.

In the “Apology” Montaigne says that “our first and original malady”
is presumption (VS452, F330) and that presumption is the first tyranny
of the evil spirit (VS449, F328), implying that presumption is original
sin. Presumption, then, must be essential to that “unruliness of thought™
that is said to distinguish man from the other animals. When Montaigne
describes himself as “innocent” he is pointing to the way in which he
escapes our first and original malady.
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In “Of Presumption” Montaigne says that the only thing he esteems
himself for is just what every man esteems himself for: “My recommen-
dation is vulgar, common, and popular, for who ever thought he lacked
sense?” We recognize the superiority of others in courage, strength, and
beauty, “but an advantage in judgment we yield to no one” (VS656,
F498). This is the presumption that is universal. Montaigne, then, is just
like every other man. But here he does offer a way in which he can justify
the uniqueness and the soundness of his opinions: “I think my opinions
are good and sound; but who does not think as much of his? One of the
best proofs I have of mine is the little esteem I have for myself; for if these
opinions had not been very firm, they would easily have let themselves
be fooled by the singular affection I have for myself” (VS657, F499). His
lack of self-esteem is the best proof of the truth of his opinions. This is a
new sense of proof: not the proof of demonstration, but proof based on
the removal of the bias of self-esteem, the proof of reason.

But the Essays are all about himself. How, then, can his self be elimi-
nated? Montaigne represents a particular, “very ill-formed.” By the
standard of the traditional hierarchy, he is imperfect. His representa-
tion of himself is without self-esteem. The removal of self-esteem from
Montaigne’s representation, reason, and judgment is the condition for his
transcendence of the traditional hierarchy, the hierarchy that establishes
the superiority of the philosopher to all men, of masters over slaves and
strong over weak. In removing his self-esteem, he eliminates the identi-
fication of himself with the philosopher’s perfection of the human form.
At the same time, he affirms his imperfection: he is “ill-formed.” In other
words, the new type that emerges against the background of the tradi-
tional hierarchy transcends that hierarchy but also incorporates within
itself the imperfection that it has in relation to that hierarchy.

Montaigne does not judge others by the measure of himself, pulling
others down to the level of his own lowly deeds. His judgment is uncor-
rupted. “Judgment holds in me a magisterial seat, at least it carefully tries
to. It lets my feelings go their way, both hatred and friendship, even the
friendship I bear myself, without being changed and corrupted by them.
If it cannot reform the other parts according to itself, at least it does not
let itself be deformed to match them; it plays its game apart” (VS1074,
F823).

From the perspective of the purified judgment, then, ancient philoso-
phy never sees itself for what it is. It never purifies itself of the self of the
philosopher in spite of the fact that it goes beyond the self to the eter-
nal and divine. That is why it sees being as hierarchical. The reason that
justifies the traditional hierarchy of master and subject is merely private
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reason, biased and self-interested. Reason becomes inflexible, impassive,
and able to transcend the hierarchy when it is purified of “private inter-
est.” It becomes public when it is purified of the self of the philosopher.
Purging the will of self-interest and self-esteem eliminates the pride of
the philosopher and the desire for mastery. Montaigne’s own judgment
is superior, but his elimination of self-esteem from his judgment is the
renunciation of any claim to superiority and mastery: the purified judg-
ment subjects pride and mastery itself. Montaigne thus achieves a public
reason and a public will.

Reason inflexible and impassive requires the self-effacement of the
philosopher in an act of extreme generosity. The requirement of the self-
effacement of the philosopher helps us to make sense of what has to be
one of the strangest statements in the Essays. In his discussion of the
motives for suicide, Montaigne mentions first the desire to escape the
evils of this world. But, as usual, he offers another possible cause: “men
also sometimes desire death in the hope of a greater good.” Then, as he
frequently does, he points to a Christian and a pagan example: “I desire,”
says Saint Paul, “to be dissolved, to be with Jesus Christ.” And Cleom-
brotus of Ambracia threw himself into the sea because his reading of
Plato’s Phaedo had given him such a strong desire for the life to come.
Montaigne, again, is a third type: “Whence it appears how improperly we
call ‘despair’ that voluntary dissolution to which we are often borne by
the ardor of hope, and often by a tranquil and settled inclination of our
judgment” (VS360, F260). This is an inclination of judgment, no longer
a mere natural inclination of sympathy: it is an act of the will made con-
stant and consistent. Voluntary dissolution means that the will is purified
of the self; the will is good. This third type of voluntary dissolution of the
self, this tranquil and deliberate inclination of judgment, refers, I believe,
to Montaigne’s own self-effacement, the self-effacement of the philoso-
pher for a greater good.

