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FOREWORD

Many of us are concerned with how use might be ma
?nro:;f;v;::riiaiqo rapltflly ir trrrlmodern society, Egven with d'j]:;:r;eatkggr/va'r?gg:
tons, the plethora of schotarly journals in each discipli

and the advent of the paperback as a means of di inati foetiond
material, most of us find difficult the task of maintz?:mln::r:g P"Ofe5§'ona'
S\;vlr;psrﬁzmzl arteas while at the same time sharing newgand iﬁf:fgts:fir:g ggf
2 opment |:¢;h our colleague_s in the academic community. Just such
o pertinenta snl'l'all group in tht_a Spring of 1970 to consider means b);
the college com;n we_t -written contributions might be made accessible to
the lecuss comm umdy at large. What follows represents our attempt to fill
indication: mor t(:]ne a_bove. The manuscripts chosen thus far give clear

a ere 1s much we can learn from our colleagues. The

succinctness and readabilit i
uccinc of iti
limitations we o hac22 ouryﬁme'each lends itself to recognition of the

Sinl\;a:isS::}::( lnieds no_introduction to Chico’s academic community
o et t};Ja’( Ier'e in 1.970', he has maintained the same level of quality
at led to his international reputation as a theorist prior

to his leaving Czechos| i iti i
- M ovakia. In addltlon. to developing his thought further

1950’ i i
50’s, but never published, it was used as the basis for Professor Svitak's

DeBellis Memorial Lecture i i
. . > . .
and is here published for the fiTst?inlé.smce fhat time it has been rovised

. The reader should b
sight int

gary era. Ironically Svitak'’
more trying circumstances:
citizenship, and he was sepa
over, an enlightened intelle
create -- had vanished.

s .translation and revision occurred under even
his homeland had been invaded, he had lost his
rated frgm his family, perhaps forever. More-
ctual environment -- which Svitak had helped to

Nevertheless, Svitak's Montai
@ man dedicated to exercising hi

gne sparkles as a man in fove with life,

s intellectual i
were moved by the e | e ual powers. Those who reviewed

Robert S. Ross, Editor
CSUC Monograph Series

THE MAN

“"To know how to live is all my calling and all my art.”’
.. .Montaigne

The shrewd, big, almond-shaped blue eyes gaze atus from the portrait
by an unknown artist with a cool distrust rooted in knowledge of life. The
apparent repose of the figure sets off the dynamic intellectual energy that
shines in the face, together with acertainnobility of soul. The bald, elongat-
ed skull with high forehead and small mouth suggests all that was vital in
sixteenth-century life. This is the official portraitof the mayor of Bordeaux.
But let us rather imagine him galloping through the countryside of southern
France while his horse's hooves beat out the rhythm of ‘‘Here come the
cadets of Gascony. . . Now the figure in the portrait comes to life and
becomes its true self, the Seigneur Michel de Montaigne, gent//lehomme de
la Chambre du Roi de France, gentleman-in-ordinary and chevalier of the
Order of St. Michel. When the excellent norseman dismounts, you will be
a little disappointed, for he is shortandhis walk is temperamental, quick and
rather ridiculous. But he will be sparkling with ideas, for during his ride he
had a long talk with himself and his best thoughts always come to him while

he is riding.

If asked to talk about himself he would say, in his loud, high-pitched
voice and with a touch of irony, thathe is cheerful, has no dreams and a good
digestion; he is terribly lazy, he never becomes too excited about anything,
he is not accustomed to serving others, he tries to avoid exertion and worry,
he has no taste for domestic matters or for practical occupations, he is clum-
sy, he cannot even saddie a horse, he cannot recognize the vegetables in his
garden or the farming implements in his fields. He has tried everything but
he does nothing really well, only a /a francaise. He loves books and discus-
sions but he is not much of a scholar; he has only a kind of respectable ac-
quaintance with learning. He is extraordinarily forgetful, suffersfrom colic
and loses everything; he cannot remember the names of his servants and
it takes him three hours to learn three lines of poetry.Though he has some
1,000 books in his library, he does not study them but desultorily turns the
pages, reading a passage here and there at random. He amuses himself by
playing with ideas about whatever happens to interest him. He says his mind
is dull, slow and irresolute, though his judgment is good. Indeed, he is
simply a lazy, vain egoist with a thousand faults.

The man who introduces himself in this delightful way was born on
February 28th, 1533, a little before noon, at the Montaigne chateau in
Perigord, as the third son of a rich patrician, wine-grower and merchant.
The family house stood in the trading port of Bordeaux, in the Rouselle
quarter which smelled of salted fish. His father, Pierre Eyquem de Mon-
taigne, was a sensible man of independent spirit and good judgment who
knew his own mind; he was small, strong, active in public affairs and he
always behaved with the greatest courtesy. In his youth he went as a Gascon
soldier to Italy where he came into some contact with renaissance humanism
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a strong character. Then

whil i i i
taught e Latin. e (anguage ot ile he was still an infant, his father had

'a hi e p
scho S p, ever efor e he lea ned to S eak
. S t a C S L S S g . eged
Fren(:h o th t 'V h(}l [)()ke atin a 'l mott er to 1gue At t e Co' e

Y B deaUX ere e S Sel)t 1 e age of six he excelled n
GU enne ! or w wa a h .
Lat . bUt Oﬂbel wise s StUd'eS bol ed ‘ n p' oTou |d V4 and e p' efer red to

' " admirable friendship with Etj i
greatly influenced his intellectual development; heie\?ir;?tgz I;a?'io:t;'dwt/:o
; e

At his father* i i

s changZd iv;ss‘::atohf fl\ef inherited a large Property, gave up his profession

ward to i “f); i 1"?. Hg moved to the family chateau and looked for-
e kmq practised in the antiquity he loved. He in-

tended t i
0 spend the rest of his life in peace, in reading for his own amuse-
a library and on the beams of

or an hour or so, copy out
fancy, then walk to and fro
vithout any plan or system at
. Interrupted only by a seven-

his chateau pre iti
, paredanewedltlonofhisb
to court and, on September 13th, 1592, heo:il:z'd

The book which he left us is one of the most magnificent things in world
literature. The Essays are the first work of a man of 47 with no training in
philosophy. They were written rather like a diary, simply to satisfy the
author’s need to express himself, and were probably not originally meant
to be published at all, but merely to be read after his death by his friends
and relatives. The 107 chapters that make up the three books contain his
views on the most varied subjects. They tell us about his whole life, about
his favorite books, about the education of children, about friendship, soli-
tude, prayer, the conscience, aboutfame andvanity. Reflections about great
personalities and famous men, about Cicero, Heraclitus and Plutarch, are
rooted in anecdotes which alternate with observations on how people in gen-
eral, and the author himself, behave. He usually makes no effort to keep to
the subject announced in the heading, and he is capable of making one essay
a page long and another as long as a whole book. In some places he openly
contradicts himself, in others he repeats himself almost word for word.
He copies whole passages out of Agrippa of Nettesheym, perhaps because
Agrippa copied them in the first place from Pico della Mirandola.

What made Montaigne decide to write? It has been said that he was ambi-
tious and that the provincial honors of Bordeaux could not satisfy him be-
cause all the attractions they offered were his already.

Did he first cure himself of love by marriage and then of ambition by
solitude, so as to fulfill the stoic ideal and find the harmony he longed for?
Hardly. He simply withdrew into himself in order to find not philosophy,
but wisdom and peace of mind. He sets himself only one goal: to find himself;
for as long as he possessed himself he would never be without resource.
For once one betrays himself, he loses everything, though he should gain the
whole world. The book is a document of the rise of individuality and of the
evolution from medieval anonymity to the expression of the author’s own
personality. Whatever subject he deals with, Montaigne always comes back
to his principal theme, himself; he plunges into himself with a cool, astute
and even ironical introspection. Dominate nations and other people? No.
The goal is to dominate one’s own self, to become master of oneself. The
Essays grew out of Montaigne’s journey towards himself; the subject of
the book is the process by which his wisdom grew to maturity. If we do not
approach it in this way and if, instead, we look for some kind of philosophical
system in it, we shall find only a system of contradictions and a caricature
of a vain nobleman who tells us all sorts of silly things about himself. The
Essays are beautiful because they were writtenfor the person dearest to the
author: for Montaigne himself. They are near to us because we discover
ourselves in them, and they are philosophical, because philosophy beams

with self-knowledge.

At one time the Essays were regarded as a homogeneous whole; then it
became apparent that they bear the traces of the successive stages that
mark the evolution of Montaigne’s thinking. The author’s original intention
arising from his desire to let his spirit rest, give itself up to idleness and
divert itself as itpleases, unconstrainedby any set goal, was simply to amuse
himself. If this was not the method and the aim of the Essays, they had no
aim and still less method. Two months after St. Bartholomew’s Night (1572),
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Montaigne began, very inexpertly,
e.d, or even directly copied, clas
tions concerning various specific
says. He drew upon only a few

to compile the firstessays-

‘ ys: he paraphras-
s:gal authors and built up series of F:;uo?:-
topics rather than composing coherent es-

/ tavorite authors and had nothj
tempt for systems of all kinds. The fiterary sources of the Esia;zgwt::'te?z:;

classical philosophers and hi i i
ic A : storians, especiall Seneca, P
Empiricus; his favorite poets, Horace, Lucretiusy, Virgila'anci’ué:;tflr}ljss-e:;?

in o_rder to divert himself and t
to him. The entertainment to be d

eri . :
than e ploamue G be d rived from reading may be less enjoyable

or the company of ladies, but that cannot
grawrf\'totmoral problems; the first, anec-
¢ ; _ . he refiections are based on histor
a:soi:‘ttse:{ig:og:ets real actions and general behavior; until finally trrea::n::
and abot o O the t:\ssays c.rystall_lzes out: to learn about man in general
he triomoh ot l:h or himself in particular. The Essays therefore represent
ite intomoh of itsee'rfnolsft natural interest of a spirit given up to idleness -
A . If they have any specific goal, it is the discovery of
. man they set out to discover is Michel de Montaigne. In the

' , after 1588 i in hi i i
ginal method, commenting what f;ehsez;%a.m went back in his notes to his ori-

The first edition of the E
ssa ]
two books, which were th ot e preseding o0:

followed an interval of six

: it contained i
e fruit 'of thg preceding eight years’ wor:h?l';'er::
himself in public afini: )l/ears, In which Montaigne travelled and occupied
notes and premared s. In 15{36-88 he wrote the third book, added some
book. The Sifthreed_the flf‘lh. edition, that of 1588, which inclu'ded the third
death. The work im:r:oc?" twuth further additions, appeared only after his
of its subject.matior eﬁ:a ely had a great success on account of the variety
of its thinkima e e charm of its style and the frankness and lucidity
a better ides o?-h S success grew still greater with time. We cannot give
ow widespread an effect the Essays produced than by saying

ed all the leading fi i
most without exception, even It?m?)lfg:rs:rgz':mmh stn and P &

4 X . like Rouseeay and P -
z:::::e?i:;mvvov;:l;iizm;asl;cllge,l Isoftness or false sincerity. On the ota:ecralf;a;z

thers, 1ally a i i i f
his time, a philosopher among Zar‘t)n‘;:eigilast.ed Pim as @ unigue phenomenon of

against a toothless, academic tract. The objective spirit of Bacon’s or Des-
cartes’ scientific method is totally alien to the author, and yet his subjectiv-
ity is much closer to us today than exact empiricism or rationalist clarity.
The world is change, just as our spirit is, and therefore the nearest that we
can come to capturing it is by a snapshot of reality, an attempt, an essay;
Montaigne himself is one such attempt.

