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Week 4: Montaigne's scepticism I - the "crisis 11 

Pyrrho; Pyrrhonism 

Gui de Brues: Dialogues (1557) 

"Spiritus sanctus non est Scepticus" (Luther) 

Francisco Sanches (Sanchez): Quod nihil scitur ... (1581) 

Heinrich Cornelius von Nettesheim (Cornelius Agrippa); 
Her Trippa 

Diogenes L~rtius: Lives of the Philosophers 

Sextus Empiricus: Hypotyposes (Institutions [ou Esquisses ] 
pyrrhoniennes; The Outlines of Pyrrhonism) 

la curiosite est un mal naturel en l ' homme (II, 164) 
la gloire et la curiosite sont les deux fleaux de nostre ame 

fJ•piig~ de l ' homme~ c ' est l ' opinion de sqavoir (II, 154-5) 
j 'ay peur que nous avons les yeux plus grands que le ventre~et 
plus de curiosite que nous n 'avons de capacite (I, 251) 

la curiosi te est vicieuse par tout ... (III, 84) 

Que s9ay-je? 

l 'accoustumance hebete nos sens (I, 113) 

l ' usage nous desrobbe le vray visage des choses (I, 122) 

m'avoit la coustume oste l 'appercevance de cette estrangete 
(I, 116) 

"qu 'est-i l de plus vain que de vouloir deviner Dieu par nos 
analogies & conjectures~ le regler & le monde a nostre 
capacite & a nos loix~ & nous servir aux despens de la 
divini te de ce petit eschantillon de suffisance qu 'i l luy a 
plu despartir a nostre naturelle condition? (II, 178) 

"< \ 12 
"--

"A careful reading of this [the ApoZogie ] seems to make it 
pretty clear, if we keep in min Montaigne's hint to the wise 
to 'catch his meaning ' and read between the lines, that the 
title was intentionally misleading, and that the whole chapter 
is an attack on Christian beliefs in general. .. " 