The philosopher must become a new figure: an unpremeditated and
accidental philosopher. He subjects ancient philosophy to himself, disap-
pearing behind the face of the tradition while doing something radically
new. In the same act through which he effaces himself, he refounds phi-
losophy. He refounds because he effaces himself. This is the separation of
the man from the philosopher.



Chapter Four
+

The Philosophical Act (II):
Ending in Experience

Montaigne’s unpremeditated and accidental philosophy is the reforma-
tion of philosophy because it separates the man from the philosopher
and thus humanizes him. The philosopher, in the tradition, believes that
he alone bears “the entire form of the human condition.” In accordance
with the traditional hierarchy, the philosopher alone is the complete
actualization of the human form because he participates in the divine
activity of contemplation. This identification of the philosopher with the
human as such, that is, the human at its highest, in fact dehumanizes
the philosopher because it separates him from all other men. Mon-
taigne, however, is only accidentally a philosopher. His thoughts are
born with him and “without a model,” but when he brings them out into
the public, he finds that they resemble the teachings of ancient philoso-
phy. His mores are natural and weak, for he has not called in the help
of any discipline to build them. Yet, he discovers, to his astonishment,
that his thoughts and mores are conformed by accident to many differ-
ent philosophical teachings. Because ancient philosophy has not formed
him, however, there is only an accidental similarity—not a sameness of
essence—between his thoughts and mores and the teachings of ancient
philosophy.

Philosophy, as understood by Aristotle, dehumanizes the philosopher
also because it destroys sympathy. The philosopher sees himself as divine
and loses the sense of his common humanity. In “Of Cruelty” Montaigne
identifies sympathy with the good. If the philosopher loses the capacity
for sympathy, he does not possess the good. He may contemplate the
good, but he does not possess it. The good, according to Montaigne, is a
property, a possession, not an object of contemplation.

A third way in which the tradition dehumanizes the philosopher (and
the theologian) is in the attempt to separate the soul from the body in
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order to attain the divine and the eternal; this is a kind of violence to
the man. Montaigne repeatedly shows that any attempt to rise above
our humanity, to attain the divine or the angelic, makes us inhuman, not
more fully human. Reflecting on those who despise the bodily pleasures
of “that brattish rabble of men that we are,” Montaigne says: “These are
two things that I have always observed to be in singular accord: superce-
lestial thoughts and subterranean conduct. ... They want to get out of
themselves and escape from the man. That is madness: instead of chang-
ing into angels, they change into beasts; instead of raising themselves, they
lower themselves. These transcendental humors frighten me” (VS1115,
F856).

The unpremeditated and accidental philosopher, in contrast, is the self-
ordered soul who is free in his judgments to go beyond common—or
traditional—opinions. It is, however, very difficult to impose order and
measure on the unruly mind. Most of those who possess some rare excel-
lence of mind are “incontinent in the license of their opinions and conduct
[mceurs].” Therefore, “it is a miracle if you find a sedate and sociable
one” (VS559, F419). Excellent minds, then, are inclined to be solitary,
unsociable, immoderate, and dangerous. The miracle is the self-ordered
soul that is sociable. That is why philosophy itself must be refounded and
reformed, why Montaigne becomes the new figure of the philosopher. To
paraphrase Hume: Montaigne is a philosopher but, in the midst of all his
philosophy, he is still a man.!

Inventing the Essay, Inventing Society

Montaigne invents society as a new form of human association and he
invents the essay as a new form of philosophy. It might be said that he
invents society by inventing the essay. David Hume, in his essay “Of
Essay-Writing,” argues that this form brings together what he calls the
learned and the conversible worlds: “The separation of the learned from
the conversible world,” he says, “seems to have been the great defect of
the last age, and must have had a very bad influence both on books and
company.” The social world suffers because, without the influence of phi-
losophy, conversation is reduced to stories and gossip. But philosophy
itself also suffers from this separation. Cut off from the world, philosophy
becomes barbarous because it lacks “that liberty and facility of thought
and expression which can only be acquired by conversation.” Philosophy,
Hume says, “went to wrack by this moaping recluse method of study, and
became as chimerical in her conclusions as she was unintelligible in her
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stile and manner of delivery.” In becoming social, in “descending” into
the social, philosophy is freed from philosophical presumption and self-
esteem. Further, philosophy suffers when practiced in isolation, because
experience, upon which philosophy rests, is to be found only “in common
life and conversation.”?