The content of the book matched the absolute formal noveity, the unique-
ness of the new genre. The essay is at once a new literary genre and a new
technique; it is an attempt with no pretensions to universal validity, an at-
tempt conscious of the risk of failure, a test of the author’s personal possi-
bilities, an admission that his image of the world is fragmentary and sub-
jective, a sounding of his own personality, an immediate record of the dia-
logue going on inside him. To be an essayist, a man must be ready to inter-
rupt a strictly logical argument in order to capture an idea that occurs to
him and to abandon the depths of thought in favor of a poetic image. A soiemn
philosopher turns away with disgust from a book of essays, and a non-phil-
osopher turns away from philosophy. That is why from the very first
paragraph the reader feels at home with Montaigne -- who is never solemn
but rather delights in irreverence, and thus proves himseif a kindred spirit.

Perhaps the essay form grew out of Montaigne’s love of argument, which
was his favorite pastime. He believed that our minds become coarser or
more refined according to our choice of partners in debate, and so he tried
to establish what makes for a good discussion; he put the same principles
into practice in his writing. He demands openness, frankness, objectivity.
It is better to be beaten by a good argument than to win by a bad one. If the
conversation is to remain lively there must be contradictions, but the rules
of debate must be observed. Debating is a way of training the mind; it is a
school of truth-seeking, not abattie-ground for ambition. He hates bad habits
in debate, such as misusing analogy, misunderstanding the opponent’s argu-
ment, growing angry instead of countering one argument by another, repeat-
ing propositions and not saying anything to the point, using words instead
of arguments. It is best not to waste time on the fools who behave in this
way; they are always self-satisfied, whereas a wiseman is always dissatis-
fied. Strowski thinks that the impression of a light, flowing conversation
is the outcome of a deliberate effort, and the number of corrections he
makes shows how meticulous the author was and what pains he took to pro-
duce this appearance of facility. How much time it must have cost Montaigne
to make his writing so lucid and easy to understand. And how easy it is to
be deep and incomprehensible if one uses a philosophical jargon which is
so ambiguous that it is guaranteed to suggest some meaning even when it
has no real content at all.

Montaigne does not have a high opinion of his writing; he says his style is
just random talk, formless and following no rules. Everything he writes
seems to him crude and without beauty; he envies people who take pleasure
in their work, because he is always dissatisfied with his. He is very self-
critical and afraid that his reader will be bored. He says his language has
no ease or polish, but he leaves it as it is, because it matches his natural
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Montaigne’s 1an
strength; a union

ters and his style is a fair reflection of his cha
casual carelessness, the constant

main topic,
glimpse the gaping
economical,

giving in to
now in anoth

tone with gr

of thinking,

does not spoil beauty but makes it shine
This is the marriage of paradox whic
loved so dearly;
of nature and of man more
transcend logic at every step.

or Marx,

we

as a superior being,
frankly unconcerned

guage is the union of light and shade, tenderness and
which is always overpowering,
cause it springs from an integral personalit

through which we sense a frank
lights us. Difficult topics are interspersed with
mor alternate with gravity and behind the pl

directly involving the reader and
ing casualness with which the author wanders a
the momentary impulses that lead
er. This style derives its personal
in philosophical literature, from the combin

in images and in concept here

culiar advantages; philosophy blends withp

Montaigne was both
do not know what

i it i i im immortal. Works of art and of phll-
oy v, ‘te;:ir:h::stsh?; ?P:::e:rz r:o more than some kind ofiobje{:tlvely;
0$0PhY :e:g tTuth tog be conserved with archaeological care by hlstorlz:jns 0
?iltsei(:;ﬁre and philosophy. They are valuable only inso ::r as ::zz a;fe acott:.;l
ments about life, in so far as they help‘to. preserve the mei eri);nce
personalities and bear witness to the possibilities of human exp .

inlove as in literature; be-
y. from true individuality.
t play at being a man of let-
racter. Its charm lies in its
and detours away from his
and open directness that de-
narrative-illustrations, hu-
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THE STOIC

I seek only self-knowled
to tive well
- . . Montaigne

When the culture of a given society under

st
t ge, a fomplex i-
birth takes place also. ghis e o tacsted

members of the ruling class

feudal imtel . ; in this case among the ed
elligentsia. This law, which seems toggovernug\?:i‘; ;thl(usr:If by
' re-

vol_utiou, operated 4

valent, but_ from a social ord § of antiauite oo
the humanists who, thinking t
cultural formation, took the

reali?y for their prop; in fact

er long leftbehind
hey were goingbac

i
k “to “Ie S
' pa t over one VVhOIe

pirit of the time for their guide and

currentren. anism grew up, often j i
o e c?;ltur;::f s_,rt;:ggles, bytalways in the hear‘; of the f:]n;:inr::t;?'::’ozilti:i
be in contast st a:(;‘t:hldeas‘ that directly serve their age and need to
preclude sn ooth | . ; ere are other ideas that mature in solit

ontact by the fact that they far transcend thesi(:' la'.g]::e e

When dealing with a ifi ‘
distinguish betw specific cultural revolution, we must be careful to

: een poliﬁcal appeal nce n "le r n ()I "Ie S‘tu
; g a S a d i

iv I ea' e.sse ce h
at on - Ule Cha”ge n llleway peoplel e. le le people 'lVI”g at ule t““e te”d

to be tota”y absorbed b pO ca " ’ ri r t as
: ' (24 . Surtace o events, and to ega d i

change which really is, it is on th
in th% hisigri::jw,y ‘t“reeps through history that is of theecor?etrfry t.he gradual
context. Because the question of all pglit?c:lstqu;:‘ftqrtan?e
ions is

ge, that which will teach me to die well, and alsg

goes an integral, profound,
process of intellectual re-

- the world of antiquity. Thus

not whether this happened or that, while the conditions remained unchanged
with an oriental persistence unaffected by the sultan’s incompetence and
the viziers’ intrigues. On the contrary, the real question is: what changes
took place in the way people lived? Only where such changes do actually
occur and are not merely simulated by an ideological camouflage does that
which is most important for social progress happen - a change in the human
situation, a change in man himself. Montaigne lived in an age where both
types of change occurred with a particular violence, in the midst of the civil
war in France and in the Reformation.

We must bear this in mind so that we may understand that Montaigne is
the battle-ground where two cultures clash: the feudal, aristocratic and
religious culture and the capitalist, bourgeois and secular culture. Let us
now try to enter into his intellectual world. In his personal development,
Montaigne went through four mainphases of thought. He was Christian, a stoic
and a sceptic before arriving at his own life-wisdom. That is to say, he
changed his views, overcame them and left them behind him in the process
of developing his own opinions. These were often contradictory, but for the
author himself they formed a consistent view of the world and of life; they
enabled him to live a better, more conscious and more individual life. This
constant changing of opinions corresponds to his personal development and to
man’s natural inclination to receive ideas, and when they are worn out, to
lay them aside, with the innate grace of a capricious woman. The changes in
our opinions follow from the changes in our organism; we think differently
when we are healthy and when we are sick, when we are old and when we
are young. So there is no view of the world that is valid once and for all;
there is only continual change which enables us to react to the changing
current of life's events. Even the firmest convictionis only a function of the
given situation and if the situation changes, the conviction changes too. Fate
tosses us hither and thither andwe always think that our latest views are the
most correct. Why should a manupholdthe same ideas all his life, consider-
ing that the worlid of youth, maturity and old age are so different from one
another? A change of mind shocks only the professional philosopher who
has to remain the dupe of the principles of his school because his liveli-
hood depends on it. But if such a man sets up the immutability of life-
principles as a standard, he is simply projecting on to others the conditions
of his own existence, and people are not guided by these in any case.

Montaigne changed his views. That is why many contradictory views have
been expressed about him. Some praise his morality, others his amorality,
one praises his scepticism, another his firm conviction. As regards his at-
titude to religion, he is once a Catholic apologist, then a critic of religion
and a third time a sceptic. For some, his criticism of reason is frankly
fideistic and his scepticism about the possibilities of knowledge is related
to his faith in revelation, for others, it is a means of attacking the dogmatism
of the church. This kind of approach will not get us anywhere, because there
are elements in Montaigne which can be usedto build up mutually contradic-
tory interpretations of him. Who is Montaigne? Is he a Christian or a critic
of religion? a sceptic or on the contrary a man seeking knowledge and leading
us to do the same? is he a philosopher or ostentatiously a non-philosopher?




A thinker shut up inan ivory tower or on the contrary a i

in the lmmgdiate practice of daily iife? Montaigne iZ fi:;]?r;fciﬁlsili);r::gl?lvsd
is a Chr»istlan and apagan, a scepticand a believer, a stoic and an epicuréane
a sceptfc and a seeker for knowledge, a theoretician and a practition I:
of the ‘wusdom of life; he is aman of the middle ages and of the renaissan y
a spuable rgcluse a conservative radical; he is a living contradictigs'
he Is the union of various aspects which cannot be reduced to the o os'-
ite poles .of any single antithesis. We cannot interpret him as a persot?:Iit
characterlzeq by one of the traits or one of the currents in a specific form o);
social consciousness, as a philosopher of one category or of one idea. We
can undgrstand him only if we see him as a personality formed by the cl-ash-
ing of dlfferfent cultures; as a battle-field on which the culture of antiquit
struggles with the bourgeois reality, as a landmark in the process o?re)-l
shaping an old culture to new ends. It is this breadth and disparateness
that make t.he phenomenon that is Montaigne so remarkably representative
of‘ the renaissance, of its different individual aspects; for his thinkin con-
tains t_>oth poles of the various contradictions that characterize the age c:Il'here
are thmker§ \n_/hq embody one aspect of the social problem of their ti.me and
who are cptimistic in opposition to its pssimism, and so on. Montaigne always
contains both_poles within his own person. He is not on one side, he is zn
both_ anq against both. Perhaps that is because profound wisdo’m cannot
f:onflng lts-elf to one standpoint andfightfor that, since what it is fighting for
is to give its life as many dimensions as possible. e

he first layer of Montaigne’s consciousness is the Christian religion.