(Trechmann's footnote to the title of the Apologie ) 
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MONTAIGNE: THE SCEPTICISM 

~~~ 
z,,) ·-w-~ 

Or perhaps better to talk of M's so-called scepticism. ~~~ 

~ ~~~ 
For it was not until long after M's death that the word sceptic, ~J 

* 
'3~- ~ 

by an understandable piece of sBmantic subversion,came to 

have the meaning that comes first to~ minds and that would 

have shocked M himself: one who doubts the truth of the 

Christian reli g ion. The original meaning in Greek was simply 

to consiler (and is rel ated to its distant descendant SCO£e 

and the first meaning of scope: a t~get for shooting at) and 

sceptic came to mean (OED): 

one who , like Pyrr!iJ't)and his followers, doubts the poss­
ibil ty of real knowledge of any kmnd; one who holds that 
there are no adequate grounds for certainty a s to the 
truth of any proposition what:s:Mever 

It was unfortunate for M that he was subverted in this way; 

by the XVIIth century scepti~ism had already come to mean 
~~0'>'\. ~CW> ~ . 

universal doubt ', M was alleged to be 
1
a sceptic the refore witheu1 

" reading him one knew that he was a universal doubter,therefore 

in 1676 he was Indexed although during his own life the Papal 

censors had read his book and found little to raise their 

eyebrows at and lick their blue pencils. 

In order then not to mislead one another it might be ad­

visable to talk not of M's scepticism ( whic h might make you 

think he was a sort of anti-religious 19th century rational­

ist avant la lettee,which would be sadly wrong) but rather of 

h is Pyrrhonis£V though even this is misleading,but not as 

much as scepticism. 

~ ~ 1L_G~~-91~ vol7p ~'f.t/ :~~ :tkt c~ .hr>-~~~,~· 
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M was not,of c ourse,the only person in 16th century Europe 

to be disenchanted with the achievements of the human mind; 

there was before him and all about hin a tradition of reluc­

tance a) to admit that knowledge was possible and b) if it 

was possible ,to admit that it could possibly be of the slight­

est value to men . Eg in France ~as 
(2.) 

Gui de BRUES a friend of Ronsard who brought out,in 1557,his 

Dialogue~
2
) (selon Brush p 28, the first work in French dealing 

exclusively with philosophy) - a work destined to warn the 

younger generation aganist the sceptical movement (selon le 

Dictionnaire des lettres fran9aises,XVI siecle,p 137; also; 

"Ma lu Brues et lui doit bcp; L'A de R de S reproduit pres­

que textuellement certains passages des dialogues.") 

Brush p 30 on Guy de Brues 

M read the Dialogues and made use of them in his 
Essais ( ... ) fascinated by the incriminatmon of the 
legal code and the judicial system,( ... ) relativity 
of morals (and the morality of moderation),( ... ) praise 
of the state of nature and the condition of the 
animals,the repeated attacks on foolish erudition,( ... ) 
the constantly reiterated theme of the diversity and 
contradiction in every field of human affairs ... 

Erasmus too was part of the tradition,despite the ful-

minations of Luther against it:"Spiritus sanctus non est 
C3J 

Scepticus" s ays Luther to the doubts of Erasmus ,insisting that 

a Christian cannot be a skeptic . "Erasmus' solution ,that of 
suspending judgment and accepting the Catholic view 
on faith and tradition,was later developed into what 
is sometimes called Christian Pyrrhonism" 

Encyclopaedia of .Philosophy,vol7 , P451 (
4
) 

Another purveyor of the Pyrrh~nian trad was Francisco SANCHES 
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or Sanchez,a refugee from the Spanish Inquisition (1550-1623). 
w 

His work Quod nihil scitui'dates from 1581 (one year afeer 

the first edition of the Essais)to show that science cannot 

be attained; that senses and the nature of things prevent 

even a knowledge of anything more than appearances; ~idemstiaj 

conclusion that truth can be attained only by faith (Encyc of 

.Phil, 7,452). Encyc of Phil also calls Sanches M's "distant 

cousin 11
, figuratively no doubt. 

One of the most uncompromising and certainly the most 

widely re a d of these doubters was Heinrich Cornelius von 

Nettesheim,known as Cornelius Agrippa1 . ( 5 ) 

Cornelius Agrippa was a German who led a career of the 

sort known as chequered: an alchemist who was for a time the 
1. ' t .. { \ 

Emperor Charles~ s official hi,stori9ig_raphe~, implj__cated ;i.n a u,.(l"';~, , ~w ~&.1,,, ,.;,. ~ "J..,~ t:i,;.~ ~~ ...... ~«?- r-r4'-~Yf4- )... 
~ revolutionary plot in Ca talonia,,ilectured in Theology: in Kenn, ' 
~~ ~ L,ve_ -~ ~-hr;- ,':J,AJ~ . ~9-zt,,i& (t0J 4 ~~~~ ~,~~f- 2,(Y:)~~; 

(\. inquisitioned in Metz ,doctor to t he ~ueen Mother of France, 

imprisoned in Brussels accused of magic,entire works (selon 

Brush) proscribed by the Council of Trent in 1564 (p26 note). 

His best known works in the early 1500s were on the philosophy 

1 nd how in 16th century Germany does He· ~of Nettes-
come called Agrippa? Was rn feet first? (aegre 

partus, mis au mon e1,.;· ficileme , om donne chez les iiomains 
aux enfants venus au mond ~ eds devant). Did he tak e this 
nickname in honour o e Agrippa--;G-1:'ee~ ptic 2nd or 3rd siglo 
AD, whose philos he had emb raced and pro}ja:ga-te-.dl I kno·w 
not; but r • nteresting p oint, though minor, and one onwhich 
no~ _ence book helps me. Or was it a common neme? cf 
d..., Allbigne. 

