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MONTAIGNE'S INTENTION AND HIS RHETORIC

David L. Schaefer

Michel de Montaigne (1533-1592) was one of the foremost pohtical

philosophers of modernity, and quite possibly the first major thinker

to elaborate and make more accessible the principles of the revolution

in pohtical philosophy that had been initiated by
Machiavelli.1 The

peculiar rhetoric of his magnum opus, the Essays, has, however, pre

vented most scholars from recognizing the truth of this claim. The

influence of the Essays on the educational thought of Locke and Rousseau

is well documented.2 The works of Rousseau and Descartes are filled

with allusions to the Essays.3 Montaigne has been called "the common

master of Locke and of
Rousseau," 4

and was said by a nineteenth-century
scholar to have aimed "before the great Bacon, to reform human under

standing"

and to have been, along with Bacon and Descartes, "the

restorer or the founder of philosophy in
Europe." 6 Yet while Locke

and Rousseau, if not Bacon and Descartes, are widely recognized as

ranking among the greatest pohtical philosophers, studies of the relation

of their political thought to Montaigne's are lacking, and a search of

contemporary histories of pohtical philosophy will reveal an almost

complete absence of references to Montaigne.6 The study of the Essays

in the twentieth century has been relegated almost entirely to literary

scholars, whose own analyses, when they are not entirely apolitical, fail

to take adequate account of the complexities and ramifications of the

fundamental pohtical issues with which the book deals.

This neglect of the Essays as a pohtical book is most unfortunate.

1 On the nature of this revolution, cf. Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953), pp. 177ff.; and Thoughts on Machia

velli (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1958).

2 Cf. Pierre Villey, L'Influence de Montaigne sur les idees pedagogiques de

Locke et Rousseau (Paris: Hachette, 1908).

3 Cf. the references in Etienne Gilson's edition of
Descartes'

Discours de la

methode (Paris: Librairie Philosophique J. Vrin, 1930) and under the heading

"Rousseau's debt to
Montaigne"

in the index to Donald Frame's Montaigne in

France, 1812-52 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1940).

4 Charles Dedayan, Montaigne chez ses amis Anglo-Saxons (Paris: Boivin, n.d.),

pp. 32-33.

5 Pierre-Francois Tissot, Legons et modeles de litterature frangaise, 2 vols. (Paris:

Henry, 1835-36), I, p. 117, cited in Frame, Montaigne, p. 108. On the general

influence that the Essays had on the greatest minds of modern times, cf. Guillaume

Guizot, Montaigne: Etudes et fragments (Paris: Hachette, 1899), ch. 10.

6 Among such histories written in English, the only significant mention of

Montaigne I have found is a two-page discussion in J. P. Mayer. Political Thought:

The European Tradition (New York: Viking, 1939), pp. 116-17.
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There is much that the student of pohtical philosophy can learn from

Montaigne not only about the possible historical roots of later
thinkers'

teachings, but, more important, about the nature of pohtical life, the

principles of modern liberalism, and the institutions that derive from

those principles. Of especial relevance to contemporary pohtical science

is an understanding of the relation between Montaigne's
"skepticism"

and his substantive pohtical teaching, for the following reason. Con

temporary pohtical science is dominated by relativistic or positivistic

epistemological theories which deny that any
"values"

can be known

by reason to be objectively correct. Thus, the "natural
right"

teaching

on which the United States was founded is now widely regarded as a

"myth"

or
"ideology."

Montaigne's critique of the powers of human

reason is, it can be shown, at least as far-reaching as any that has

been undertaken by contemporary relativists. Yet the awareness of

the limits of reason and of the relativity of much of what men believe

about the good and the just did not prevent Montaigne from coming

to a thoroughly reasoned set of conclusions about the nature of the

best pohtical order.7 Thus it is incumbent on those who are dissatisfied

with the pohtical consequences toward which contemporary relativism

points the triumph of irrationahsm to reconsider Montaigne's position

seriously. It remains possible that we may find in the Essays an under

standing that takes account of the apparent truths that are perceived

by contemporary relativism, and yet which does not lead to the conclusion

that reason is irrelevant to the fundamental questions of how men

should hve and how they should arrange their pohtical institutions.

The present essay is meant as a preliminary step towards the endeavor

that I have just described. I aim to assist the reader in considering the

Essays as a work of pohtical philosophy by clarifying the nature of

Montaigne's rhetoric and by suggesting the presence in the book of

a pohtical intention that the author both conveys and conceals through

that rhetoric. It is my hope to elaborate in future publications the

nature of Montaigne's substantive political teaching and the reasoning

upon which it is grounded.

/. Montaigne's Irony

It would seem reasonable, in seeking to grasp the intention underlying

the Essays, to begin by considering the author's foreword, entitled "To

the
Reader."

But the reader hoping to find a pohtical teaching in the

book will find no evident ground for such hope in this foreword. In

the first sentence Montaigne avows that "[t]his book was written in good

faith."

He proceeds to disclaim not only the intention of presenting

7 I have attempted to sketch the outlines of this political teaching in ch. 4 of my

doctoral dissertation, "Liberty, Skepticism, and Political Change: The Political

Philosophy of
Montaigne"

(University of Chicago, 1971).
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a political philosophy, but also the plan of presenting anything that

could reasonably be of interest to the public. Montaigne presents us

with the strange specter of an author who tries at the outset to discourage

people from reading his book! He claims to have set himself only a

"domestic and private
goal,"

aiming to provide his "relatives and
friends"

with a record through which, after his death, "they may recover . . . some

features of my habits and temperament, and by this means keep the

knowledge they have had of me more complete and
alive."