T
All through his life Montaigne i ievi i [
o nee oty o o oug remained a.bellevmg Catholic and there is

thmorx:atl}?n;: C:tlholucfl‘sfm 's connected with his political conservatism rather
oriosiyth his Ip tlosophical system, Theology, politics, laws and dogmas,
ot o rulfea"s, these‘ are authornties which must be obeyed. At a time
oo ahi ehnglgll;s strife, he peheves that the solution lies in a strong
a y ch will uphold the liberal attitude of tolerance. Montaigne is

Us an advocate of tolerance, but at the same time a firm supporter of

» because he would like to avoid the civil war,
roughtin Germany and England.

Moreover he felt that only an extremely conceited man would attach so much
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importance to his own opinions thathe would be prepared to disturb the pub-
lic order and start a civil war on their account. Nevertheless, he would
also have liked to do away with the defects of Catholic countries such as
Spain and ltaly. Thus even in politics Montaigne cannot confine himself
to one point of view; the republican in him struggles with the monarchist;
the conservative trying to preserve the old order and distrustful of change
comes forward as a champion of tolerance and writes with hatred about
the brutality and baseness of both sides in the conflict; the resolute uphold-
er of the political power of the monarchy reproves the nobility and reminds
them that even on the seats of power they sit only on their own behinds;
he favors a policy of clean hands and yet he admires Machiavelli; he ad-
vises people to serve the aristocracy, but with reservations and without be-
coming slaves to the party spirit; he fully respects the laws’ authority
while he scorns their imperfection and injustice; he rejects the right to
rebellion in the same way as political murder.

Similarly the modern theologian struggles inside himwith the renaissance
humanist and the renaissance humanist with modern man. Montaigne has
many critical ideas about the Christianity of his time which bring him near
to Protestantism. He does not believe in miracles. He feels that Christian-
ity does not live by what it pretends to believe in, because people simply
use religion in order to do what they want to do anyway. Their convictions
are determined by circumstances. He reprobates the wars of religion and
considers that both sides are in the wrong. Nevertheless he condemns
whatever the Catholic church condemns and his attitude in practice is sub-
mission to the Church. He recommends the Our Father as a pleasant prayer
and reprehends the evangelical worship of scripture and free interpretation
of the Bible.

It must be acknowledged that in one respect Montaigne remained per-
manently dependent upon the religious view of the world, and that was in
his scepticism about the capacity of human reason and in his total reliance
on faith and on God’s mercy in the final questions. Montaigne realized that
Christianity cannot be proved by rational arguments; he thought this was
because of the nature of reason, which according to him, was feeble,
wretched and ineffectual; he was convinced that religious faith has a logic of
its own, which cannot be founded on reason because it is beyond the scope
of reason. Montaigne takes a fideistic attitude when he says that besides
the truths which reason cannot discover - and among these he includes
the existence of God and the fact of revelation - there are also mysteries
accessible only to faith. Instead of simply rejecting these views of Mon-
taigne’s as a medieval survival of which almost no one in his time managed
to rid himself, let us rather ask what is objective and right about his at-
titude. The conflict between faith and reason, between religion and science,
is objectively valid so long as reason and science are not capable of ex-
plaining the mysteries of their opposite pole, religious faith. While this is
the case, these irreconcilable principles are obliged to co-exist, just as
irreconcilable elements - fire and water - exist side-by-side in nature. For
Montaigne, faith in God was a kind of metaphysical certainty about the order
of life, a trustinaguarantor of moral values, a name given to the unmanage-
able sector of man’s personal and social life. This Christian layer of his con-
sciousness was soon overlaid by new influences.

13
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In every man's life there comes a time when he begins
by the question of what he really is, when he tries to fin% ansod?:czzzr:i?::?
self,. to come to grips with the meaning of his life, when he feels the realit
of his pgrsonality as only the appearance of being, as an alienation of himY
self. Thl; state is a sign of maturity, because in it we become aware of the
value of lifeby the very fact that it begins to disappear. It is a crisis in which
the world we have known suddenly seems tobe deprived of meaning, because
the'mechan.lsms of escape which shield us from the insoluable qL'Jestion of
life’'s meaning cease to function. Out of the strange yearning which suddenly
falls upon us, we emerge either broken by the knowledge that iife is sense-
less or reborn through our realization that we are responsible for whatever
we do. Out of the desire to be masters of our own personality, not to be drag-
ged alpng by circumstances, not to be prisoners of the given situation, is
born either self-command or capitulation. These crises often lead to a co'm-
plete chapge of direction in life, a collapse of the view of the world that we
held previously; they may bring a complete paralysis or, on the contrary, a
great upsurge of activity. For Montaigne this turning-point in life takes t'he
form of his rpoving away from his earlier course of action and his decision
to try to define himself. He turns to Seneca and Plutarch in order to learn

from them how to accept the inevitable and he begins to write his first stoi-
cal essays.

After his-fgther’s death Montaigne immersed himself for two years in
books containing the stoical wisdom of antiquity, the philosophy which aims
to. teach man how to dominate himself and morally perfect himself. You are
wise when youhave become master of yourself, says stoical wisdom in short.
At first Monta.lgne simply paraphrases the stoical view that people are more
tormented by ideas thanby things. Itisnot in our power to change things, but
we can change our ideas about them. If that is so, we have the powel: by
changu-ng' our estimation of things, to stop tormenting ourselves; for evil is
not evil in itself but only because we imagine it so. Change your ideas about
dgath, poverty and pain and you will be rid of them: then you will not need to
fight the world, to defend yourself against it, oppose it. We can overcome the
fear.of dea.th or poverty by changing our view of them. Only the fear of
Physucal pain cannot be eliminated in this way, because pain is real and no
intellectual .appt"oa‘ch will do away with it, as advocates of torture are well
aware. But if pain is long it 1s weak and if it is sharp, it is short. The same
is true of pleasure; if we wantitto last, we must not burn it up in an instant.
::ii:zregore the way to deal with the only real suffering which we cannot

Inate by our consciousness-that is, physical pain-i i
Muc!us Scaevola did, refuse to give in tg i)tl, remapin ab:)svzoitapzcgscv?hletnaist
dominates our body, even though our hand may burn away. T;le problem in
the last resort is not pain, but the fact that we are too weak to bear it.

MOnta;gne is alsc': a stoic in'his conviction that man must live in harmony
e tr':]a urc.: and this, for stoics, meant not only with the environment and
it eltn§ ure in man, but also with reason, which was regarded as part of
nOtugghan:’saiaiz‘to a(;hlevei) htarmony withexternal nature because that does
yihing of us, but to attain harmony with th t insi
selves is much more difficult. Montai tomad the. harehness
X ore ! gne gradually softened the harsh
of stoicism by bringing some milder epicurean ideas into it. Heetui;: :\2:;

wi

from the rigid demand that we must dominate our passions, conquer them,
and pursue virtue along narrow stony paths, towards the idea that we should
rectify our passions with the help of reason. After all what matters in iife
is that we should arrive at some kind of Socratic philosophical balance,
obtain contentment of mind and firmness of character. Montaigne gradually
relinquished the extreme stoical calm advocated in the story which tells
how, when a storm at sea threw a fellow-passenger into a panic, Pyrrha
pointed to the calm pig standingbefore them as an example that the frighten-
ed man would do well to follow. We can find calrn pigs in the midst of every
storm but we need not take them for our models.

In hic sicical period, Montaigne thinks of philosophy in the traditional
way, as the art of the good life; he regards it as a preparation for non-
being and the problem of death dominates his thinking. This philosophy ful-
fills the role of religion; it solves the problem of life’s meaning by teach--
ing us to despise death. For an intellectual, death may be a question of co-
quetry or of decadence, but it is as real to a philosopher as to a doctor, be-
cause the thinker sees life as a limited sector of time between two states of
non-being at the beginning and at the end, a sector filled with joy and suf-
fering, love and hate, good and evil, tenderness and brutality, as a dance
between the abysses of birth and death. Thinking about death and about the
darkness which will swallow us up need not lead to passivity; it can equally
well provide astimuls to action. We are mortal? Then let us live all the more
intensely; the outcome is not determined by the logic of our opinions but by
the logic of life. If we try tomake things easier for ourselves by refusing o
think about our end, we deprive ourselves of a part of our humanity, just
as if we reject pleasure or anything else that actually exists. Not thinking
about death is no proof of superiority; an animal does not think about it
either. Optimism robs us of one whole dimension of life, of the unrepeat-
ability, the uniqueness of each moment through which we move nearer
to death. If we know that at the end there is a pit into which we shall fall,
the journey has a different, deeper meaning. Montaigne is not the kind of
optimist who lives in ignorance of death and enthusiastically sings the glory
of life. Montaigne constantly carries his death about with him and therefore
he is silent before life. And life shines for him with a thousand facets, like
a coal burning in the darkness. Death as a once-for-all negation of life is
a metaphysical untruth. Montaigne humanizes death for us when he presents
it as ceaseless decay and renewal, as the death of the moment in which the
flower withers, our mistress leaves us, or something comes to an end. This
death is comprehensible, it is familiarly close, we walk hand in hand with it
as with our alotted time, as with end of our misfortune.

Montaigne reminds us of those Egyptians who feasted in the presence of
a human skeleton and made merry while looking at what they will become.
He did not accept the illusionwhich seeks the solution to the problem of man’s
personal end in the idea of peace and salvation. He did not believe that we
shall survive in the achievement of our nation or of our class. There is no
salvation; the end is death; the gaping mouth, the staring eyes and the doc-
tor cuts you open. That is how things are without optimism. Does it frighten
you? Montaigne learns not to be afraid. He advises us to think about death,
to become accustomed to it, to learn to die. He says that the loss of life is
not evil, that we should always be prepared to go. After all we are always
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THE SCEPTIC

"Indeed, man is an amazingly vain, fickle and unstable being; it is difficult
to make any single definite judgment about him.’’ . . Montaigne

The pedant dies and the philosopher is born only when he steps outside
the traditional world of certainties and asks Montaigne’s question, ““What
do | know?’’ - a question which robs all our acquired wisdom of its validity
and demands that we ourselves answer for whatever we know and whatever
we are. “‘What do | know?’’ is more consistently sceptical than the affirma-
tion *’I know nothing,’’ which is after all positive. Without asking this ques-
tion, which is simply a paraphrase of the fundamental and most deep-seated
Socratic problem of self-knowledge - what exactly am |, where am | going
and why - without asking this, a thinker will never become independent. He
must put aside the learning which he acquired at school in order to stand
on his own two feet, in order to start expressing himself. Without this
question of the sceptic, we can live only on the credit of borrowed values,
academic honors, and be content with the superficial existence of a writer
or a philosopher who does not have to pay for what he says with the ready
money of his own life-experience, who plays about with ignorance because
he is secretly convinced of the value of his learning; it is on the contrary
the question of a man who goes through the cultural values of past and
present and tries to find his bearings in this mass of learning so that he
will not lose himself. A little learning is proud of its tiny ball of knowledge
which, like the beetle, it is always pushingforward in front of itself; a think-
er is always dismayed by the immensity of what he has yet to learn. There
is the scepticism of folly, which is beneath the level of knowledge, and the
scepticism of learning, which follows from it and always forms part of the
dialectical process of learning. It criticizes the one-sidedness of any
view and thus helps to overcome all one-sidedness.