~~~~-~4: 11 
.. ~~ ~ NTlUJCl ~~ -~ "b-L~"4€ ~~~ .. ;_ ~~~, ~,-;4ret½­
~ ~q~-~!,_~,.;;.~.~~-4~ dY.)~~~---



of the occult and 6n the uncertainty and vanity of human 

knowled~ (notice again the two things I mentioned before : 

doubtingathe possibility and bthe point) , and who had died 

in the South of France when M was 2. 

4 

Agrippa had denied the i-:,ossibili ty that the human mind 

could ever reach certainty and truth and had inveighed a~ginst 

men's intellectual pretensions; ridicule and denunciation 

rather than philosophical analysis; he even denounced monks 

("almost a Catholic Luther" says the Encycl of Phil) . His 

Vanity of Sciences can be seen as a stage in his journey from 

the occult to a simple Biblical faith opposed to late Medieaval 

scholasticism,appealing to a type of fundamentalist anti­

intellectualism (Encycl of Phil). It is probable that M 

read him Gnd the ffe~dient I iJri ters fro~J~~- much of his 

.Pyrrhonist thou e-)lt) in the early or middle 1570s, shortly after 

he had retired.from public life to read away the rest of his 

days in his tower : 

Plutarch in the translations of Amyot 1560s and 70s,Lives 

and Moralia; 

Diogenes Laertius~lives of the Philosophers; 

and especially 

Sextus Empiricus: Hy2_otypose~tlraduction 15E2 by Henri 

Estienne,p refaced by Vie de .Pvrrhon of D.Laertius; Brush calls 

it by the name of OutlinEls of Pyrrhonism,p 8,a great compendium 

of classical scepticism; selon le Diet . des oeuvres,III,44 = 

Institutions (ou Esquisses) pyrrhonien.n_es_, a precis de la 



philosophie pyrrhonienne du medecin Sextus Empiricus (2nd-

3rd century AD) wh o seems to have been a Greek,and whose work 

offers a vast collection of all the arguments used by the 

Greek sceptics against their adversaries,especially the Dog­

matists . 

I don 't know that we can explain why M was attracted to 

Pyrrhmni sm; I don 't know that we have to explain why. But -

5 

certainly,living in the middle of the so-called wars of relig-

~~" ion ~I 408 ,& Coutras) as he did,and being appalled at the 

havoc and misery and treachery wrought among his contemps and 

compatriots and having administered for 13-14 years laws 

which he may well have thought absurd and pernicious (if one 

can judge from hi~titude when he once started to write),than 
~\ 

it would have-difficult for him,I imagine,to have any high 
~ 

esteem for the constancy or mental power of his fellow-men. 

Also,he was inclined to attribute the evils of novelty and 

change wrought by war and the Reformation basically to man's 

inborn chronick curiosity and liking for n eedless sophistic­

ation of elementary ±:x':l!lXk self-evident truths: 

cs) 
l 

la curiosite est un mal naturel et orig i nel en l'homme 
de I 552 Apologie ,;,Jf. t~ 

la g loire et l a curiosite sont le~fleaux de nostre ame ~J 2&o 
I 197 =Ixxvii C'est folie de~T: 

la peste de l'homme,c'est l'opinion de s~avoir~ _ 
I 540 Apo logie "'11, 1S2{.-~ 

j'ay peur que nous avons les yeux plus gr ands que le 
ventre,et p lus de curiosite que nous n'avons de 
capacite I 231,=I,xxxi,Des canniba les ~I.2~i 

la curiosite est vicieuse par tout ... III,v=b:I,296 Ve rs de V 

lm-,¾-
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There does not seem to have been an abrupt change in him. 

