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FRENCH STUDIES B
Montaigne: Essais

Week 9: Montaigne the conservative

Théodore de Béze (see II, 323, De la praesumption)

En ce debat par lequel la France est 3 présent agitée de guerres
civiles, le meilleur & le plus sain party est sans doubte celuy qui
maintient & la religion & la police ancienne du pays (II, 330, De la
liberté de conscience)

il n'y a remede (III, 282, De 1'experience)

Or de la cognoissance de cette mienne volubilitd j'ay par accident
engendré en moy quelque constance d'opinions, & n'ay guiere altéré les
miennes premieres & naturelles. Car, quelque apparence qu'il y ayt en
la nouvelleté, je ne change pas aisément, de peur que j'ay de perdre au

change (II, 235, Apologie...)

the pointlessness of fashion-following: I, 165, 322-3, 351; 11,318
etc.

Louis Meigret

la conservation des estats est chose qui vraysemblablement surpasse
nostre intelligence (III, 173)

status quo = lesser of two evils: I, 146; 11, 318; T1I1.. 3715 e 6.
le plus viel & mieux cogneu mal est tousjours plus supportable que le
mal recent & inexperimenté (III, 172, De la vanitd)

man proposes, fortune disposes: I, 342; III, 148, 272, etc.; e.g.

au travers de tous nos projects, de nos conseils & precautions, la
fortune maintient tousjours la possession des evenemens (I, 174, Divers
evenements de mesme conseil)

c'est une dangereuse invention que celle des gehenes (II, 39; cf., I,
258; 1II, 100, 361-2, 385)

Johann Wier
Pierre Ayrault
Jean Bodin

Luis Vives
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I propose to examine this question in several sections:

<%

v FE W

the conservative in religion;

the conservative in politics;

the incongruity of the combination: pessimist/quietist;
the reasons for these attitudes;

a contradicion,the progressive conservative.



M the conservative

What was M a conservative about? How conservative was he?
alowt ran H L pvnn
He was a=conservative»_ i oTTe—ceould—be
s the 16th century: religion & politics,which more or less
comew to the same thing in léth-century France.
Religion;
To be a conservative in the nmatter of rellglon in

fhe l6th was to be Catholic; to be progres51ve was to be a
:reformer,and reform however well—lntentloned and Catholic the
proposer mlght be,smacked of Reformation,of Luther & Calvin.
One had to6 watch one's step —if one deviated by one step
- from the straight & narrow of rigid orthodoxy there was always
some sick mouthing fanatic to call the dogs on you,to stir
some witch-hunt & light a faggot for you. If you said,for
example, that the Latin poems of Théodore de Béze(as M says (4)
%fWEE Xv11) were good,there was always some alert yahoo of g
Dominican who could interpret this as encouragement of her-
€Sy — and so it was interpreted by the Papal Censors in

a@qz‘;’;ef

Pretestant,a minion of Calvin and an important one couldn't

Rome,during M's Italian Jjourney 1580-81 — Béze belng

possibly be a good poet,and if you say he is,you can't be a
good Catholikk! ”If’jou said that tortﬁré.Wéémofuel,again

there was always someone with power or influence to note it
down as an unChristian sentiment and to try to persuade you

to turn back from heresy. Or if you said that Perhaps it was



doubtful whether witches actually could fly through the air
on broomsticks,there was always some erudite maniac who could
point out that this was an anti-Christian statement: for did
not the Bible speak of it,didn't the Devil take Christ himself
up through the airs to the mountain-top,and what he can do
with the son# of God he -can easily do with a mere witch.
M was a conserver:
en ce debat par lequel la France est 3 présent
agitée de guerres civiles,le meilleur & 1le plus
CL) sain party est sans doubte celuy qui maintient

& la religion & la police ancienne du pays

II 72,De la liberté de conscience
L 330

Not that he would go as far as some Catholics,those whom he

rebukes in'that'eésay and’elsewhere,who used any means of
intolerance,cruelty{treachery;massacres of Saint Bartholomew,
to oppose.-and stamp out the new movement of reform and innov-

-ation within the church,which was WaRAW called protestsntisme

(the word being coined about the time of M's birth; the other

word huguenot being uninown to Littré before 1560; and Huguet?)#
Ent Sehongl fie/waR Ho ShBstie b Gultten o heresy, il did

draw a pretty strict line when it came to questioning,or

proposing reforms in matters of religious observance. He

supported the traditional doctrine of the church,toeing the

party-line,on such vexed and subwersive matters as the trans-

lation of the Bible into French or the too frequent use of

the psalms of David. It is in Igi;i%%5§-35¢'that M waxes to

oy mind most prim and pompous & quite unlike his usual easy-

going tolerant self — he thinks it unseemly for shop-boys

TRRQ ~See-page 22 TOsT02




2.1

Huguet on huguenot

t may be not without its little significance that,though
M has a fair few things to say about the reformers,about