Thus, Pascal describes Montaigne’s style as “totally composed of
thoughts born out of the ordinary conversations of life.”? That is why the
Socrates of Montaigne’s invention is not the Socrates who ascends to the
Forms but rather the Socrates who descends to the most lowly opinions
of the most ordinary men. At the same time, as Auerbach claims, Mon-
taigne was the first author who wrote for the non-specialized but educated
reader: “By the success of the Essays the educated public first revealed its
existence.”* That is, Montaigne actually brings this public into existence
by revealing it. The Essays, then, include all men—the learned and the
simple—in the conversation that they initiate.

Michael Oakeshott sees the Essays as the clearest example of what he
calls “the conversation of mankind.” This conversation, he says, “is not
only the greatest but also the most hardly sustained of all the accomplish-
ments of mankind. Men have never been wanting who have had this
understanding of human activity and intercourse, but few have embraced
it without reserve and without misgiving, and on this account it is proper
to mention the most notable of those who have done so: Michel de Mon-
taigne.”> That Montaigne embraced this activity “without reserve and
without misgiving” is a manifestation of his generous sociability.

The Essay Form

T. S. Eliot describes the Essays as “apparently formless and disconnected,
but subtly unified.”® The appearance of formlessness is the perfect form
of unpremeditated and accidental philosophy because the essay form is
the submission of reason to experience. I will consider five features of the
essay form in order to bring out the ways in which it produces this effect.

Quotation

Montaigne’s learning is present in the Essays as direct quotations, usually
in the original Latin (or rarely, Greek) of the author. The practice of quo-
tation allows him to distance himself from the philosopher in question by
showing that he is using him as the occasion allows. Ancient philosophy
has not made him what he is, has not formed him. He tells us that he has
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studied the opinions of others “not at all to form my opinions, but cer-
tainly to assist, second, and serve those which I formed long ago” (VS666,
F505). In “Of Presumption” he says that ancient philosophy has given
him only a more secure and complete possession of his own original opin-
ions and has helped him to make his judgments more his own (VS658,
F499). He uses ancient philosophy, in fragments, to say what he himself
wants to say. “I do not speak the minds of others except to express myself
better” (VS148, F108).

Robert Sokolowski’s analysis of the phenomenon of quotation helps us
to account for Montaigne’s stance toward ancient philosophy: “I can be
... related to things either on my own cognitive authority or refractedly,
through the authority of another speaker. When I quote someone, I have
the quoted state of affairs as proposed by someone else; but in principle it
is always possible for me to go on to possess the state of affairs by myself
without an intermediary, to register the situation on my own. ... When,
after having quoted, I thus see for myself, I do not just register the situ-
ation; I register it as confirming or disconfirming what someone else has
said. ... The immediacy of my own cognitive possession of a situation
becomes itself a qualified immediacy because I now know that I can be
cognitively related to it not only by myself but also through another. By
myself takes on a deeper hue.”” In this way, Montaigne brings the phi-
losophers into conversation through his expression of himself: he makes
ancient philosophy his own.

In “Of the Education of Children” Montaigne says of the young man
who is to be educated: “Truth and reason are common to everyone, and
no more belong to the man who first spoke them than to the man who
says them later. It is no more according to Plato than according to me,
since he and I understand and see it in the same way. The bees plunder
the flowers here and there, but afterward they make of them honey, which
is all theirs; it is no longer thyme or marjoram.” The student will do the
same with the pieces borrowed from others: “he will transform and blend
them to make a work that is all his own, to wit, his judgment” (VS152,
F111).

By his practice of quotation, in fragments and as the occasion allows,
Montaigne is forcing the philosophers into ordinary conversation, sub-
mitting them to the practice of everyday life. At the same time, he also
brings common opinions out into the open through the “they say,” or on
dit, one of the most frequently used expressions in the Essays. The on
dit is the way in which he takes the stance of quotation toward common
opinion. Thus, he brings the learned and the common into conversation
with each other.
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Sokolowski says that there are two types of people who do not under-
stand the stance of quotation. First, the gullible person simply takes over
what others say, repeating it without making it his own. Second, the
obstinate person is so convinced of his own opinion that he can only see
what others say as either confirming his own views or as foolish fancies
not to be taken seriously.® Montaigne presents these same two types in
terms of the learned and the simple. He escapes both the presumption
of the learned, who cannot accept what they have not themselves expe-
rienced, and the presumption of the simple, who are under the power of
common opinion.