Usual to speak of his Stoic period (essays on Solitude,Fear, 

Death,Cowardice,Military Advice,Constancy etc) being succeed­

ed by a sceptical period (the phrase crise sceptigue that 

Villey used of this development sugg ests something suddener 
~·~~ 

than it was). See,._a very early essay I xxvii C'est folie de 

ra_pporter le vray et le faux a nostre suffisance,dated by 

Villey Frame etc at 1572-4,ie en pleine periode dite stoique, 

yet it reads a lready like a page from the A~ologie ; the same 

one could SBJ' of I xxxii Q_u'il faut sobrement se mesler de 

juger des ordonnances divines,dated a t the same two years ( in 
<;·2.6b,I 

fact p(,,2L~7 of vol I s u ggests it was written as early as 1571). 

The very titles of these two early brief essays contain the 

main themes of the :lpologie. 

\ Some of you may also be a little perplexed by the apparent 

lack of incompatibility between Stoicism and Scepticism: one 

seems a moral and the other a metaphysica.l preoccupation; and 

I think there is no contradiction between them,except of a 

general sort: that whereas the early M the apprentice-Stoic 
~~ d- ~"'p;f,..._., --- ~ 
~ ~i'~.~and, of man ' s ability to use 

his intelligence to govern his passions and body, e ncourages 

an exaltation of man; on the other hand Pyrrhonic scepticism, 

by doubting the capacity of the mind of man,tends to belittle 

man,to devalue him . Anyway rt himself saw little difference 
L -

at least betvreen the moral conse quences of the two schools : 

at~I 558 and)650 he talks of Ataraxy the souverain bien of 
(_ il., \b9 ll ,'243 

1-~-i-·. -·~ ... -... 
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the sceptic: imperturbability,detachment from the vicissitudes 

of the state of man. This was also the aim of Sextus Emp, 

of course (Brt1sh p9) and of the Epicureans (Classiaues Hatier 

ed I 89),but also of the Stoics themselves! And M seems to 

have admired Pyrrho for the first ti(@'@) during the so-called 

Stoic period ,not as the doubter but as one who tried to faire 
\!, 5~-~~1 

respondre sa vie a sa doctrine(II 109-110 and thus make him-

self indifferent to the contingencies0 Brush p7 note 2 ( if 

one can accept Villey's dating of this essay II,xxix De la 

vertu,one of the most Stoic of a ll,it is from 1578! ie after 

the sceptic crisis; Brush says he's not sure,~erhaps from 

before Sextus was read by M in 1575-6. I r:mst , in my ignorance I 
of the finer points of Montaigne scholarship, say that Brush's J 
view seems the more plallsible to me,if only because the essay 

reads like others from the earlier period)] 

So,several vexed points there: t he division between Stoic 

and Sc eptic periods is contradicted by evidaace from the Essais 

themselves,and anyway M himself probably saw little differ­

ence between them (although he does abandon his admiration for 

the Stoicest of them all,the younger Cato). 

What we~ say is that by the mid-70s M was immersed in 

sceptical writers and was nourishing from thentiis own jottings 

up in the tower; and that though the vehemence on his attack 

on the intellectual pretensions of men was to abate in the 80s, 

o,.,.,..1 
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he was to the end of his life coloured by the Pyrrhonism which 

was his principal preoccupation at this time . 

It was about this time too that he had those mottoes cut 

in his rafters(II,6la) xml culled mainly from Eccl and Sextus; 

and had a medallion cast bearing the date 1576,the famous 
~ 

inscription Que s9ay-je?,surmounted by a pair of scales,exact-

ly balanced,to represent the suspension of his judgment,the 

reluctance to c ome down on one side or the other of any ques-

tion. And it was in these years,in about 1575-6,that he 

wrote the bulk of his most sceptical essays,to which he was 

to add afterthought again and again over the next years: 

I,xxiii De le. coL1stwne(l)f'2 -1-1(f 
/ 

cannibales ;(t)::,-t - ~oY) 
one on which he spent most time,hoarding up in it ex­

ample upon example plundered from his books,the interminable 

patchwork of borrowings and plagiarism and translation that 

occllpied almost half of the first ed of the Essais in 1580 

and which is still more than twice as long as any other essay : 

the Apologie de Raymond S.ebon(d) (de) etc.(_ ii, X~i). 