Luther\and the ﬁrotestants,he»never uses (as far as I can

@omﬁwmtmgéo%% ﬁ*aﬁ%«nwwc
of the l6th\century: huggenot ﬁ{uladkmdfdte%:%%%%E;ﬁg____
; 3 ‘ng; 1?044

S¢ ce mot est 51gnal° comme’ nouveau & trés 4
répandu

see) a Wé?g\fhiCh was of very (éL?h coinage in the middle

"Huguéfltells

and he gives exambles of its use by H,Estienfie:Apda.pour Hér. ;

Dial du lang.frang.ital.; E. Pasquler Lettres,& Recherches;

Regnler de la Planch;\ﬁlst. de 1'Estat de France ;Monluc:

 Commentaires; Saint Francois de Bales:Defense de la croix;

Aubigné:le Vaducée,les Tra iques;

Huguet also gives: huguenota'lle huguenoterie,huguenotique,

huguenotte é
Q{\ifss.

The word was as new and as fashionab{i\;n epithet for a new

‘all of them sconnful tenms,more

/

phenomenon as;j?&,thé neologism that all\politicians and

Ve to use nowadays: escalatlon Yet,despite

\

- commentators /

~ the number of times M opines about the Reformehg,not once

does he appear to use this woni\?esplte its attra tions fi
X So ‘ é&‘.&i‘/me /£ 4&\3 st
gyquﬂiiPG%ﬁ¥£

P4
b P scornfulness; s \

a of;novelty;

or ﬁérhaps one should say,not despite these features,but \\
BECAUSE of them. M's non-use of the derogatory neologism may



2.2

be a symptom of

a

his falrmlndedness refusing to use agalnst the ETotsstants

‘\

one of the less abtractlve tactlcs of the Catholic back-

lash; and L - )\\.\\
e ~—

hls censervatlsm in the matter of‘&angyage more of which

,-""

anon;

SR
1
i

,,,,,,
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to include among the trite furniture of their minds the
words & sentiments of the psalms; similarly,to translate the
scriptures from Latin into the vulgar tongue seems to M to
belittle them & to put them at the mercy of the uninstructed
interpretation of ignoramuses. Who is to check the translat-
ions into vernsculars,who is competent enough to-do it? And
where do you stop: what about Breton & Basque Bibles? All
tbls dlssemlnatlon of the texts into the hands and minds of
vlnexpert folK 31mply encourages people to judge for themselves,
to questlon to use their mlnds on a subJect that their minds
bwere not meant to be used onj to make up their own minds on
what is to be merely belleved)&ﬁm on the meaning of certain
texts & on the choice of dogmaS“& this'simply encourages the
growth of:factions,foments civil & religious strife. The only
way to cure or prevent this spllnterlng of the church is what
T, 230 {@c* de ool fe~rres o bfenp & sz "

Il recommends at 197 ¥xvii (note the tltl%é“most thoroughly "«
sceptical before Apologie" says Brush 40):

Ou il faut se submettre du tout & 1l'authorité de

nostre police ecclesiastique,ou du tout s'en dispen-

ser. Ce n'est pas & nous a establir la part que nous
luy devons d'obeissance

Polatics:

Religion waeﬁpglitics in the l€th centurys-it still is
in Belfast in the 20th The so=- called Wars of Religion were
really what U calls them. civil war, not Jjust a theologians'

quibble come to blows. To attack the status quo in matters

of religion was to attack the status quo and the stability of




the state; to be in favour of preserving the Catholic variety
of Christianity was simply to be in favour of maintaining

the political status gquo,the state of French society w as it

was in the mid-1500s. And innovation seems to have been

thought of as indistinguishable from what M calls nouvelleté:

which doesn't mean merely novelty or new things,but the
violent overthrow of the existing social orgemisation,what

we would now call revolution,and which seemed to M in his

early days at least,and to his contemporaries,the only con-

ceivable alternative to the status quo — no piecemeal reforns,

no tinkering,no spare parts or repairs,for the whole body
politic hangs together,touch one part & you affect the workings
of the others:

il y a grand doubte,s'il se peut trouver si evident
profit au changement d'une loy receue,telle qu'elle
soit,qu'il ya de mal a la remuer,d'autant qu'une
police,c'est comme un bastiment de diverses pieces
jointes ensemble,d'une telle lisglson,qu'il est im-
possible d'en esbranler une que tout le corps ne

s'en sen
t’% xxiii 125 De la coustume
\\6

If something goes wrong,thorukgh age,with a particular law

or a policy,then the remedy is not to change it,but,if I read

him aright,to reinforce it (wQanygE/bﬁaﬁvmeansJ

qwand quelque piece se démanche on peut l'esvayer
gII 595-6
ﬁ‘ﬂ-‘

But to change it is to encourage the undermining of everything
that holds society together. To starte chopping & changing

in public affairs is like curing an illness by putting the
patient to death (II 596)(ﬁ§f}9

Nothing good could come of change,l was convinced of that.