The Language of the Streets, Markets, and Taverns

Like Socrates, who brought philosophy down from the heavens and into
the cities of men, Montaigne brings philosophy down from the heav-
ens and into the streets and markets and taverns of France. The Essays
are written in French, rather than Latin (the language of the learned).
Montaigne’s first language was Latin. His father, who had formed cer-
tain unusual ideas about education, hired a tutor who spoke nothing but
Latin with the young boy. In fact, the entire household joined in this
project, so that Montaigne heard and spoke only Latin until he was six
years old. As a young man, he was sent to the College de Guyenne in Bor-
deaux where he excelled in the study of Latin literature. Yet, Montaigne
chose to write the Essays in French, giving only his quotations from the
ancient philosophers and poets in their original Latin. French, he says, is
a “weaker idiom” than Latin (VS440, F320).°

Not only does he choose the weaker idiom, but Montaigne also insists
that he simply follows common usage in his writing (VS796, F604). He
makes no attempt to dress up his thoughts in the manner of those who
want to seek the world’s favor. “In language,” he says, “the search for
novel phrases and little-known words comes from a childish and pedantic
disposition. Would that T might use only those that are used in the mar-
kets of Paris!” (VS172, F127). He tells us that he does not avoid any of
those words that are used in the streets of France (VS8735, F667). And he
asks: “Do we witness more of a jumble in the chatter of fishwives than
in the public disputations of the professional logicians? I would rather
have my son learn to speak in the taverns than in the schools of talk”
(VS926-27,F707). The Essays are written in the language of the markets,
the streets, and the taverns of France, not in the language of the schools
or the courts. Montaigne writes in the ordinary everyday language of the
people, the language which forms the social bond.
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Impropriety

Montaigne sometimes goes beyond the bounds of propriety in speaking
about the parts and functions of the body and about sexual matters. And
he defends what he calls his “excessive license” and his “immoderation”
in speaking about the sexual (VS845, F642). He asks: “What has the
sexual act, so natural, so necessary, and so just, done to mankind, for us
not to dare to talk about it without shame and for us to exclude it from
serious and decent conversations?” (VS847, F644). He disdains “those
petty, feigned, customary, provincial rules” of propriety and ceremony
that would keep him from presenting a complete portrait of himself to the
public. And so, he concludes that “whoever would wean man of the folly
of such a scrupulous verbal superstition would do the world no great
harm” (VS888, F677).

Montaigne’s violation of the norms of propriety with respect to speak-
ing about the body is intended to bring the philosopher down from the
heights of disembodied contemplation to the lowest, most common bodily
functions which he shares with all men.'® So he imagines the philosopher
in the sexual act: “The most contemplative and wisest of men, when I
imagine him in that position [of making love] seems to me an impostor to
put on wise and contemplative airs; here are the peacock’s feet that hum-
ble his pride: ‘Against truth said in laughing/Is there a law?’” [Horace]
(VS877, F669). He makes the philosopher look ridiculous and shameful:
“Kings and philosophers shit, and so do ladies” (VS1085, F831). Philoso-
phers and kings need to be reminded that they are just human beings:
“I love to see these leading souls unable to shake off our common lot.
Perfect men as they are, still they are men, and most heavily so” (VS835,
F634). It is “thanks to our sickly, kill-joy mind” that we are disgusted
with the ordinary pleasures of life. Montaigne says “I, who operate only
close to the ground, hate that inhuman wisdom that would make us dis-
dainful enemies of the cultivation of the body” (VS1106, F849).

Montaigne also therefore rejects any philosophical understanding of
the human that would separate soul from body: “Plato fears our hard
bondage to pain and pleasure, since it obligates and attaches the soul too
much to the body; I, on the contrary, because it detaches and unbinds it”
(VS58, F39). This is the basis for his moderation of pleasure, to keep the
soul attached to the body, not to master the appetites. His body and soul
are one: “my two ruling parts, of their own volition, live in peace and
good accord” (VS1059, F811).

Therefore, Montaigne rejects both Stoic imperturbability and Epicu-
rean apathy. He feels the passions and suffers the evils and accidents of
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human life. Unlike the Epicureans, he wants to feel even the evils of life:
“Crantor was quite right to combat the apathy of Epicurus, if it was built
so deep that even the approach and birth of evils were lacking. I have no
praise for the insensibility that is neither possible nor desirable. I am glad
not to be sick; but if I am, I want to know I am; and if they cauterize or
incise me, I want to feel it. In truth, he who would eradicate the knowl-
edge of good and evil would at the same time extirpate the knowledge of
pleasure, and in fine would annihilate man” (VS493, F364).

Montaigne says: “I am no philosopher. Evils crush me according to
their weight” (VS950, F725). Yet, he also says that he is a new figure of
the philosopher. This apparent contradiction—that he is not a philoso-
pher and that he is a philosopher—helps us to see that his reformation of
philosophy involves the humanization of the 