the 
~ r, )()(llj af_.t,,, ~~~ A, ~ { ~ 1 f . ~ 

This period ~ represents what _,Villey ~alltt~~ 

sceptical crisis . 1-, ~rq2-4, ; ~L ,x.x-,xi • ~ ... ~. ~ " rfit-Yo.f 

The Apologie de RS lies in wait for the student of French ~ -.< 

as Everest must always be at the back of the mind of apprentice 

mountaineers. It is by no means the most readable pages ever 

written by M (though the last twenty pp are a fine climax to 
. . 

,..h. \....:'1.-, 'L-.,· . 
it,like a kind sfope after a tough and dangerous climb) . 



But though not the wi ttiest or the :c:iost original,it must be 

read from end to end by anyone who wants to know M; not to 

read the Apol9gie would be to read the Bible and leave out 

the Gospels ; it is .M 's Sermon ~bfi~~-=t (bilingual pun). 

It was the core of the essays. of 1580 and best sums up that 

part of M's intellectual life that those first essays repre-

sent. It .helps to explain ma ny things i n Meg his religious 

convictions or his autobiographing,for i t was the discovery 

9 

that it was impossible for his puny human mind to ac quire useful 

knowledge of things outside himself that made him determine 

to follow the Socratic precept to know himself,a nd thus made 

himself into the subject of his book . 

the 

And having encouraged y ou to read the Apologie (or at 
) 2.-n_- •H~ 

very least parts of it,perhaps PR661-681?) I feel I must 

take a closer look at it with you 

a to make your task easier by 

b trying to bring out the main points from the tangle of 

arguments that M hid the ;-:i in. 
\N-1 
~ suggested division of 

' 1,._""~ .. !_ CS"~~ t,•; L, :. - . 
the essay into , several parts 

~~· 
is quite persona¼ Flame 

< 

divides it _ ir:1., a cil.if~_~re?t wa~,oth~rs({., h,t ,{if. 
)~, \ ~~( ~( \ \",/ . ,, 1.tti lJ, -.J(1,,,, ,\\•',', •,·_, l'~J Q.~~ (., 

in others; a mere guide . \ /\.·· .-~.r t.C-.r A.··i".itt.'';( ~ ~ 1 ,.:1\..-,rr.e ~:c,.-,,1 - ct,.-,,t; 1 ~ -¼,-
, •-n,'().'1'' t\ \ ~ \ ..... ;.. I J • I 

ll Fl w& ;::~v N-,1.>( # t•• .. t ~., ~I ( . ~t .. r ~,A' 
(1~- lll-

!.1 ' s Introduction (pR479-about495) 
~T 

Describes what purports to be the history of the essay -

in fact the genesis of it is probably very different ( see Frame ' s 



article Did M betra;z_ 

M says in these 

10 

..,e'. e_ .~(r'Pt~ 
S? in RR38,1947 ; and Brush 74-6) _~7 ~--;!;i~~~~ 

5 -~&.~ A_ y :Ctl ~ (_ -~ 
first 2.f'ifteen pages how Sebond came~~ ~ 

his father's possession ,re quest for translation. M states 

his pnrpose,twofold ; 

usually made against 

they being S's usual 

to protect ladies against 2 objections 

S's Theologia naturalis ( dates from 1487) 
if( ~- ~ ~ ~,.:.;. 14-3G, .e..r ~-~~ .1<rVJ 

readers ~14tr! 