The present state of affalrs mlght not ‘be perfect — and M
was able,with his 13 years' law experlence behind him,to see
several malfunctions of the law,several points at which the
law needed‘te be overhauled,ﬁore 6f ﬁhich'anon — but im-
perfect and all as it was M was sure that it was a lot better
. than things would be after men had pitted their bpernicious &
puny minds against all the inertia of authority and tradition
and the unpredictability of fartune. Change must always be
for the worse that he knew. 'The evil one knows is'preferable
to the evil that may come after it bt look what happens when
bmen try to change thelr political system and make .the future
_take the shape of thelr 1dea look:..what hapbened to Rome after

W,
. the murder of Caesar ((II 396); Caesar was bad enough but

““what his- mudderers unleashed was so bad that they regretted

‘ever haV1ng trled to reform the state

il est bien aisé d'accuser d'lmperfectlon une police,
car toutes choses mortelles en sont pleines; il est
bien aisé d'engendrer a un peuple le mesprls de ses
anciennes oibservances. Jamals homme n'entreprint
cela,qui n'en vint & bout; mais d'y restabllr un
mellleur estat en la place de celuy qu'on a rulne,
a cecy plusieurs se sont morfondus,de ceux qui
1'avoient entreprins

%I 59 De la praesumption

S0 M preaches an almost complete political quietism: do

nothing,sit on the fence,do not be so presumptuous as to
think you can have any competence in judging why and how
states behave — the thought that one day there might be
such a beast as a political scientist would have amused M
the subject of

no end. A scientist! How can one be a scientist in/ignorance?

Unless of course one is a Jjargonning quack,like those other



bleating quibblers and conmen,the doctors the philosophers,
the theoloslans all of them, in M's eyes to some extent

,4
experts in 1gn0rance an /h an - gulliblllty It is therefore

no surprise that M should have had apparently no high opin-

e d
ion of the Italian who WasNthe founders of modern political
science,whose scandalous book The Prince had been a Latin .

best-seller all over Europe'EO years before M's birth:
Machiavelli é¥;yg8) And M's comnment on liachiavelli is no
censure in the usual ignorant vein of anti—Maohiavelli crit-
icism,of his cynicism or immorality or duplicity or the other
nasty things'that“t@e_uninformed have come to take sas the_,_
meaning ofvthe.wordVMachiaVellien} No,M"s criticism is just —
as‘we mipht.expect“és”that toctheorize on ‘such ehfickle & -
ungraspable subject as polltlcs is to waste one's breath. For
no matter .what arguments one uses to support any theory of >’
'oolitlcs whatever exambles one alleges from hlstory,there w1ll
always be othervarguments;equally plau51ble but equally R
futable &'tﬂerefore equally pointless,whi%p can be usedﬁegeiﬁst
vou. Machiavelli can be cohtréﬁioted; ehéwthe people who do
contradictell can themselves be contradicted and so on until
you build up as much quibbling & claptrap as the lawyers

il s'y trouveroit tousjours,d un tel argument,

dequoy y fournir responses,dupliques,repliques,

tripliques,quadrupliques,& cette infinie contexture

de debats que nostre chicane a alongé tant qu'elle a
peu en faveur des proce IT 58

T.33)



Political quietist as he was,i was no XVIIIth century
optimist,no Pangloss yapping apologetics for barbarity &
saying that this world is the best of all possible worlds.
He was,as I said,with his inside knowledge of the workings
of the law,in a good position to know that there was much
room for improvement in the managing of public affairs. And
he often says as mughj-he often draws attention to corruption,
skuiidmggery,abuses of one sort or another which are made
possible op,evenﬁabetted,by the 1%W as it stands. For -example:.
Frencn law is absurd;as=it stands,French:laws are rnot codified

_1n'French buat in Latin,s- language thst the peoole don't under-”

Cep e,

stahd “so that in all 1egal transactlons tnere are bullt-ln
1n3ust1ces From the one act of Charlemagne who adopted the
Roman laws in the Latln languaae there arlsef&nas the need for
the paid class of law-lnterpreters,whom-M.calls the 4th Lstate:
the lawyers; b) the selling of justice; c¢) the refusing of

justice to those who cannot pay. il even says that this is a

monstrueuse opinion whlch causes this state of affairs (all

this in Coastume2l25,l24)