Let us not ask whether Montaigne is an idealist or a materialist. Mon-
taigne is a sceptic; he is the founder of modern scepticism, which was not
directed only against the ineptitudes of theology and against scholastic gnos-
iology, but had a much deeper significance as one of the currents that helped
to shape modern materialism and atheism, as the current of a particular
critical spirit. In this sense Montaigne’s scepticism is the conditio sine
qua non of the modern scientific spirit, it coincides with the critical spirit
and any opinion that does not include this critical spirit among its organic
components remains at the medieval level. What is true, modern, right in
scepticism is its anti-dogmatic position between the faith in reason, the
conviction that we can arrive at the truth, and the infinite unattainability of
this truth. Montaigne’s approach to certainty is his search for it, the un-
certainty of his certainty. Against the authority of traditional certainties
Montaigne sets up the authority of his uncertainty. To this day there are
people who become angry if anyone follows his example. And yet in science
progress is notpossible in any otner way, because science knows no authority
outside itself; it knows only the authority of the thinking, critical mind which
always belongs only to a specific manandis never the natural adjunct of any
official function. Without scepticism there is nothing but the propagation of
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is as correct, or as incorrect, as the opposite pole of the dogmatics, the
faith in settled truths. It is only dialectics that takes into account botn truth
and its inexhaustibility and constant movement and thus frees itself of these
limitations. The changability of truth, which is itself a reflection of chang-
ing reality, can equally well lead to the dialectical profundity of the sayings
of Heraclitus as to the impotent agnostic silence of his disciple Cratylus,
whose conclusion from the mutability of things was apparently to refuse
to say anything at all about reality andonly to wag his finger. From the scep-
tic's point of view there are no essences; all we can do is bring together our
guesses about appearances. The sceptic clings to the appearance of things not
because he puts greater faith in appearance than in essence but because the
world of appearances enables him to live without any opinions of his own about
things, because it is less deceptive. Already Sextus Empiricus said in this
connection that no one quarrels about what the world looks like, but that the
question is precisely whether it is what it seems to be. The sceptic wili not
fight about the truth, because he does notknow what the truth is. But this does
not prevent him from striving after learning, knowledge and action, because
in any case man acts in accordance with his habits and not with the truth he
has learned. That is why probability is enough for him and he does not need
to possess the truth in order to act. Sceptics therefore acknowledge the in-
adequacy of knowledge, but they pursue it, they strive for things even though
they keep their inner reservations about them. That is bolder and more ac-
curate than dogmatic faith in the finality of knowledge. Only a false sceptic -
or rather an agnostic - a priorigives up the attempt to acquire knowledge.

Scepticism is the non-existance of certainty; it is the opposite of the dog-
matism which was represented in Montaigne’s time by the Aristotelian
tradition as emended by the priests. The middle ages relied in everything
on revelation and Aristotle; the novelty of an idea was a defect rather than a
virtue in scholarship. The medieval philosopher was also indifferent as to
whether empirical investigation confirmed his theses or not, because he be-
lieved that his thesis was more prfoundly true because it was logical; that is,
it was truer than empirical appearances. He didnot in fact investigate things
and appearances; these were represented by concepts and it was thought that
knowledge of the essence can be reached by combining concepts according
to the strict logical laws of syllogism. Thus phenomena and facts were veri-
fied by 1ogic and not by experimental research. It was not until the times of
renaissance, when a great number of new discoveries broadened the field of
experience, that facts came into open conflictwithboth of the previously ac-
cepted authorities. The approach taken by the modern natural scientist is
diametrically opposed to that of the medieval philosopher. He does not care
if the facts he observes and measures make it impossible for phenomena

to be explained by traditional logic and cause them to appear contradictory
or “illogical’’ if they infringe the accepted laws. In the development of this

modern scientific method the element of scepticism acts as an acid, cor-
roding the traditional certainties by its questioning. It was not the agnosti-
cism that denies any kind of certainty, it was merely an element that gave
scope and freedom of actionto the new critical thinking and to the formation
of a new scientific method. It was the consciousness of the mutability of
truth. awareness of the value of provisional conclusions as against the worth-
lessness of dogma. It was simply a manifestation, in a certain historical




scepticism is neither goodnorbadin itself; everythirngrde;)'en\c}:;): t;’eurgr;:as:-;

ing conferred on philosophical categories by their relation to other central
categories, to reality as a whole. Strangely enough, none of the perceptive
monogr;phs that have been written about Montaigne has taken note of the
connegtton between his scepticism and the civil war (1562-1598) nor tried to
establish the link betwe~n the aggravation of the internecine fighting between
the Huguenots and the Catholics and Montaigne’s withdrawal from public
life and concentation upon himself. And yet the year in which he began work

on the Essays was the year of St. Bartholomew's Night, the greatest political
mass murder perpetrated up to thattime, which, together with the more fre-
quently remembered voyage of Columbus, marks the dawn of the modern
era. Was fthere not a deeper connection between this turning inward of phil-
osophical interest and the growth of scepticism on the one hand and the bloody
cataclysm of the civil war and the internal turmoil in the absolutist state
on the other - a connection of which Montaigne may not even have been aware?

The immediate stimuli or the unif
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n itself it can produce nothing more than speculation with theses; it can
counterfeit some false theory; it can pretend that it is engaged in the evo-
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to any greater extent than the rise of optimism or of any other feature of the
renaissance mentality. What was socially conditioned, however, was the
mass social role of scepticism in the milieu of the middie bourgeoisie
and the enlightened nobility. So we see that scepticism is a product of the
dissolution of social formations and the most famous sceptics, such as Pyr-
rho, Sextus Empiricus, Montaigne and Anatole France, are intellectual
concomitants of the changing social differentiation which is brought about
by economic expansion and by a growing state of crisis. But the rise of scep-
ticism cannot be interpretedas amere philosophical equicalent of the break-

down of the values of medieval society. We must also take into account the
complexity of the intervening process which historically reshapes the philo-
sophical idea. Sociologically speaking, the various philosophical systems are
not the capricious fancies of individuals, they are an expression of eco-
nomic trends, they are idealogical systems deriving from the same values,
which of course crystallize in extremely variable forms. If we compare the
classical, the Christian and the bourgeois systems, we shall see that they
are different variants of the samebasic type of thinking, which is determined
by economic laws that exist independently of people’swill. In view of the fact
that one and the same basis gives rise to contrary philosophical tendencies,
it may appear that the effect of social conditions on thinking is slight; but
it assumes greater importance as soon as we compare tne philosophies of
various social formations or of the various classes of certain formations.
But philosophical historiography does not have the same task as sociology,
because the historian of philosophy assumes these facts about the class
character of ideas. He has a more complicated and concrete field than the
general laws concerning the dependence of the type of philosophy on certain
classes. His field is the process by which social impulses are conveyed and

transformed into a given philosophy, which can then no longer be regarded
as the product of a class or of an era but becomes primarily the product of
the philosopher’s personality.

In the end Montaigne found an answer to the question which so tormented
him, an answer that was practical and not theoretical. What do | know? |
know that I should live wisely. And then, after going through illusions about
metaphysical values, he arrives at the conclusion that philosophy does not
make us wiser. So he stops striving after it, he gives philosophy up because
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form, of the inextinguishable and indestructible freedom of thought. In fact
scepticism is no* a decadent tendency, it is only Pyrrho, Sextus Empiricus,
Montaigne. The categories of Sextus’ or Montaigne’'s sceptical system are,
of course, neither correct nor incorrect inthemselves, and if we judge them
from the standpoint of the social roles they assumed, they have always, in
Rome as in the Renaissance, represented the scientific element in a flood of
ideological constructions.

An intellectual trait has no direct relationship to social progress;
scepticism is neither goodnor bad in itself; everything depends on the mean-
ing conferred on philosophical categories by their relation to other central
categories, to reality as a whole. Strangely enough, none of the perceptive
monographs that have been written about Montaigne has taken note of the
connection between his scepticism and the civil war (1562-1598) nor tried to
establish the link betwe~n the aggravation of the internecine fighting between
the Huguenots and the Catholics and Montaigne’s withdrawal from public
life and concentation upon himself. And yet the year in which he began work
on the Essays was the year of St. Bartholomew's Night, the greatest political
mass murder perpetrated up to thattime, which, together with the more fre-
quently remembered voyage of Columbus, marks the dawn of the mode'rn
era. Was there not a deeper connection between this turning inward of phil-
osophical interest and the growth of scepticism on the one hand and thg bloody
cataclysm of the civil war and the internal turmoil in the absolutist state
on the other - a connection of which Montaigne may not even have been aware?

The immediate stimuli or the unifying principle of Montaigne's scep.ti-
cism was probably his self-doubts, which led him to conduct a searching
examination of his own life. Why should he have taken on this vast work, un-
less itwere to provide an answer to these doubts, to abreact this undertainty?
Sextus Empiricus too saw scepticism as a solution to the probiem of how to
live. Montaigne proclaimed that the source of scepticism was the hope that
man will free himself of all excitement. His tendency to attribute a purely
relative value to all judgments, to invalidate certainties by pointing out phe-
nomena which contradicted them and to devalue one statement by another
was only a ‘means to attaining peace of mind. Besides this personal motive
for scepticism, however, he had another reason which was impersonal .and
more deep-seated. Thinking is always linked with a certain social practice.
In itself it can produce nothing more than speculation with theses; it can
counterfeit some false theory; it can pretend that it is engaged in the evo-
lution of pure thought, but the factis that the issue is never one of pure theory
but rather of the forward movement of society. Thought alters with the age
and the age with thought and so the class significance of every category shifts,
the social function of scepticism changes. In antiquity, the philosophy of
scepticism was an expression of the emptiness of life and the lack of per-
spectives, which followed upon tne optimism or the age ot growth. At the
time when centrally administered states were taking shape, scepticism
was a form of opposition to the Catholicism of the feudal class that repre-
sented the medieval order of social estates and tried to preserve the status
quo in order to restrict the entry of the rich bourgeoisie into the functions
of the nobility. Against this, ‘‘scepticism was developed by individual cul-
tivated members of the town bourgeoisie which sought in its philosophical

self-awareness the base for the great transformations that were taking
place in the outside world’’ {Horkheim). Thus scepticism acted as an anti -
feudal intellectual element, as cure against the self-redeemingfanaticism of
faith.