1 that Christians shouldn't bother to do what Shad done: 
if,1<A 

support their belief with human reason (4-82); 
]°1 1\S 

2 (491) that S ' s human argtments are feeble and badly chosen 

to su1)port Christian faith. It is on this second p oint that 

M expands at such great length,having dealt with the first one 

in the few pages after he mentions it; but in so expanding 

(and here's the rub!) he utterly demolishes Sand his own,M's, 

expressed intention of combatting that first objection - for, 

far from rebutting tha t objection (that Christians shouldn't 

support their faith with hLlillan reasons) he reiterates it and 

reinforces it and the essay becomes a long-drawn out attack 

on human reason as a support for faith. Thus it has been 

said (by Cons .Anthologie litteraire de l a Renaissance fr,Holt, 

NY,1931,pl43,quoted by Frame RR 38,1947 p 300) that the 

Apologie supports S,but as the rope supports a hanged man ! 

M's method of supporting S against the charge that his 

arguments are weak and inapt is to belittle man 's pretensions 

in everything,to show up his futility and use~amsae.ess without 
\I.,1~ - tS~ 

God,to compare man with animals ,from(496-538 
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1\ 
)jf, t 1i--,,~3 

Animal section\42§-538 

11 

M argues intelligence in animals; better adapted to nature; 

communicate as well as humans; no reason to assume they act 

from instinct rather than from reason; difference between 

man and them is man's unbridled mind,but this is little to 

be proud of,since it is the source of man's infortunes; animals 

can learn human skills: acting singing,speech,bullocks that 

can count to 100,nightingales actually teach one another t o 

sing! elephants practise music in their spare time and ,like 

ants ,show rudimentary religious feelings and behaviour ; anim­

als behave like human beings,have feelings of friendship and 

envy,justice,they exercise self-control,they're better than 

men since they do not enslave their own kind or go to vvar -

no wonder Frame coined the happy description of this section 

as "cock and bull stories". 

M's conclusion from this section: men despise anaimals 

only because they're full of self-importance and despise 

whatever is different from themselves,no other reason. 

(Brush's conclusion on thees pages : "paucity of Pyrrhonist 

argument "; "that these pages originally formed an independent 

essay written without the 4p2_3.:£gie in mind" p 80 note; Villey's 

idea, quoted Brush ioc cit; "these pages may be a:: interpol~ation 

M ~
/} tJ ~' - , .. , () ,...~ - ~ ~~ 

• C 11 - ~ &- -ri.vl S ~- , , 

made -in 1_,,,78-80 ) . - : _ _ dlt,~ A, -tPiA:ti:J.-<=o ~ e ,.___ 
~ I,((~~ CV) ~ ~ L •·~-- <[ 

~~. 
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-----

[ 1~~ - '22.i 

538-631 The Attack on the Philosophers ( a l most 100 pp ) 

M lays about him on all sides,all the ancients get it in 

the neck : Aristotle,Plato,Stoics,Epicureans,even his beloved 

Socrates gets a coup de patte now and then - all ,that is, 

e«cept the Pyrrhonists whose doubting about the human intell­

ect's capacity to know M finds sole coru.me.ndable. 

M establishes; 

1 that knowledge cannot make men happy; 

2 that knowledge cannot make men good ; 

;,, that ignorance is more beneficial than any knowledge, and 

that the best belief in God springs from utter ignorance; 

4 that the Ataraxy of the Sceptics is the most respectable 

philosophical attitude ie non-co1:uui tment; 

C: 
.,) that God (and any subject) are fundamentally incompre­

lf, ,::r,. ,1-~, 1'il3 
hensible to the human mind 566; ~,'5¾ 

6 that the conflicting opinions of the philosophers on the 

12 

nature of God show merely that men like to deify men or to 

humanize God and that they are therefore unbelievable, since a.ny 

thfun l(ing duckling 1vould als o make God into a duck; 

7 that the phi losopher~ conflicting opinions on the nature 

of matter and the universe show the pointlessness of having 

any opinion on them: only (as I've said) as much geometry as to 
f[.~ 

measure a plot of land for sale~59f; 

8 that,for all their boasting knowledge about the outside 
lI. ~lf 

world,the phils never stop to wonder if they can know themselves601; 



9 that human reason is un:brustworthy since it cannot even 

understand its ovm workings; 

13 

10 that the only principles that man can have must come through 

divine revelation. 