Elsewhere he is again very pessimistic about the state of
the law,its contradictions,its errors,its inflexibility &
putting expediency before Jjustice. He recounts an anecdote
an incident that has Just haooened at hls house. peasants
fear & refusal to succour:injured &.dving man lest they be

F 280- 281 e Uompertence ditp
accused dfex it,and M agrees with them {(II 522). Another/%%

show not only how the innoccent can be condemned,but condemned



by the letter of the law and 1n full knowledge of their inn-
ocence ()22-52/. Yet hls reaetlon to thls sort of miscarriage
of Jjustice is not "to the barrlcades";nor even to eloquize
against injustice3 his attitude is to us ignoble and even
irrational: { 42 /""eé%

il n'y a reméde T 52%.
He sees that the law's only repute in men's minds is that it
happens to be the lawj;not that it is Just but just that it IS
i, 203 g(]\: 248
(524). An idea that he repeats elsewhere I,656): that the
law's only pedigree is not one of worth_or wisdom,but purely
& simply of old age. He knows that if one were to dig down
from the dlgnlfled & complex rltuals through the accumulat-
ion of precedent one would flnd a paltry 1nsubstantlal kernel
in the beglnnlng M has no 1llu51ons about the holy grandeur
}of_the:law3nevs beenvablawyer hlmself,remember,he knows that
-laws are sometimes mede by fools or by men who hate justice,

1,283
but always by men,and men are autheurs vains & irresolus (II 524 ).

He knows too that laws are arbifrary,set up. here,disregarded
there,different according to country or age; he has no belief
in any natural laW'&:knzgtwoﬁét pEp this variety and relat-
ivity of laws to place and time s a result of the weakness
T, WS~ 2Us

of the human mind (I,652-653%).

And yet,despite this lucid disenchantment with the law &
the canduct of public affairs,M was still a quietist,still

unpersuaded of the point of political or legal reform,though

living in an age in which intolerance,fanaticism,absurdity,



-

inhumanity‘& injustice were . at 1east‘as rampant & flagrant
as in the days of Voltalre 200 years laster — yet M's attitude

to the questlon whether an honneste homme should put his

passion and his pen at the serviqe_of the propaganda of
enlightenment was diametrically opposed to Voltaire's answer:
V: yes,with all one's heart! M: no,one's heart belongs to the

important things,the things 1n oneself don't wear it on your

sleeve& Aok wtdkE fpue jricts »’2%"”‘ *’ﬁ&ﬁg et Rt ot ile cawse .

Why .a conservative?

The question obviously arises because of the incongruous
cohabitation in his mind of an uncompromising resistance to
change & a pe551mlsm Whlch saW'clearly that the world was in
.a bad way. Nowadays the conservatlve is a dlffereqt beast.

' optimistic

3.his$cpgservatlsmAls;based_usually_on a/refusal to admit: that
}things-ggg bad; but:N's conservatism,as.we've: seen,starts

fron the realization that things have never been worse.

Why should someone want to preserve a status quo that he
knows to be rotten? The law is corrupt and absurd — preserve
it! The state is sick — leave it alone! The illogigality

. , A0 4 kxﬁ&
of his conclusions %Eg,on the face of them,. AP absurd.

To my mind,it is impossible to give a thorough account of

M's motivation at 400 years' distance; is it possible to

—

—

(wfgabut going as far as some who suggest that ‘your Fascist is a

Fascist because of sexual impotence (Hitler perhaps,but what
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about the omnifutqent_Mussglin;_whogg_legendary_viril;jy/nad
debutantes and dowageré qgéueiﬁg daiiy for the honouﬁ of
being raped on his offidéwEéfpétb;f-gus§é¢t thét in all
conservatives their politics are therpolite,expression ofl,
the public faise-face on nastier thirgs: selfighness,a belief
that one is rich by divine right;élliking foa/fa}ce ang for
the survival of the fittest(6f which one is one). How much
: O Ghaf it . o,
M shared the common self-deceptlonsAQf conservative thinking
one cénnot say; th§~réas0ns which one can allege for his
attachment: to pnékstatus quo are all more superficial than
the'jaundiceéfpsycho-analytical eye of the XXth century can
allow tb‘Be'the’Whole'truth But it is probably as near to