The sceptic’s attitude towards certainty corresponded to the social in-
stability of values; itwas anintellectual trait stemming from the swift social
change. The growth of Montaigne’s scepticism was not socially conditioned
to any greater extent than the rise of optimism or of any other feature of the
renaissance mentality. What was socially conditioned, however, was the
mass social role of scepticism in the milieu of the middle bourgeoisie
and the enlightened nobility. So we see that scepticism is a product of the
dissolution of social formations and the most famous sceptics, such as Pyr-
rho, Sextus Empiricus, Montaigne and Anatole France, are intellectual
concomitants of the changing social differentiation which is brought about
by economic expansion and by a growing state of crisis. But the rise of scep-
ticism cannot be interpreted as amere philosophical equicalent of the break-
down of the values of medieval society. We must also take into account the
complexity of the intervening process which historically reshapes the philo-
sophical idea. Sociologically speaking, the various philosophical systems are
not the capricious fancies of individuals, they are an expression of eco-
nomic trends, they are idealogical systems deriving from the same values,
which of course crystallize in extremely variable forms. If we compare the
classical, the Christian and the bourgeois systems, we shall see that they
are different variants of the samebasic type of thinking, which is determined
by economic laws that exist independently of people’swill. In view of the fact
that one and the same basis gives rise to contrary philosophical tendencies,
It may appear that the effect of social conditions on thinking is slight; but
it assumes greater importance as soon as we compare tne philosophies of
various social formations or of the various classes of certain formations.
But philosophical historiography does not have the same task as sociology,
because the historian of philosophy assumes these facts about the class
character of ideas. He has a more complicated and concrete field than the
general laws concerning the dependence of the type of philosophy on certain
classes. His field is the process by which social impulses are conveyed and
transformed into a given philosophy, which can then no longer be regarded
as the product of a class or of an era but becomes primarily the product of
the philosopher’s personality.

In the end Montaigne found an answer to the question which so tormented
him, an answer that was practical and not theoretical. What do | know? |
know that | should live wisely. And then, after going through illusions about
metaphysical values, he arrives at the conclusion that philosophy does not
make us wiser. So he stops striving after it, he gives philosophy up because
he has come to know it as a discipline which begins in wonder, continues
in inquiry and ends in ignorance. But if the sceptic loses his philosophy,
his scepticism, he loses nothing and gains everything - wisdom.




THE SAGE

‘’Every man contains within himself the whole sum of human possibilities.”
. . . Montaigne

The purpose of pphilosophy in Montaigne’s sense is to enable man to be-
come fully himself. Therefore Montaigne's life is a journey towards inner
freedom, through metaphysical systems, through stoicism, through scepti-
cims, through his pedogogical views - towards wisdom. What is important
here is the journey, not its outcome, the Essays. Montaigne is wise and he
would have been wise even if he had not written anything. The Essays pre-
serve for us only a dim literary shadow of the wisdom at which he arrived
in the actual process of living. Montaigne achieved freedom and wisdom in
life itself and that is all a philosopher can desire. A philosopher does not
wish to write books and treatises. Socrates and Christ wrote nothing. He
Y/ishes to arrive at himself, at truth in life. A thinker's journey towards
inner freedom - that is Montaigne.

Montaigne went through stoicism and scepticism, but he went on further,
keeping his philosophy as a system which accepts all impulses and is marked
by.al! that it has been. It is an open system based on life experience, whose
umfymg factor - what systemizes the non-systematic views - is not an inner
logical consistency, but only its author’s personality. Montaigne went through
Christianity, stoicism and scepticism, but it was only in the course of his
work that he set himself a new objective and came to realize that what mat-
tered for him were not philosophical schools but only his own self, only the
art of living. Montaigne’s decision to devote himself to the problems of his
own | represents the highest stage of his intellectual development, a stage in
which he studies himself for his own benefit, reads books only so that he
may apply what he has learned to himself and tries to describe his own es-
sence; his introspection is as intense in its secular way as a monk’s. He
defends the choice of his theme against any objections that might be raised
by say'ing thathis claimtobeingscientific rests at least on the fact that when
he writes about himself, he is writing about something which no one under-
stands as well as he, so that in this respect he is the most knowledgeable
man in the world. He follows his life’s goal and behind everything he does lies
his striving after the integrity of his own life, after a unified personality.
He says he knows nothing that is more sensible and useful than to keep on
describing himself. Montaigne begins with himself, with the experience which
is most trustworthy; he speaks about his inner life and regrets only that con-
vention fqrbids him to portray himself in total nakedness. He says frankly
that he ‘h!mself is the subject of his book and that his concern is only the
art of living, of studying and deriving entertainment from himself. He talks
about himself as though he were not inany way famous and his life were not
gnrlched by any extraordinary events. And yet his description of everyday
life keeps us constantly interested, because unknown lives are actually the
mpst wo_rth knowing, if they happen to be our own. Montaigne simply enter-
tained himself and that is why he still entertains others. His goal was not
wrlpng but the good life, which the writing of the Essays was to help him
achieve. Only such manifestly non-literary people become apermanent part
of literature. And only they belong there.
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Thus, Montaigne writes about himself. But that is only the outward as-
pect of the matter. In reality his work has a much deeper significance. As
he analyzes himself, Montaigne unfolds behind the scenes of his private
life the universal questions of human nature. To understand the life of
man is closely related, is indeed equivalent, to understanding one’s own
life. For we are all people, we all have within us all the aspects of a human
being, so that in the portrait of one of us, others will recognize themseives,
and that is sometimes better than discussing what people are, or should be.
Montaigne obeys the Socratic commandment: by getting to know him-
self, he gets to know man; in his own portrait he depicts others, by working
out his own personal life-wisdom without claiming any general validity he
arrives at universally valid conclusions. And conversely, since Montaigne
wanted to learn how to live well, he had to discover man in order to dis-
cover himself. If we wish to understand ourselves we must understand
others and conversely, if we do not know our own human inwardness, we
shall not know that of others. So we must modify our initial wrong im-
pression that the Essays have no definite object. They have. It is the know-
ledge of man. The Essays describe the process of man’s evolution towards
himself, his evolution towards wisdom; they portray the seeking and finding
of wisdom. Their author did not want to produce a book; he wanted to learn
how to act, not how to write. He did not live in order to write. He wrote be-
cause he lived, because he wanted to live more freely; he wrote as he
breathed, loved or ate. Therefore his wisdom does not war the high buskin of
dignity, it is not boundby any system, it does rot hide itself on the heights of
transcendence, it does not mystify reality; itis philosophy only in so far as a
wise life is philosophy. That is why Montaigne is fascinating and amusing,
unlike so many more profound but deadly boring philosophers. Montaigne
is living thought, striving for wisdom, a living spirit as against the fetishes
of formulas, an intellect as against convention, an individuality as against
borrowed authority, against conformity.

In his preoccupation with himself, Montaigne was one of the first to begin
to transfer this traditionally religious question on to materialist lines,
altering the significance of private experience. The advance on simple self-
analysis consists in this: that in himself, tne unique, Montaigne studies the
general, that he integrates his self-portrait into the philosophical striving
to know man. Thus the general, speculatively determined features of man
are investigated only through the intermediary of the individual and in this
there is the seed of somethingwhichwill later overcome even the subsequent
abstract cult of man. Thus the Essays go beyond their original intention and
become an analysis of the human character; reflections about reading and
about one’'s own life are raised to the level of a philosophical method which
leads to a knowledge of human nature. Montaigne the man is himself a con-
crete example and a test of the truthfulness of his own theses about man;
theory merges with the practice of the philosopher’s life; the work becomes
one with its maker. Montaigne adheres to what he proclaims, he does not
practise a Sunday nobility of words coupled with an everyday baseness of
actions, he stands behind what he says. In that he is a living example to
us.

His evolution from Christian to stoic and from sceptic to sage is so many-
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sided 'that the last phase of his development i Ici i
e.clectuc.or dil‘ettantish. There is a penztratitng;sacr)’uf;f;sicsrlgfcl'wzizdsca:cbel:ng
dilettantism which relates it to his irony and humor and describes th ICI X
talgnAe of the last phase as a dilettante '‘a mille moi.”" That is cce)rr:nt-
prov:deq that the concept is used not to imply any element of censure b :t'
emphasnze that in the closing phase Montaigne in fact already stands outsl:de0
philosophy; turmng away frorn it in order to give his own life priority over
every sy§tem, in order to become something much more significant than a
mere phllo.sopher, to become an artifex vitae, to become wise. It is be-
cause of thl.s non-philosophical character that we today appreciate. him as a
frtqfound phulosppher, a humanist sage, one of the most classical represen-
atives of renaissance humanism. In what does the greatness and the intel-
!e;tual con@rnbutaon pf this rgnaissance inphilosophy lie? In the fact that Mon-
taigne again concenved. phiiosophy in the ciassical sense as lhe love of
wnlsfdim, in the Socratic sense as a secular life wisdom and as a road to
self- nowledge, the.zt thrpugh philosophy he sought the direction of his life's
{:’]:{"?Y' Ibn thl§ he is at_hmker of the future. He does not know any philosophy
practsia?;etct}Vf-Iy‘ valid for every time and place. He knows only his own
practi dis:i :).n |vmgland dying well, and it is in this respect that he created
2 mow m;:): '.e"th ich may no Iongervbe a philosophy at all but which is
vour fateg Thise"' lsthetheory ofanevy life, the intellectual reproduction of
your his. - Is a <_:oncept|on to which the philosopher will always return
ot s I’:Z':)f::;sl;):saér':i:s:ricnf;e(;f ':ti dogmatic philosophical certainty

: . rity; a conception which r
elertr?entary. wisdom In opposition to the blackmailpof ideal goa‘lessu;rsglt:
ception which presents itself to us as the philosophy of the everyday'.

mg/lt:g:l'ggfeu:s t:e creator of a new life-style which corresponds to the
both matorr eaed uca.te'd bourgeons'le: tomake the best use of all the values,
of the herial :1 .sp!rutual,_of.a given culture in order to satisfy the needs
e e in fua within the limits of the prevailing conditions. Montaigne is

eator of aphilosophy of life that corresponds to the new condtions of the

renaissance man’ i . h h
ginality. s way of life. This is the source of his strength and ori-

man, (_:onceptual poetry may brin
Montaigne’s kind of philosophy,

wisdom, can the man who seeks come to understand the meaning of his own
life, to attain the freedom tobehimself. To learn to be free is to become the
philosopher of one’s life, to have the courage to be wise. Man is free if he
answers to himself and to nobody else -- neither society nor the norms set by
law; if he lives not according to the moral prescriptions of some system but
according to himself alone. If we are moral, we must be moral in our own
termis and not in terms of some norms. Only this is freedom, only this is
the responsibility of freedom.

Wisdom is not scientific and Montaigne does not pretend that it is, be-
cause wisdom is more than science or scholarship. The sage may know only
trivialities, but in the end he knows all that is most essential. The scien-
tist may have an enormous amount of specialized knowledge about atomic
physics and yet, judged as a man, he may be a miserable illiterate and
ignoramus. Science is, inthe lastresort, irrelevantto personal life and often
an encumberance. All that is important is what nature and experience can
teach us. Science enables us to look into the universe and into our own fate
as through akeyhole, to master apartof nature and society. But its relevance
to our personal fate is only partial. If we approach science too one-sidedly,
we grow foolish, we develop one aspect of our personality to the detriment
of our life as a whole. If empty learnedness alienates us from life and bloats
us with a mass of information of doubtful value, let us choose unphilosoph-
ical wisdom which will make us happy, let us choose the theory of human
happiness. So in the end Montaigne gives up all philosophies, because he has
discovered how empty they are. We have to go from general philosophies,
to concrete people. What can Montaigne tell us about them?