M catalogues philosophers ' opinions not only on 

a nature of God and b the nature of the universe,but con 

the nature of the soul,d the location of the soul,e behaviour 

of the soul,f immortality of the soul,g origin of the world, 

h nature of human semen; and concludes from this long inquisition 

and its inventories of the beliefs of the phils that the phils 

have been playing themselves,not taking themselves seriously, 

that they confess the incompetence of the mind not by word but 

by the muddle of conflicting theories it leads them into; that 

there is no absurdity under the sun which has not at some time 

been sanctified by the name of philosophy; that man knows 

nothing about himself,either spiritually or physically . 

,---

\~ 
[;i~ - 2$b 

631-641 Fickleness and changeability of the mind 

---- The mind can reach different conclusions under the influence 

of the weather ,corns, money,vanity etc,therefore no such thing 

as a normal state of mind,therefore this prevents truth lodging 

there. Mis so st1spicious of his own changeable nature that 
'[", ·B( 

he is reluctant to change old ideas for new 639,therefore one 
u:.t ~r 

should believe no new ideas eg Copernicus E:.40 what does it 

matter which of them moves? what difference wi ll it make to us? 



especially since a third opinion will probably come to be held 

and contradict the other two . 

14 

-- {', ti6 - lS'-2 
\] 642-661 Variety of beliefs throughout the world 

.--
✓\ 
~ 

This variety inva lidates all beliefs produced by the mind 

(except; rudimentary similarities to Christian religion among 
2160 

remote pagans = proof of M's ovm religion! t 645). Men don 't 

know what is best for them; summwn bonu.m is Ataraxy of the 
~~3 

Pyrrhonists 650; variety= no universal truth nor natural laws 
ft~& 

or if there is a natural law it is vitiated in men by reason-·653. 

! tf'2- %& 
'661-681 The Relativity of Perception=Unknowledge 

From this relativity comes the impossibility of ever estab­

lishing truth by the use of those perceptions. All knowledge 

comes to the human mind throughx the five senses 

lessens sont le commencement et la fin de l'hLllllaine 
cognoissance ~62 le plant et lES principes de tout le 
bastiment de nostre science ~t2 ce sont nos rna.istees 6611$"2 

This beginning reads already like an 18th century'x empiricist's 

eulogy of the senses as the base and sole means of knowledge. 

Difference : the 18th century empiricist was glad of this cer­

tainty and built on it; M sets about destroying the value of 

the senses as vehicles of worthwhile knowledge . 

The senses are the limit of our awareness; we can know 

nothing except via them - what then if there exists some un­

discovered America of the soul which we shall be forever igno-
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rant of,just as colour is invisible to a blind man from birth? 

How do we know we don ' t lack an essential sense for the dis­

covery of truth,as soem animals already lack one that we have 

and consider essential for real knowledge of the world? Perhaps 

we need not five but 8 or 10 senses to be able to perceive 

truth? 

Reality enters us in its appearance,not its essence ; it is 

perceived differently by each creature,by each man - how can 

we agree on penceptions if our perc eptions differ so much? 
j[ 2&4 

M' s conclusion '676 : our senses prevent us from knowing 

things as they really are . We would need an absolute impartiil 

touchstone with which to check and verify our experience and 

the evidence of our senses . Things are never themselves, 

nothing IS ; things either were or will be or are merely becoming . 

God is the only thing which IS and it is only through God that 

man can ever hope to know anything , not through his own resources. 

It can be seen then how misleading to our modern minds is 

the term M' s sce£ticism. To represent Mas the universal 

doubter is to misrepresent him; there is always God for him, 

the sole incomprehensible source of certainty , who can only be 

grasped through faith and never by the puny impotent minds of 

men : 



(1,; 
~ 

qu'est-il plus vain que de vouloir deviner Dieu 
par nos analogies et conjectures,le regler et le monde 
a nostre c apacite et a nos loix,et nous servir aux des­
pens de la divinit~ de ce petit eschantillon de 
suffisance qu 'il luy a pleu despartir a nostre natu­
relle condition'? 