' the truth ‘as we can come at 400 years' dlstance while eschew1ng

/‘that Jumblng-to—conclu31ons that would mlsflt M's splrlt
'vThqseﬂsppe;flc;al,reasgns_that I can see are possibly 6:
1 . his temperamsmt
2 his Pyrrhonism
3  the Throubles(cf Ireland's; the word is M's)
4 his belief,typical of his time,in the force of Fortune
5 his involvement,typical of his time,in the continuing

argunent,inherited from the ancients,on the relative

merits of the vita active & the vita contemplativa.
{—G?M.g_gg'tm;m?é T avid the sapecdaded 7 Are Wn condidbiongd Adto Comporrttiien 7
Aonard allod” S Hfber 2

1 His temperament

I say'superficial' reasons,but = obviously temperamant is less

of a rationalization than the others. M often refers to his
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' laziness & his sluggish nature,to the power of Mwhabit and
" also to his changeableness and his distrust of it:

Or de la cognoissance de cette mienne volubilité
j'ay par accident engendré en moi quelque constance
o 04) .d'opinions,et n'ay guiere altéré les miennes
' premieres & naturelles. “ar,quelque apparence qutil
v ayt en la nouvelleté,je ne change pas aisément,
de peur que J'ay de perdre au change (and so on about
how he's managed to survive through
“the Troubleszr 51 9 IR G R
T, 238 el
As. I have said on other topics,now and then.9f aside can be

revealing eg what he says.about tneunew-Gregorian_calendarv
' W,222

_ (Greg XIII in December 1582,II 455-456): he can't get used

to it,still counts the days in the old way,be;ngAincapable de
nouvelleté (45€) — and this is a c passage! ie written at

least 6 yeéfs afﬁer the chaﬁgé in 1582!<Aé though é modefn
old codger were tovgb on counting in’LSd yeafs after the

 pest of us had changed to decimal thinking.) In similar
vein are his ffeqpent complaints about the futility of
fashion & its constant changes,its pointless willy-nillx}gg

%)ofemen & women into new ways and out of their old ways(I%',%é%; )
%'k1€24-125; most articulate attack on fashion is at 113%9,%__;@—-)
but there are echoes throughout,eg g:%%ifgzé}: This attract- |
ion to novelty. M saw.as one 0f the .clearest proofs of men's

1,369
imbecillité,of la foiblesse de nostre jugement (I 344) and is

perhaps at the root of another characteristic which marks him
off from his contemporaries: his opposition to 2 movements
then under way among the literate a) the wholesale importation

into the Frennh langamage of new words borrowed from other



Eee\fw‘ﬂ)

languages II %0l. Sk that his resistance to change and his
dislike of innovation helps to account for the flavour of
his style,that homeliness,that down-to-earth,homespun quality
that comes from using the 0ld French words,the vulgar,the
vernacular,the language of the streets as he says,and which
'is so .noticeable in M and dlstlngulshes him so clearlv from =

say Rabelalsfw’\m 0«» W&w(ﬁw et o werde CMdMQ%

and b) hlS opp051t10n to the reform of the spelllng ‘that

2 I s . B ) ) k o6 \%W’S
to put some order into the chaos of thé ‘time Ii 404 3&note

Mo . . S : e et s
529, 56653 Puizy Lecapngll - fncivems” fu ool e i) |

peopieVILke Louls M31gret were trylng £0 brlni about,so as

2:-His. Pyrrhonism

Thls dlsllke of change ® is allied in M's mind to his des-
peratlon at the lack of any solld morality on which to base
a con51stent code of behav1our — one of the greatest lacks:
E1n man's make-up,for M,and explaining why he was no more of.
a Christian than he was and why he was attracted to the var-
ious Greek and Roman sttitudes of Stoicism;Epicureanism &

Scepticism. For one of the vifbﬁes of the Pyrrhonist ethic

that must have appealed to Mwas that it recommended a complete

conformity with the ways of one's society — not in thought
and belief but in action,M seeing no hypocrisy but only vir-
tue in the discrepancy between one's personal beliefs and the

practices that public life demands from one. He believed this

12



so implicitly himself that he must surely have underlined it
when he came across it in Sextus Ewmpiricus. The clearest
statement ¥ of this sceptic's faith is at I f§5 (1 doesn't
say this is a sceptic attitude,but it isj or so says Brush,9-10).
And of course his conservetism in religion was also as we've
seen intimately bound up with his scepticism: men's minds are
so influengable,so malleable & fickle,that for them to make
up their own mlnds 88, the Protestants wanted to do,on what

is or is not true or on what is worth changing or omitting
from old religious practices is sure to be m error (see %‘%33)
And the same sceptical ettitode is inherent in what he has

to say of projects.of:political reform or social reform:

men are so mehtally incompetent that they cannot hope ever

to reach an understandlng of polltlcal events : (?)