Medieval anthropocentrism assumed that man is a superior being created
by God, the center and final end of the universe. The world was made for
him. This religious conception was destroyed by modern natural science,
which discovered that the origin of man is a simple consequence of the evo-
lution of living matter, the outcome of the biological process which led to the
evolution of the genus homo, and that man’s superiority over animals is due
only to the expansion of his social activity. But if we ask contemporary sci-
ence what it means to be a man, we shall not learn a great deal. Anthro-
pology, the science of the physical nature and origin of man and the human
races, the science that stands at the boundary between the history of nature
and the history of men, can teach us about man’s place in the system of the
living world, about his original birthplace, about the time he came into being
and about the factors that made for his humanization. But it is of no rele-
vance to the concrete practice of our lives that we are descended from the
anthropoid apes; that our ancestors ran around somewhere in the heart of
Africa or Asia; that the earliest ancestors of man, Pithecanthropus and
Sinanthropus, appear at the beginning of the Quaternary age; that the freeing
of the hand from functions of locomotion marks the beginning of man's en-
gaging in work-activity and the transition to meat-eating; starts the
process of humanization. All this tells us almostnothing about the philosoph-
ical and practical side of our own orientation in life, because the evolution
of man is known only as history and not, so far, as philosophical anth-
ropology. Let us there ask notscience, but rather Montaigne, ‘‘who is man?*’




_ His most constant characteristic is his inconstancy. Man is inconsistency
sr:)carnate a.nd every final judgement about him is false. A change in his
character, inconstancy in his emotional life, are man’'s innate character-

istics. Do his interests, capacities, opinions and habits not change accord-

ing t.o the weather, circumstances and physical conditions? M i
in different ways. He is constant in hisy inconstancy and in;gnzfae:tti':\";\?:
con§tancy, he cam_’uot bear the dreary virtue of regularity, he loves diversit
he is now one thing now another, unfinished in every respect; we can malZé
cqntradlctory sAtatements about him, he is the embodiment of 'contradiction
His | today is different from what it was yesterday, no moment in his life i.v;
the same as any other; his individuality is not something that is given, it is
an evolving structure, shifting from one state to another. Life is ince,ssant
chapge. We cannot therefore believe in people’s constancy and all we can
do is .understand their changeability. Man is always changing, free, open to
evolution, ceaselessly altering his personal and his social profile in the
course 'of his .hfe-cycle. Therefore letus assume not that people are absolut-
I_y consnstept in their actions but that they are incalculable, that they change
like the animals that take on the color of their environmen't. If you like, you
can read be?we.en the lines that it is unwise to try to living according to' im-
rr‘nonitab|e pr:jqcuplei, because there is no such thing and because we live
. according  to rules but according to opportunit im-
pulsgs of our desires. We are irrational begings, OF:I: visionyisag?m:rr:gd ’:r:d
our judgement blunted by habit, and we are possessed by an irrational, un-
reasonable restiessness. So it is bestnotto try too hard to behave ratio;mally
but rather to act on the spur of the moment, allow nature to lead us. In any
case we are ruled only by unstable opinions and by vague moods. We are
called to battle by the sound of the trumpet, not by reason. Man is absolute-
ly mcalculaﬁle. When. we try to depict the vain, fickle being that he is, we
:hannot attrnbu#e any firm lineaments at all to him. Thus Montaigne grasped
e factfhat umve.rsal humanity, humanness, reveals itself only through actual
people in all their diversity; that people are individuals, persons, who can-
not be lumped together under the general heading of man and then made the
object of a cult; that their social or class characteristics are not all that
;i;:?;ortant :blout them; that man can alsobe regarded as an evolving, con-
1clory whole, as something unique rather than
known about him, as a tototality which continually exparsesf::ss?t?e?ff at:ea:\a;:rtf

dividual. Man is thus conceived as an isolat iri ivi
- - . . ed'
series of disjoined life-situations. empirical I, iving throuh

Montaigne opposes the anthropocentric view which makes man the center
of the world. It is ridiculous to think that a being which is not even master of
itself is the center of the univers2. Thehigh opinion that man has of himself
|s'based on the error that everything happens on his account Montaigne’s
ph||osophy_portrays man with all his vices, as an infinitely v.ain creature,
proud of his ignorance; it sets his weakness and his limitations before his
eyes and humples him, so that it may raise him up. Man is in no way super-
ior to the animals and indeed in some respects he is inferior to them. But
Montaigne does not despise man; his scepticism is the result of great kr‘ww-
Ie_dgg. And ygt, as regards his over-all view of man’s worth, he remained
within t.he grip of Christianity. For Montaigne sees man as a s, stem of im-
perfections, as aweak, unreasonable, ignorant and yetvain creatlrre, compos-
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ed of uncertain qualities, who imagines that he is the lord of nature but who
is great only in God. He thus defines human nature in terms of its faults
rather than of its virtues. This is sometimes regarded as proof of Mon-
taigne’'s profound pessimism, but we should rather ask whether man was
not in fact like this, solongas in his overwhelming majority he remained the
unconscious prey of the all-powerful and unknown causality of the social
flux which oppressed him and made him suffer. The elements of Montaigne’s
pessimism are outweighed by his conviction that every man is infinitely
rich in that he possesses his own life, in that he has the whole form of hu-
man nature within himself, in that everyone without exception has the pos-
sibility to develop. Man has inside himself all aspects of the human being,
of humanity, and that is why, as soon as Montaigne has described his present
state with all brutal truthfulness, he immediately gives him every chance
and perspective for the future.

By nature man is neither good nor bad, he is capable of great actions, of
enormous self-sacrifice and amazing baseness. If we are not to lie about
man, we must not generalize any partial experience of him, saying that he
is sinful, weak or heroic, but we must see him as a union of conflicting as-
pects, as a being who loves and hates, lies and tells the truth, is wise
and foolish, all at the same time. Usually a man wonders which of two
mutually exclusive opposites he is. In reality, he is always both. Montaigne
himself provides a splendid illustration of man’s contradictory nature,
since he always puts a contradiction in the place of a straightforward cer-
tainty and describes himself as a man who is learned and yet knows noth-
ing, who is both energetic and indolent, a strong personality with a soft,
humane heart, a sociable recluse, a sceptic and a believer, a political con-
servative and a radical in his way of life. He knows the whole scale of life-
situations, a nobleman’s, an official’s, a soldier’s, a courtier’s; he is a
townsman and an aristocrat, a Frenchman and a European, a Catholic and
a Protestant, proud and modest. A truthful liar, a generous miser, a learned
ignoramus, a reticient chatterer, that is the man of contradictions, of in-
ternal conflicts and therefore the admirably whole man - etre ondoyant et
divers - that is Montaigne himself. The dialectitian has brought contradic-
tion into the essence of things - into man himself.

How is the wise man to act and live? Montaigne answers this absolutely
fundamental question by putting forward not a moral code of rules but the
simplest of proposals which, moreover, he does not attempt to force upon
us: act in whatever way corresponds to your nature; seek peace of mind and
a clear conscience, not the applause of others; act in accordance with your
freedom; act humanly; hold onto yourself not to what people will think. After
all, you have your own laws, you know how to act. And you must live in the
present, as far as possible without obligations, seize every opportunity for
pleasure with both hands, not hire your forces out to others, and remain your
own master. If we are goingtodoanything, we should do it as whole men and
unconditionally retain our spiritual freedom. If we take a risk, let us take
it on the side of pleasure; and since our fate is ridiculous in any event, it
is better to laugh at one’s nothingness like Democritus than to suffer on ac-
count of it like Heraclitus. One must be a man, have the courage to fight
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even on one's gnees and look the enemy in the eye. Because then even jf
you sh?uld be I.<|I|ed you will remain unvanquished . What matters is to ||
out one’s part like a man, that is all. It is senseless to playact in life zay
try to' make others take us for something that we are not, to create than‘ v
pression that we are wiser, or in any way other, than we ;re. Let themetlamk;
gfstec:]nly. fzrdwthat we really are. Your role in life calls for truth. Montaigne
e awnt? e |'° be d!fferent, but hg did not regret being what he was. If he
" rlw? &r ife to live, he would live it in the same way, he would remain
mself. Montaigne counsels us: be yourself, regardless of others, because
'N any case you are usually wrong about what the others are thi'nking- be
Iyourself and. bear in m!nd that whatever the world may be like, you wir; or
ose everything, according as you are or are not in possession of yourself
We must learn to know ourselves in the mirror of the world, and all we can
Ietarn in th'e endis whatwe are ourselves. If we attain to what I'\/Iontaigne calls
fhi,;,e a soh/f to be our own, we shall know everything, be capable of every-
humg' ac ;eve everything, V\_/e must live in a real world, act according to
an, natural, .earthbovund ideas, ideas which connect the divine with the
::\c;rld:yi the ratlongl VYIth the irrational. What is the use of high ideals if
atioyn s?; lljise down' in llft??. We mus.t.be true to ourselves. But our imagin-
ot t;;p “vséu:swnh qualities and abilities whichwe do not have and make us
P editions in a dream wor!d rather than recognize and accept the real
condit to our lives. But misfortune and suffering always pursue those
who wr(;);'dodgscape from their own conditions of life. We must live in the
real ron . lscdove;' reality and live in the most varied way possible among
reool gur an :10 in a worlq of our own fancies about the world and other
people. ¢ sﬁlvlvor d becomes interesting only when we realize that others’
e e sl rr;pre interesting and that we must try to understand them if
oo B wc; ive I.j.mly our own dull life. One life, even our own, is not
sessior; St n can live other lives only if we understand them, take pos-
o oufem at Iez?s.t mtellgctually. If we want to multiply our I, we
o g oeek os:i;l));:ortc.:\;lutles. to live out and grasp as many different kinds
N illusiong stk i. dontangne does not judge reality by the criterion of
Life jsions and e does not exchange the ugly truth for a pretty myth.
e, mattersm?su ;Jnlly in |tse|f, not in any illusions we may have about it.
and 10Tt e n?a;varz'zk:hipllafzo ptrgtce-'s:: w_hich we actually experience
bring us self-control, perseveranc:ej aln.d eI:cles- e artor I"'vmg' e us
to laugh, to behave foolishly and to do gooz, thoij;newaertareh:::ca};)z:\gll; toefaszi:;

anything at all. Th i ;
to others. e wise man is he whq manages to do good to himself and’

Montaigne’s success is‘ duét

. o the f
answer the questions, how one can liveein}?
capacity for knowledge, realize one’'s ¢
§hould act. He deals with the issues withw

ct that he used his life-wisdom to
armony with people, develop one's
reative possibilities, know how one
_hlch every human life has to deal -
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ment, independent mind and right behavior of simple people. Indeed know-

ledge does not enrich us in any way; at most it changes the phenomenal as-

pect or our personality but not our real selves, it gives us learning but not
wisdom. A fool can acquire knowledge, but he will not become wise. And
any one who speaks in the name of wisdom is certainly a fool. To acquire
wisdom and to acquire knowledge are two different things. We should aban-

don the scholars’ vain speculations with supposedly greatprinciples and cui-
tivate .the ability to take things as they are, without making a science of it or
exaggerating. That is why he admires artisans, who are wiser and happier
than the rectors of universities. That is why he regards the spontaneity
of a man’'s behavior as the best guarantee that his behavior will be morally
good. If he finds himself in a complicated situation, the man who acts natur-
ally will do whatever is most important, he will defend the most essential
elementary interests. To be virtuous is the same thing as to be natural.
Montaigne hates pretence and those who think that the truth is whatever they
can maoke others beliove; he hates lies because they are unnatural and have
a thousand faces while truth has only one, he hates evil which is indefinite
and contrary to the definiteness of the good.

