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MONTAIGNE ON EDUCATION 

The fir s t thing to point out on this subject is that M 

was concerned with,not the education of children,not the educ­

ation of girls; we know a little about his attitude to women, 

enough to know that for M education of girls would have been 

5 'ill_. s~ 
a logical absurdity (seeLII 242- 3 for a Moliere-avant-la-lettre 

gentle diatribe on femmes sgavantes) : the winds of women are 

too feeble,after a ll,their obstinacy,wrong-he adedness and per­

versity too ingrained for education to do anything but merely 

a ggravate their natural incapacity for men ' s business ; and the 

men who encoura ge them to meddle in men's affairs have some 

ulterior motive 

quand je les voy attachees a la rhetorique,a la 

judiciaire (=l ' astrologie judiciaire),a la logique 

et semblables drogueries si vaines et inutiles a leur 

besoing,j ' entre en crainte que les horn.mes qui le leur 

conseillent,le facent pour avoir loy de les regenter 

soubs ce tiltre. Car quelle autre excuse leur 

trouverois-je? 
}III iii 3 commerces,242 
l m-, ~g 

Girls should be brought up by women who should teach them 

cooking and babying etc,as we know. 

So,on education,everything M says refers to boys, and not 

to all boys (at le a s t in the ma in essay on the subject De l'in­

stitution des enfans I xxvi) but to the sons of noblemen,and 

in particular the son of Diane de Foix,comtesse de Gurson laquelle 

was married in mai 1579. M's essay is therefore,by refernece 



to the imminent birth of the heir to the count de Gurson and 

assuming that the latter hadn ' t let the grass grow under his 

feet , easily dated to about the end of 1579 or early 1580 ie 

after the so-called sceptical crisis of which the greatest 

symptom. was the A_pologie d~JL de _§_ and just before the pub­

lication of the first edition of the Essai~ in 1580 ; initial 

composition from 79- 80; long passages added at c . 
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An important point that , the date ; just after the completion 

of the Apologie. And this preoccupation of M' s , with the way 

boys are brought up and educated,can be looked on , to make sense 

of it by fitting it into the development of M' s mind,as a 

d mstant tremor from the earthquake of the sceptical crisis; 

and therefore as a by- product of the Apologie,despite the fact 

that the central preoccupation of this essay bears little re­

semblance at first sight to that of the Apologie : 

this essay is concerned with how best to equip a young 

man of gentle birth for an adulthood as an honneste homme (and 

it is in this essay that , selon Plattl rd,M uses for the first 

time the expression honneste homme in the sense that the XVIIth 

was to give to it) ; as an army officer (which may explain why 

in xxv and. xxvi both,M so often admiringly quotes Sparta as 

~he model to imitate in the education of youngsters) ; or as 

an ambassador ; 

and the central preoccupation of the Apologie , to which 

this's bears little overt resemblance: to defen d the Catholic 



religion against pernicious knowledge - mongers . 

This basic relation between the two preoccupation is also 

belied by the temp er of M in the two essays: in the Apologie, 

indignant,disjointed ,boring by dint of detail,bias and cock­

and-bull-stories,at times fascinat ing but often barely readable 

(unti l those final twent;y· pages) ; in the education essay ,he is 

relaxed and self-sonfident ,he has found his way ,his favourite 

subject,his manner and his form,full of good sense and fine 

fluent prose ,no longer concerned so much to crab and complain 

as to advise and recommend,to demolish a.s to reconstruct. 
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And there is the connection between the two preoccupations : 

the lesson of the Pyrrhonists that he had gloated over in 

Sextus Empiricus in 1576 was (put simply) that the human in­

tellect was incompetent to most of the tasks it set itself;and 

one of t he main })urposes of the Ap ologie was to demolish most 

of the pretended achievements of that intellect,to undermine 

the founda tions of them. In the Education of boX§_,M is con­

cerned to l ay new bases f or knowledge,to propose a new sort 

of knowledge more worthwhile ,less impertinent, more relevant 

to the business of living than the sort he had tilted at in 

the Apologie. The word I used a moment ago ,and which I think 

I shall patent : knowledg e-mongers,provides a nother link be­

tween the two essays: the Apologie was written to rout one 

species of the genus ,the seeker after _pointless,impossible 



truths ; De l ' institution grew out of an attack on another 

species of the same genus of knowledge-monger: the pedagogue . 

The essay xxvi grew out of the one which precedes it in 

numerical order I xxv Du pedantismem,which means,not as you 

might think,on pedantry but on schoolteaching - pedant < 

Italian pedante =schoolteacher (the meaning it has in Shakespere 

and still had in English at the beginning of the 18th century; 

although the first derogatory use of the word £edant the OED 

gives for 1596) . 