1a conservation des estats est chose qui vray-
_semblabéément surpasse nostre-intelligence

Ao

'3 The Troubles

Ali,th;s,M?s Pyirhonssm & conservative leanings,were pro;
bab;yz;éaﬁixiunsd in him by the time and Troubles he Yived
in, 51nce there are fashlons 1n thought & in. intellectuals'
'fodder as much as in clothes and behav1our however much the:
1ntellectuals are unaware of 1t and however much they des-
pise fashion. Just as (what I said the other week on I's

religion) had he 1lived in another more settled age,he mlght
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never have written on religion at all,so,had ¥ it not been
for the upheavals in French society in the 2nd 4 of the léth,
M might never have/ax to evelve his conservative attitudes,
never articulate them as he did. Since as Orwell says when
one is on a -sinking ship one's thoughts are about sinking
ships. The climate in the country AR feeDEIG was such

‘that one had to be ah ostrich not to be affected by it; and
M's wdy of being affected by it was naturally by tne agg-"”
ravation of his latent tempebamentsal resistance to change:

‘Je suis desgousté de 1la nouvellete,quelque visage
qu'elle porte,& ay raison ,car j'en ay veu des
effects tres-dommageables Celle qui nous presse
depuls tant d'ans,elle n'a pas tout exploicté,
mais on reut dire avec apDarence,que par accident
elle a tout produict & engendré,voire et les maux
& rulnes qul se font depuls sans elle et contre :

elle::
T 126

:The.experlencgétf the‘so called Wars of Rellglonvhad con-
‘vinced M of anéther important conclusion;whiCh heips'tov*
- explain that incongruity we noticed: the conservative pess-
imist and not optimist,those strange bedfellows in M's mind:
thhedbelief,thatvthe world was in a bad way & the other app-
arently contradictary one that one should.lexue‘it to its
own devices,not attempt to reform it. For thls other con-
clusion that M had drawn from his observatlon of the rellglous
Reformation & the ensulng wars was thls. any change that men

project and try to bring about is bound to be for the worse:

Je ne change pas alseement de peur que j'ay de perdre éﬁ%%qu
au change :
I 639@ 2

$M$%.w\ﬁmmw&.1;6 gﬂkﬂ kﬂttxﬂ #kwwu:z;*_Jﬁf+ wﬁﬁgﬁ:gaééﬁﬁtﬁmb pordtr-asploce +f y - o
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Bach tlme he tale of the atteupts at reform he says of
75y .L \BQ’
their results: maux 1nev1tables (. )v1ces certalns(I 126) or

”'ébméthing like that (I 129). So the status quo was not Jjust
irrationally preferable to M; it was the lesser of 2evils.

Ther present was bad; but God only knew:what the future might

. bring,so let's stop here: ¥ s poeX i (’
: Nos meurs sont extremement corrompués,& panchent 2;25237

d'une merveilleuse inclination vers l'emplrement
& de nos loix & usances,il y en a plusieurs bar-
bares & monstrueuses;-toutesfois,pour<la'diffi;* : \
culté de nous mettre en meilleur estat,& le danger §
de ce crollement,si Jje pouvoy planter une cheville %
& nostre roué & l'arrester en ce p01nt,ae le ferois {;
de bon .coeur. - - g \/
??I 59 (see also ITI ‘96-;97
(1 D T 3\9 E ‘ !?Z .
eg %29¢ le monde est 1nefte a se quarlr g.. ) Nous voyons
par mille exemples qu' 11 se gudrlt ordlnalrement
132 & ses despens
or 297
le plus viel & mieux cogneu mal est tousjours
plus supportable que le mal recent & inexperimenté

4 Fortune

One of those fads in 1deas that I mentloned. Just as pmek
nowadays thlnklng people belleve more or leqs in,say,the need
to give economic aid to underdeveloped countries or contra-
ceptive information and advice to schoolgirls(notions which
would have been unintelligible to the average semi-educated
adult even a generation or two ago) so in 1l6th century France
Burope prevailed the fashion of Fortune. Hamlet believed in
her:"There's a divinity shapes our ends,rough hew them how

we may". She was present at the heart of the Spanish Golden
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Age
/and such 1nvent10ns of 1t as the plcaresque novel. The image

of the wheel llftlng up some unwmrthy whlle at the samé
time hunbllng someone equally undeservedly is gamh;;:/gie
most common in European writing of the time. M was in that
sense a fashionable intéllectual in that he shared Hamlet's
belief (voire,may even have been responsible for Hamlet's
beiief,as Shakespere probably read the Essais).. Did we not
say,in connection with M the Autobiographer that M professes
little interest in acts for their own sake,since meﬁfé deeds
tell one aS-mucnfabout Fortune as about men's abilities.
Fortune. was: unpredictable; men might propose,but it was for
Fortune to dispose. Men might plan reforms of the state,
but things would as likely as not work out in some way they
hadn't planned for:
L‘heur\&.le malheur sont & mon gré 2 souveraines
"puissances. :C'est imprudence d'estimer que 1'humaine
prudence puisse remplir le rolle de la fortune. Et
vaine est l'entreprimee de celuy qui presume 4d'em-

brasser & causes & consequences,& mener par la
main le progrez de son faict

1T 270 (I, w8
of II 512- 515C1m) 570 (I )

or T 1%4(T434)