And how does his philosophy approach the problem of the highest good?
Is this highest good virtue, pleasure, knowledge, stoical indifference, im-
mediacy, harmony with nature, peace? These are all merely different as-
pects of life reduced to an absolute form and Montaigne does not agree
that any one of them is intrinsically the highest; he does not set up a hier-
archy of goods because he knows that the summum bonum is not any one
aspect of life, but all its aspects together. If anything at all can be said to
be the highest good, it is the ability to belong to oneself, to be one’s own
man, to enjoy health, beauty, wisdom, wealth, not to rely on the acquired
goods of noble birth, fame, authority and learning, to develop one’s honor,
truthfulness, simplicity of soul, capacity for friendship and sympathy.

Life-wisdom presupposes harmony with nature. Man is subject to nature
but he should not allow it to dominate him. We should either discipline our
passions or.avoid them. But sensual pleasure is not something base, animal;
physical enjoyment must be appreciated at its true vatue. Montaigne would
have been ready to subscribe to the verses of his favorite poet, Ronsard:

““You always said that love is shared
Through contact of souls. | do not believe it
Indeed | say that the body is the instrument of the soul.”

One should profit both from pain and from pleasure but without allowing
himself to be dominated or enslaved by them. And if your passion should
grow too strong, turn your attention away from it or divide it up. If one
passion threatens to overwheim you, give yourself up to another. Only our
inhuman wisdom despises the body and bodily delights. Montaigne does not
run away from them but neither does he pursue them. His wisdom stands
between the two extremes. We should go on developing; we should not try
to dominate others nor allow them to dominate us; we should be natural,
aevoting ourselves, like wise men, to nature which will teach us all we need
to know: how to live as well as how to die. We ought to enjoy life and its de-
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lights without excess, live as variously and flexibly as possible, protect
ourselves from boredom by the variety of our activities, not hunt aft'er fam
and glory but seek our own way towards stoical ca!rrll. You must find thig
way yourself, it is not inphilosophy butin you; for we ourselves are respon-
sible for creating our, own happiness. If we wish to attain peace, we must

attain it .ourselyes, no one can help us. If you do not know where your peace
and happiness lie, no one knows it.

With this wisdom Montainge lived ‘‘in the lap of fate;’’ he watched himself
grjaduaHy fading away and becoming a part of the past, and with the same
wisdom a.nd the same calmness he saw his teeth falling out one by one and ob-
served himself growing old and slowly dying. He always remained himself
as ifto tell us that the way to become ohjective is tc be subjective in the name
gt our life’s meaning, in the name of some goal. There ar:e two kinds of sub-
jectivity; one enables us to control the situations in which we find ourselves
and to act, because it understands its environment, the other cannot do
so, and_therefore lets us down. Butman always acts subjectively, in accord-
ance with the meaning which he assumes his life has. Montaigne's wisdom
teaches us to discover this meaning of our, to travel along Montaigne's
road. Qr, in the words of the poet, Emily Dickinson, to live the adventure of
our being *‘attended by a single House - Its own identity.”'? 338/

MONTAIGNE AND WE

““The greatest thing in the world is to know how to be oneself.”” Montaigne

The evolution of the history of philosophy can be regarded as the gradual
construction of some supreme systemor as aseries of solutions tc the basic
problem of life, an endless Sisyphean struggle, as fruitiess as it is ines-
capable. It is in this second view that Montaigne's philosophy assumes its
true significance as the expression of one man’s life-wisdom. 1t is not the
generalization of natural processes, neither is itanew system of categories
or a militant political theory. And yet Montaigne managed to give a push to
this burden of Sisyphus when he provided an example of philosophy in its
most democratic sense, when he invited each of us to become a philosopher
on the grounds that everyone is in fact a philosopher even though he may
not know it. Montaigne’s place in the history of philosophy is in the pleiad
of the giants of the renaissance, many of whose qualities he shares. His
specific contribution consists in his theoretical generalization of a new way
of life. But where does its modernity lie? How is it that a philosophy based
on the meditations of a provincial noblemanwho lived in his chateau, thought
about himself and was conspicuously disinterested in anything else is still
alive today? And in what respects is it obsolete?

Twentieth century men have no tower where they can withdraw into them-
selves from the confusion of their age, they have no domain to which they
can retire in order to be alone, they have no faith in God; they have only
their reformations and their St. Bartholomew’s Nights. Their human tra-
gedy is played out in quite a different setiing. So they cannot accept Mon-
taigne's philosophy in its specific details; their wisdom has a different
content. The individual points of Montaigne’s philosophy are alien to us, but
its essence, the striving for self-comprehension and self-possession, is
absolutely modern, is always modern. There is a shorter distance between
the wisdom of different ages, even across the guif of centuries, than be -
tween the wisdom and folly of any one time. That is why Montaigne’s phil-
osophy too is not yet dead; its essence is alive and one might almost say
immortal, because it expresses the basic interests of man. What aspects
will be of particular interest of the twentieth century reader?

Between the real world in which the modern intellectual actually lives and
the phenomenal reality which he professionally counterfeits there is generally
an abyss -- the abyss between two worlds, the official and the private. The
man of today, divided and crushed by his social relationships, stands before
Montaigne in admiration at the effort he made to achieve an integrated per-
sonality living in harmony with itself. When we read Montaigne’s reflections
about man, we have a feeling that we are looking in a mirror and that there
is a kind of dream-like familiarity about everything he says. He expresses
himself and in so doing he expresses us too. In his struggle to integrate his
personality he comes close to the people who are today experiencing their
own alienation much more acutely and fighting much harder and against
greater odds for their integrity, oneness and freedom. What makes Mon-
taigne so remarkably alive is precisely the fact that his personal profile
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Montaigne teaches us only ancient truths, infacthe is absolutely unorigin-
al and almost every one of his ideas can be found in classical philosophy or
Christianity. And yet the whole |s original by what he picked out and how he
formulated it in the specific social conditions inwhich he lived. When reading
Montaigne we feel the mngic of ancienttruth, the beauty of an antique bronze
ornament; we do not sense the fake profundity of a speculative system. That
is why, while experts in philosophy will read Montaigne in one evening, like
a simply causerie, so that they can immerse themselves once again in the
complexity of Hegel, Montaigne will appeal to the more spontaneous people,
such as artists, who dislike being bludgeoned by the convolutions of German
philosophers and their juggling with the relations between phenomena and
essences, subjects and objects. The people who prefer Montaigne are those
who love the essence of life without the masks of phenomena and who, if life
is a masquerade, resolutely wait for midnight. Montaigne belongs to those
who-however educated they may be-are simple and incapable of the sophis-
try which demonstrates that behind every phenomenon there stands its oppo-
site. He loves simply philosophy, which shows that freedom is freedom
and a scandal is a scandal, and does not try to persuade us that behind the
phenomenon which we know from personal experience there is a real essence
which is exactly contrary to it and which only the brahmins of some system
can teach us to know. His world does not appear or seem to be, his world is;
it is as real as matter. In this Montaigne’s wisdom is close to the present
time. In what is it alien tous? Montaigne’s wisdom is the wisdom of all ages
only in the broadest outline, in those things which modern man, who be-
longs to the age of the growth of socialism, shares with the men of earlier
social orders. In all societies man was a child, a lover, a father, an old
man, he made things, struck up freindships, suffered the pangs of love,
built up his relations with his environment and tried to find room both for
his solidarity with mankind and for his need for solitude. But while he was
always man, he was always a different kind of man, because his production
relations and social conditions were never merely the framework of his
fate, but were themselves the fundamental conditions of his personality, just
like the air he breathed. Whether he was aware of the part which the condi-
tions of his life played, whether he rebelled against them or accepted them,
man was always the product of the social circumstances in which he lived.
in so far as Montaigne speaks as a man who was formed by the capitalist
relationships then emerging, he is out of date and his personality and his
opinions express historical conditions that have been left behind.

Montaigne’s personal development represents one solution to the problem
of man’s alienation in production relations whichwas then emerging, a stren-
uous search for a way to preserve one’s personal integrity against the forces
of dehumanisation. But Montaigne was not aware of the social character
of these forces and therefore he managed to solve only his own personal prob-
lem, the problem of himself, and even then only be returning, with new ideas,
to the old aristocratic way of life. He became modern, he went beyond the
middle ages, but it was only through his head and he was alone in doing so.
The atomization of mankind, the disruption of the mystical communion pre-
viously represented by religion, the creation of the personality, as a re-
flection of a society of competingproducers, foundits philosophical expres-
sion in Montaigne’s wisdom of the isolated I. And, strange to say, it was
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Therefore Montaigne’s class profile is not apparentin the political sphere
but only on a higher level, in philosophy and in bourgeois humanism, in the
specific expression of a man of the bourgeois era - a representative of the
objectively revolutionary bourgeoisie. Montaigne’s class-determined attitude
comes to the fore in his philosophical insight into the changing way of life,
in the manner in which he reflects the seemingly apolitical concrete human-
ism in this way and of life’s meaning, and in the manner in which his work
documents the emergence of modern personality from medieval anonymity.
But in the essence of his work Montaigne is no less a bourgeois of hisage
than he is a man and his work is just as much the self-expression of a re-
naissance spirit, the personal confession of an individualistic thinker as
a generally humanist appeal inviting man to develop himself to the utmost
and to expand the limits of his freedom. On the one hand his work is a form
of literature that reflects anarrow class subjectivismand portrays the world
from a merely personal point of view; on the other hand it is a profoundly
objective, scientific, apprehension of man as a union of opposites, as one
whole made up of antinomies, as a randomly changing structure, as an iso-
lated | experiencing the world, as the sum of contradictory qualities. Mon-
taigne is bourgeois in his refusal to deal with theological matters, his total
break with school philosophy, his anti-scholastic unphilosophicalness; he
is bourgeois in his moderately consumption-oriented way of life, in his de-
sire to make full use of the material and spiritual values of his particual
culture and to satisfy his individual needs within the limits of the prevailing
conditions. But he escapes from the world of trade into his tower whenever
the narrowly utilitarian attitude of the merchantcomesup against something
which is not only a question of a rich bourgeois’ way of life but where the
fundamental simple and always topical wisdom of knowing how to live is
threatened, where he wants to gain control over himself, over his inner free-
dom, and where he is obliged to set the open system of his own life experi-
ence against the limited experience of the bourgeois and the merchant. Mon-
taigne is bourgeois in his pessimistic estimation of man, in the liberalism
which leads him to say “'Live as you like,’ in his effort to fulfill his crea-
tive capabilities and his own identity. In some respects he does not even
come up to the standard of bourgeois ideology, as in his attitude to the re-
formation, in his fideism, his search for stoic calm, his fatal fascination
with the question of death, his doubts about the possibilities of knowledge and
of human capacities, his unwillingness to fight for progress, for the bour-
geois-democratic content of state power. Thus the internal conflict which
mar ks Montaigne’s philosophy is a reflection of an undecided class struggle
which on one hand gives a fundamentally bourgeois imprint to Montaigne’s
work and combines with Montaigne’s status as a patrician intellectual to
produce the political ambiguity of Montaigne’s philosophical attitudes and
which, on the other hand leads the aristocrat to isolate himself in his tower
from which it is no longer the member of a certain class but the naked voice
of a man with no other attributes that speaks to us.