I XXV Du Eedantisme 

This essay is largely an inventory of the shortcomings 

of schoolteachers and their methods ; also an inquiry into the 

problem 

d ' ou il puisse advenir qu ' une ame riche de la conn­
aissance de tant de choses n ' en devienne pas plus 
vive et plus esveillee , et qu ' un esprit grossier et 
vulgaire puisse loger en soy , sans s'amender,les dis­
cours et les jugemens des plus excellens esprits que 
le monde ait porte 

\I XXV 142 
LT.~{ 

Among tha answers he ' s had suggested to him is : by assimilat -

i.ng so much knowledge, by cramming into the small compass of 

his own brain the vast knowledge of so many learned ancients, 

it stands to reason that the scholar ' s own brain must shrink 

to make room for the knowledge 5142. A less jocular explanation 
(T, ii< 
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).:r.1~ 
and one which seems to recommend itself to M is on PPi,,150-1 

of the same essay 

q nostre estude en France etc 

e~ ne s'en sert pas 

ie you can't mak e a silk purse out of a sow's ear ; most schol­

ars and pedagogues in France,alas,are of a nature and station 
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as to have been attracted to the profession only as a way of 

making money,whereas the real gentlemen,the ones who by their 

nobility of nature might have excelled as disinterested paragons 

of judgment and vibtue had they taken up letters,have been 

called to plus g enereux offices,functit.ons more befitting their 

birth and qualities . 

Judgement and virtue,I said, and these are the two things, 

the two most precious qualities that anyone should derive from 

s tudy,~hat any teacher should develop in himself 2nd then fos ­

ter in the boys in his charge. ~ut instead of moral and intell­

e ctual nourishment,they develop only memory,encourage only rote 

learning,accumulation of facts and words which the pupils 

parrot at the teacher and pass about from one to the other,un­

touched by hwnan mind,like a valueless currency,coins that can 

buy nothing but are only go od for counting and p laying tiddly-
j.T,-1it,. 

winks LI xxv 145. In judging pupils ' progress,or the learning 

of a teacher,only the amount of' knowledge is taken into account, 

minds are swollen by education,not broadened; boys at s chool 

become more and more learned but less and less clever; educ-



ation should be a means to an end,that Cf making a better per­
son,in morality and good sense,but the means is taken for the 
end and the end itself is forgotten 

le soing et la despene e de nos peres ne vise qu 'a nous meubler la teste de science; du jugement et de lta vertu, peu de nouvelles 
)I XXV 144 

<;"11= ~·n l-r, ·t8({ cf lII 64 une b onne ins ti tuti on, elle change le jugement et les meurs ... 

Crammed heads ,full memories , but empty understalh.dings; knowledge 
is c adged from the ancients instead of o.bsorbed as nouri shment. 
i:L1his leads M to establish the difference between s_g_avant and 
sage,between knowledgeable and wise 

g_uand bien nous pourrions estre sga.vans du S(iavoir d'autruy,au moins sages ne pouvons nous estre que de nostre propre sagesse 
)I XXV 146-7 ( r, -t.'<S' ,Q,-.,J 

And if the result of education is to turn out rierely a know­
ledgeable empty vessel which can only utter echoes,M,consistent 
with the praise of ignorance that we found when considering 
his scepticism and religion,prefers plain honest ignorance,be­
cause t hough it lacks knowledge,book-learning,it is all the 
more likely to have an i ntact judgment 

(la piece) du s~a.voir est moins prisable que celle du jugem.ent. Cette cy se peut passer de l'autre, et non l'autre de cette cy 
) I XXV 149; 
L !Jt'i 

for which reason,if a boy is unimproved by schoolteachers,M 
would prefer to see him out in the open all day,playing at 
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paume,instead of having his father pay good money just to have 'i_1% him sp~iled(:147,for teachers,unlike carpenters,masons etc, are the only artisans whom we pay to damage what we entrust r,~~ 
to them U.47. 

In the last fe w pages of this essay,M turns to antiquity 
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for examples of educational practices NB practices,not theories, since by now M,chastened by his ac quaintance with the !1:_rrhonistx Sketches of Sextus Empiricus,has a healthy distaste for theor-etical systems. And Ei: all these ancient methods,Greek and Persian,emphasise,as does Tvl himself ,the pragmatic , the useful, the practical , the meaningful ,the relevance of education to real-life situations,to learning how to deal with people,how to behave in society, to 1.Ji cking up justice and moderation, courage and respect for truth,which the child educated by these mehhods p icked up not from M Scs and Ph Ds, but from Masters of 
S!:.:t9o 

Fearlessness,Bachelors of Justice,Doctors of Truth etci152. 
Another thing that these methods have in common is that they lack the crippling unreal sophistry and jargon that M so detested in the academic curricula of his day,subjects such as Rhetoric,Grammar,Dialectics and the one that sound like some­thing out of Ionesco,Judicial Astrology; they all lack theory and its impedimenta of terminology and classification; they are apl)r~A_ticeshi.E.§. for full participation in adult affairs,not the quibblings of 

non par ourr 

dogmatists; they teach,he says 
dire,mais par l'essay de l'actioni~53+ passage very good 

":C, •'l90 

whole 