Tant est chose vaine & frivole que 1'humaine
prudence; & au travers de tous nos projects,de nos
conseils & precautions,la fortune maintient tous—
jours la possession des evenemens

or)l 7218 and elsewhere,usually stressing the déscrepancy be-
1.3 tween prudence and fortune's turns.

5 Vita active/contemplativa

Another fashionable debate,inherited by Christians (via
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Aguinas & Augustine). from Plato and Aristotle and still a
living intellectual topic in the 16th century was the pros &
cons of the vita activa/vita contemplativa opposition.

Too long and complicated to go into now; suffice it to
- say that M had his views on this as on?ﬁgher topics that
his age grew opinions about in his mind,as it were. And that
conclusion was on the side of the contemplativa,at least in
his book;_in'his lide he was not so clear—cut,dabbling in
local and natlonal po 1t1cs as mayor of Bordeaux and as a

Drt tlme courtler. (See Arendt's Human Condltlon,p l)."The

term v1ta act1Va is loaded and overloaded w1th tradltlon It

is as 0ld as (but not older than) our tradition of politioal

thought.")

Contradictory things

Three branches of publlc llfe that desplte all his conv1o—
tlons and 1ngralned conservatlsm M saw needed to be cnanged
for the better: twogof'them will be dealt with in oth:;
clasde s}—@ne edueational system,and]the ppidemic of witch-
hunting that had begun in the 1570s; the&ﬁhird_l!ll say a
word on now.

TORTURE: M was a lawyer,in daily contact over some 13 years

with the blind cumbersome juggernaut of 1l€th century Jjustice.

Though Villey @oubts whether M ever actually officiated at
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interrOgetiohe of%sueoeots'(so gé§e'Bane,at any rate,on the 3
first page of his article on witches; without a reference,hélas!)
nonetheless he knew all about the clumsy cruelty of the

methods by which 'tfuth‘ was arrived at: the #-proofs which

when added together with anothef three &-ptoofs coul%&fgn—

demn a man to the axe; the value given to evidence by women
being counted as % that given by men (Bodin,177); the unques-

tioned assumption that brutality and torture were the most
"_\\~\
infallible aids to establishing guilt and innocence (see@ \}

for Esmein's quote of Claude Lebrun de la Rochette pp 149-150).
various
M questioned the use of torture in mEmy/essays,the main
' K?ﬂ: ﬁwo _L'LSR T.361-362 38 Le)@
references bein 404 47343 ITw1l0 ~i30 151
?)L‘«W i De b coned ) i S X Z&\GM{B}‘\.M 52&&‘,____.—?
He finds the torture among Chrlstlan Eatlons more barbarick
00
than cannibalism among his Brazilians (I W73, eatlng dead
-,.%3
bodies less cruel than torturlng llve ones (I 229). He poits

out the fallacy of the reasoning that pain makes}people tell
the truth,a good para of sound sense on this. And at IInf§E~
he gives examples of torture. unable to make ?en speak. Some
more good common sense and compassion at{fié£55

One can see,in the tone of these passages,that M is no tub-
thumping righter of wrongs; the tone is one of quiet sin-
cerity,relying on logic and the demonstration of experience
rather than on emotional appeals. What he doesn't do,you

notice,is promse or demand any change or amendment in legis-

lation. Any action that his views might have would not be

KoM K ) o Mokt Risder, 1937, 019




Extract from Le proces civil et criminel, by Claude Lebrun de
la Rochette, Rouen, 1616, 2e partie, p. 140

"Par la disposition du droit, les juges ne se doivent servir
a la question que de cordes. Et néanmoins, en diverses
provinces, les juges et prévots des mareschaux se servent d'autres
instruments, comme de riottes, de 1'eau pour l'avallement de 1la
serviette, du vinaigre, de l'huile instillée par le gosier, de
poix ardentes, des oeufs cuits en la braise appliquez sous les
aisselles, quelques-uns de froid intolérable, de 1la faim, de la
soif occasionnée par la manducation de viandes extrémement
salées, données a l'accusé sans aucun breuvage; autres par les
doigts serrés estroitement et en extrémité ou dans le chien d'une
harquebuse ou pistolet, ou liez de petites cordelettes ou
fiscelles entre divers petits bastons qu'ils [p. 150] nomment
grésillons, autres par la botte d'une corde, autres par l'escarpin
et autres diversement..."