Montaigne is historical--that is, progressiveness--and therefore now
obsolete in terms of his whole conception of the meaning of life. The
problem of what life means is perhaps the most profound philosophical ques-
tion of all, a question that hoversonthe very edge ~aning, and therefore
it is something that people have thought abou fu-  usands of years. In one
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found sense that one can neither understand nor control one’s fate found
both understanding and control in religion, in the illusion that there is an
omniscient and omnipotent being, who can and must be influenced by faith,
prayer and sacrifice. Thus class society reacted to the fundamental sensa-
tion underlying its life by creating certain metaphysical, religio-philoso-
phical forms. The solution to the meaning of man's life that it found here
was indeed illusory, but nevertheless the illusion was necessary and ef-
fective, for it enabled alienated man to return to his alienated essence, to
God, at least in the form of ecstacy, thought and faith.

It is, of course, true that through the ages the hopes that perhaps life’'s
meaning might be determined not by God but by man himself slumbered in
mankind’s subconscious, and that in certain periods, whichwere those of the
rapid flowering of aparticular society suchas classical Greece, there emer-
ged for a time, on the fringes of the cultural mainstream, individual glor-
ious personalities and mythical symbols of a Promethean stamp, which
places man’s fate in his own hands and made him the creator of his own
destiny. But these ideas returned behind the closedeye-lids of dreams, until
the time when actual economic conditions of rising capitalism provided some
support for humanism. If the illogicality and the absurdity of life followed
from the incomprehensibility and apparent unalterability of the conditions
under which the people of slave-owning and feudal societies lived, and if the
mysteriousness of historical change called forth an equally mysterious an-
swer to the mystery, the eyes that had dreamt so long, opened in wonder as
soon as they caught a glimpse of the apparently infinite possibilities which
nascent capitalism offered to man’s initiative. Everythingthathappens in re-
naissance art and philosophy is in fact an expression of a break in the way
people felt about life. For, without themselves knowing how or why, thanks
to the expansion of productive forces people found themselves living under
new conditions which enabled at least one class, the bourgeoisie, to form a
new attitude to life and consequently also anew feeling about it and to express
it philosophically and artistically in an entirely new type of man. If the great
figures of the renaissance illustrate the secular, humanist character of the
new culture in its various forms and provide milestones of the new feeling
and thinking about life in Bacon's scientific methodand in Leonardo’s paint-
ings, in Boccaccio’s stories and in Bruno’'s revolt, in Copernicus’ exactitude
and in Michaelangelo’s statues, no one expressed the actual philosophical
essence of the transition to the new conceptionof life and its meaning better
than Montaigne.

Montaigne gave a second type of answer to the question of life’s meaning,
according to which the meaning of life is our own I, our personality, and
man is the master of his fate and freely determines the meaning of the world,
of life and of his own se!f. This answer is directly connected with the social
conditions that shaped the economic foundations on which the bourgeoisie
built its independence, that is, with the real, factual freedom of enterprise,
and thus created the widespread illusion among the bourgeoisie that in a
rational society man will freely follow his own course. The personal hap-
piness which came within the reach of the successful and courageous entre-
preneur or rather of the whole class of enterprising bourgeois merchants
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In contrast with the feudal conception of life's meaning, which starts from
supra-personal, religious, and, so to speak, extra-human values, Montaigne
started from what he took to be the universal needs and desires of concrete
men in their personal lives. In this hewas unique and phifosophically absol-
utely original, and his ideas had to waitthree hundred years before they were
more thoroughly worked out and developed in a modern form by L. Feuerbach.
But in order to become theoretically significant, the concept of concrete
man, regarded as the creator of his own fate and his life’s meaning, required
that of abstract man as a counterpart. This abstraction, however, was no
longer connected with the concrete conditions of living. Whereas previously
history had been dominated by the Providence of God, now there floated
through history - like the materialized emanation of a spiritualist seance -
the abstraction of man, the immaterial ectoplasm of his needs and desires.
Just as the historical process was deprived of its historical basis, its ma-
terial links, and perverted to a mere struggle of ideas, so the life-process
was impoverished by being reduced to mere intentions, aims, feelings and
desires, to categories of individual and social psychology, to human con-
sciousness. Moreover the abstract reflections about man omitted the most
important point, the material conditions of human existence itself, the work
and sexual processes, that is, the factors which bring man into society
whether he wishes it or not. While the renaissance common sense took con-
crete man as the starting point for its reflections about the meaning of life,
the materialist must go back beyond concrete man, that apparently prime
cause, if he is not to be led astray by man’s superficial concreteness but
come to understand that which determines man himself and is therefore
primoridal also for the solution to the problem of what life means. Behind
concrete man he must discover the network of social relations which shape
him. But to do so is to move away from mechanical materialism and towards

new ideas. What are they?

To conceive the question of life's meaning materialistically does not by
any means presuppose giving up Montaigne's starting-point, concrete man,
which was correct. We must simply realize how this concrete man is bound
to other concrete people, to society. As soonas we try to do this, however, we
find ourselves obliged to go beyond Montaigne’s horizon of personal happi-
ness; we are then immediately faced with the question of social happiness,
of universal prosperity. Inother words, the need for personal transformations
and solutions to life's meaning immediately recedes into the background be-
fore the objectively more truthful, more profound and theoretically more per-
tinent point of the need for social transformation. This must lead clear-
thinking people to realize that personal and social happiness are inter-
connected. But then only two conclusions are possible: either to evade the
laws of this interconnection by retreating into the isolation of one’s personal
I or to join in the conscious battle for a new society. Either seek one's
own happiness in fighting to extend the happiness of society or wrap up one's
chilly happiness inself-delusion andhug it close to oneself. Montaigne's solu-
tion to the problem of the meaning of life stands completely apart from the
work process and from public life. The man of today must think differently
from Montaigne because he lives differently from him. The essential com-
ponents of his personal life, the work process, emotional life in love, family
and friendship, as well as public life, are enough to prevent him from re-
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was personal happiness, prosperity, the accumulation of things and of
knowledge. Now that we are seeking socialist prosperity and the happiness
of all, we are obliged to part company with him. Montaigne could find the
meaning of his life in liberating his own mind from obsolete ideas. But
today man cannot give his life meaning by exchanging one set of ideas for
another, by changing the way he thinks, but only by taking action in order to
liberate people, to win for them real freedom in their material situation
in life; for as long as people are imprisoned by material conditions, there
can be no freedom of thought but only the big cage of its constraint. The
material liberation of man is a condition of his freedom of thought.

Montaigne was a humanist, he cultivatedhis ownpersonality, he sought his
own happiness with the help of philosophy and he realized that the world has
no meaning apart from that which he could give it himself. Modern, socialist
humanism created a higher and more concrete form of humanist when it
set man in the center of events as their final meaning and when it took as
its aim the development not of an individual personatity in the abstract but
of personality in a given society. The modern labor process, which unites
and organizes people in the struggle for the happiness of whole classes,
has transformed society and made the attainment of freedom, happiness
and the realization of human potentialities possible. it has brought within
the reach of the people the values whichwere, before, the exclusive proper-
ty of the aristocrat, due tohis exceptional position. Montaigne did indeed re-
tire in resignation to his castle in the midst of the civil war, but he who fol-
lows his example in the midst of the present-day war between worlds is
not of his kin. Our way does not lie through a pessimistic, muddled, inac-
tive scepticism, wandering between truth and lie, but through the critical
theory of active humanism. This is the watchword of the transformation
through which we are currently living, a radical criticism of the forms of
life and a struggle to change them. Today's humanism presupposes action,
an overcoming of scepticism about the possibility of acting, it requires us
to strive for a sane society and to believe that such a society is possible
in spite of the pessimistic facts. Thetruephilosophy of our time is pursuing
Montaigne’s effort further, in order tobecome anthropocentric once again --
but, of course, differently than in the middle ages -- humanistically, without
myth. The present-day philosopher strives for the same thing as that for
which the French aristocrat once strove, for concrete, wisely living man,
for himself, for the man in every one of us, for the people inside people.

The scepticism and the isolation of the personality which were once
progressive are, in our present circumstances, indications of the lazy
cowardice of a dying class, and not the marks of a genius of the future as
they once were. A modern Montaigne in the tower of his personality is
only an antiquarian lover of yesterday’'s ideas, a tragicomic figure, making
his fakir's rope rise into the sky, since his tower has been destroyed in an
earthquake. A twentieth century Montaigne would be a counterfeit to the
real Montaigne, even thoughhe followedhis master's example in every single
detail. Montaigne’s wisdom has been surpassed; in other words it has been
absorbed into the present-day scientific view of the world and is no longer
valid in its original form. That is why the philosophy of our time rejects
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Montaigne as an unhistorical model for the justification of intellectual bit-
terness and at the same time it further develops his humanist content. It
rejects the seductive beauty of the isolated personality and parts company
with it, in order to find something greater than the beauty of the abysses of
personality, in order to find itself, the philosophy of the twentieth century.
The present-day philosopher must, in the end, abandon Montaigne, in order
to fulfill the poetic truth that “All men kill the thing they love."

And all men kill the thing they love,
By all let this be heard

Some do it with a bitter look,

Some with a flattering word,

The coward does it with a kiss,

The brave man with a sword!

Oscar Wilde,
The Ballad of Reading Goal, 1896