I 570 
F. ,·te 

* ~ ~ 
~ AA,\ ~lh✓-) ~ ~di~~ . 

)~~~~~ 
.Principal effects of the ls ceptic a l crisis on the Essais , 

a profound upheaval, tremors from 1Nhich were to be felt in many 
distant parts of his mind and personality 
1 autobiography of a sort,writing about self as the only 

knowable thing ,only usefully knowable ; 
:r:,16~-16G 

2 satisfied with self and status quo ,see I 125 ' s acceptance 

of things as they are and of the done thing,which suitedaM ' s 

t t b h' 1· . 1· . t · c ern_peramen ; is po i tico-re igious conse rva ism; and was 

to be found in Sextus Empiricus; . 
~&~ 

3 reinforcement of fideistic intuitive[bglief; 

4 education of boys : having demolished useless knowledge,M 
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sets about reconstructing useful knowledge; wariness of theories, 

jargoneers , knowledge-mongers, etc; ( ~.~,)()lift) 

5 connected to l,the importance of self-contaimnent,of in-
. dependence of others for emotional sustenance,self-reliance 
~ G Conclusions 

~~ ~z ~jW ~e ! 

~;i M' s so- called sceptie ism,which is as much~ ---phenomenon as a philos~ l on~ - (Ior after all the Apologie, 

-~ --the summa of-i1 ' s scepticism,was composed as a defence of M' s ----r.e-!igion ) ,cah be seen as a reaction against two of the main * : ~ o-f~,o.,~~~~ ~~~~,<\~~ ~~~~L_,..J.~11""2; 
~ ~~ ~"el.. ,,Q11 1fe •l-~ ~.i..ve-~~ ~ ~ cJ',tk~~.-f;h_:~-~ :-

MA~ .~ ~~, ;t4 ,IJ._,~b ~, fu ~ ~ ~ -~. fk ~~J-r-~~ 



trends of thought of the Renaissance 

1 t~e attempt to resolve the intellectual♦ contradictio 

inherent\;i.n being at the same time a Christian and an adIJ(irer 

traditions o 

classical antiquity; to blend 

and admiration,of faith and 

One can see evi'dence of this trend as far back a 

century : Aquinas \ad felt the need to assimila/e Aristotle, 

had "baptized" him (as Haydn puts it p xii) ,rtnade of reason 

the servant and support of f aith ; and the /2rocess was still 

going on in the 16th: Ei~mus says: / 

one. 

To be a philosopher~~ to be a Christian is synonymous 
in fact ( ... ) ~/hen I read cer'tain passages of these 
great men,I can hardly re/raip. from saying, "Saint 
Socrates,pray for me ... 11 

Ha,Jdn,46 

But by this time the trend was towards a take-over by reason; 

from considering Plato and Socrates the enlightened ancestors 

of Christ,from being the accessory to faith in the late Middle 

Ages,reason was now becoming able to dispense with faith,or if 

not with faith a il least with dogma,and Erasmus ' s "simple un­

dogmatic relie;ion of simple morality" (Haydn 46) was already 

adumbrating the deism of the 17th&@; 

/ 

2 even the central Renaissance concept of man ; for mush of 

M's effort (at least in the 1570s,the late ?Os) was to\ belittle 

human pretensions ,and especially man 's reason ,the very 

that the Christian humanists were proudest of,as being incom-
/ 
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pet-ent..,pernicious and absurd. M in these two~t-

ing a rearguard acgon as it were,doing his___small bit to slow 

down the movement of the modern world, 

a King Canute trying Renaissance,to 
-...... 

call off the movement of knowledge that wa 

in various ways as religious reform, politica l unrest and scien­

tific curiosity . 

~ 
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