Quoted in: Histoire de la procédure criminelle en France et
spécialement de la procédure inquisitoire depuis le XIITe
siecle jusqu'a nos jours, by Adhémar Esmein, Paris, Larose et
Forcel, 1882, pp. 149-150
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in effecting a sudden change in the law and risking some up-
heaval in the profession,thé'laying-off of torturers and
repercussions in the boiling-0il and thumbscrews industries
but in the si&ﬁveﬁlightenment of men's minds. One may think
that M's passages are lfittle enough but ‘it is actually on
the question of cruelty (even to animals) and of torture of
men and women that M is at his most original;his most free
of the ruts of thought that his period ran along. Remember,
when reading any writer from some past period (and also from
our own) what I've tried to impresson you at various times
and that Huxley puts like this:

At any given time and place certain thoughts are com-
pletely unthinkable.{But this radical unthinkableness of
certain thoughts is not paralleled by any radical unfeel-
ableness of certain emotions,or any radical undoableness
of the actions inspired by such emotions. Anything can
at all times be felt and acted upon,albeit sometimes
with great difficulty and in the teeth of general dis-
approval.] But though individuals can always feel and do
whatever their temperament & constitution permit them to
feel and do,they cannot think about their experiences
except withln the frame of reference which,at that par—
ticular time & place has come to seem self-evident.

The Devils of Loudun 181

So bear in mind that in 1580,and for a long time afterwards,
it was self-evident that torturéng suspects wés"the best way
to make them tell the truth; that it was a Christian way of
"~ behaving; that there was nothing 4%y cruel about it. This
is the background to M's complaints. As Villey puts it:
Pour la torture (...) sa nécessité est universellement
reconnue. Il n'y a pas de débat a son sujet; on n'en

parle pas,ni pour l'attaquer ni pour la défendre. Elle
est dans les moeurs 1 nrgEvEl e
,/ /



21

Even Johann WIER,whom I've mentioned befere(ence apprenticed {%%%
to Cornelius Agrippe)who:was te.writeva fighting,courageous
and subversive book on the question of witchcraft,even the
lucid Wier;fheugh he seems to have no LIKING for torture
(unlike Bodin & Co,whose word for it is exquis ),seems to
look on it as a necessary evil. @ertainly,any objections he
might have against it are not on humanitarian grounds‘but
only that it is a pointless way to deal with melancholia
and possession by devils. For Wier,if it can be said that
he really objects to torture,it is incorrect,not wrong.

Pierre Ayrault,an exact contemporary of M,a jurist,who (1&)

wrote a long critique of the ordonnance of 158392 1529 by

which Frangois Ier (who passes for an enlightened hearty
KA b, :
d)Henry VIII sort) fixed the rules of

monarch of the geo
criminal law & trial proeedures — and in that long critique

by Ayrault not one word of regret.about the institution of
torture,the necessity for which he took for granted (at

"ieast I can find no word. Esmein,p 167,not l,says only one

word of regret,but I couldn't find it). _ ?52

2\

““Bodin: no maniac,looked ypon as a most sufficient man (even
' ,89; Fma®3
‘M-had a good word for him (I 460,II 128) as a writer,a

~-reasoner and historian; may be taken perhaps as anﬁévgfege
educated léth-century scholagKF— he thought burning alive
was too good for witches,the Biblical torture of stoning
he thought more suitable,more nexcelIEHE™ 54" he puts it; &

he mentions somewhere his regret at being unable to use the
M ettt qte((E cinly Wacionely
pimecr peliticad Henlor
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exquisite o0ld Persian mthod of crushing heads between mill-
stones. : b R

There was one man:befofé;M:‘aléigﬁiéh humanist who had 14%5
died in 1540,LUIS VIVES ,who had spoken out against torture.
We know from the reseafches of Pierre Villey that M had read
Vives and had borrowed ideas from him (Villey LT, 556},

It is an indication of M's temerity in thus affronting
world opinion that the Inquisitors in Roma,the white-and-

‘black Domini cani,”the Lord's Hounds",found it unChristian

of him to say that torture was cruel,& recommended him to
delete the Passages where he speaks of it. Nhich,needless to
say,he promised he would do & then didn't; not only that,he
went on,in later years,to addto them and strengthen his

Plea for humane treatment of suépects and criminals,thus
founding a tradition among'French essayists not tovbe cafried
on until that second Renaissancé 200 years later by Montés-

quieu & Voltaire.
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