Disclaiming

any thought either of serving the reader or of advancing his own glory,

to which his "powers are
inadequate,"

Montaigne proposes to make

himself the
"matter"

of the book, presenting himself in his "simple,

natural, ordinary fashion, without straining or
artifice."

There is no

reason, he advises the reader, "to spend your leisure on so frivolous

and vain a
subject." 8

To judge from the popularity of the Essays ever since it was first

published, not many readers who once opened the book accepted

Montaigne's preliminary advice. Those readers who paused to think

about such matters apparently did not take the author's foreword at

full face value as a statement of his intention. In other words, they

were led to doubt Montaigne's asserted "good
faith"

from the outset.

At the risk of belaboring the obvious, we may note that the foreword

alone provides good ground for such distrust. If Montaigne truly wished

only to leave a record for a few friends and relatives, it would not seem

necessary for him to have had it published and sold to the public.

Moreover, if the author were at all concerned that his friends and

relatives keep his memory alive, as he states, then one must doubt the

sincerity of his disclaiming any concern for glory (small as such glory

might be). If this disclaimer is suspect, must we not also question

Montaigne's asserted "good
faith"

in denying that his book is meant

to serve others as well? Any author who is not exclusively concerned

with his own profit and reputation must think, in publishing a book,

that it will be of some benefit to at least a few readers. In any event,

he would increase neither his earnings nor his fame by discouraging
potential readers at the outset.

Thus we are driven, as many other readers have been, to suspect

that Montaigne's preface is in some sense
"ironic."

This inference

may be supported by citing a couple of the numerous passages in the

Essays in which the author attests to the utility and importance of his

8 Michel de Montaigne, Essais, in Montaigne, Oeuvres completes, ed. Albert

Thibaudet and Maurice Rat, Bibliotheque de la Pleiade (Bruges: Gallimard, 1962),

p. 9. All references to Montaigne's writings will be to this edition. However, I have

usually followed the generally excellent translation of Donald Frame, in his edition

of The Complete Works of Montaigne (Stanford, Calif.: Stanford University Press,

1957), deviating from Frame's reading on occasion only for the sake of greater

literalness.
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work. By imparting what he has learned from studying himself, Montaigne

claims to contribute to a knowledge which is
"incomparably"

more

"useful"

than other
sciences.9 Few other writers, he asserts, offer more

substance.10 As for the goal of being remembered by his friends after

his death, which he had professed in the foreword, Montaigne later

dismisses it as of no real benefit to himself.11

Contrary to the implication of his prefatory remarks, Montaigne

thus seems to intend the Essays to be of value to readers other than

his "relatives and
friends."

But even if this be the case, it would be

wrong to dismiss the foreword as merely a humorous expression of

mock-modesty. "To the
Reader"

rather encapsulates the fundamental

rhetorical problem of the Essays. In these brief remarks, Montaigne

compels the thinking reader to choose between two alternatives: either

the book is not simply one of "good
faith,"

in that Montaigne dissimulates

from the outset, or else if Montaigne is wholly honest the book

can have no serious value. The reader who fails to take the foreword

as seriously as it deserves will be unable to appreciate the seriousness

of the Essays as a whole. Let us, then, bear Montaigne's foreword in

mind as we examine the text of the Essays itself, trying to understand

why Montaigne wrote the particular kind of book he did, whom it is

intended to benefit, and what the nature of that benefit may be. This

investigation should ultimately assist us, in turn, to gain a better under

standing of the foreword.

Surveyed as a whole, the Essays presents a strange picture. Its 107

chapters, divided into three books, treat a seemingly infinite variety of

subjects in no apparent order. Three successive chapter titles (I, 55-57),
for instance, refer respectively to

"smells," "prayers,"

and
"age."

Montaigne admits, moreover, that "the titles of my chapters do not

always embrace their matter, often they denote it only by some
sign."12

It is frequently difficult indeed to discover the relation between the

title of the chapter and its contents. Even when such a relation seems

evident, the argument of practically every chapter seems to jump abruptly

from one topic to another. To further confuse matters, Montaigne made

voluminous additions to and alterations in the original text of the

Essays, which was first published in 1580. The bulk of these modifications

fall into two groups: those included in the fourth edition (in which Book

III appeared for the first time), in 1588, and those made by Montaigne

between 1588 and the time of his death in 1592, which were incorporated

in posthumous editions of the Essays. These alterations raise the

9
II, 6, 358.

10 II, 40, 245.

11 II, 16, 610.

12 III, 9, 973.

13 A much smaller and less significant group of additions was inserted in the

edition of 1582.
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problem of whether the
"early"

and the
"late"

Montaigne are consistent;

moreover, the new material is sometimes inserted in such a way as to

apparendy disrupt or render incoherent the train of thought of the

original passage.

The content as well as the form of the Essays has a puzzling character.

Considerable portions of the book consist of extensive quotations and

paraphrases of other authors, most commonly ancient ones. More often

than not, Montaigne gives no explicit indication of their
"borrowed"

character, let alone a citation of the original author (fortunately for

present-day readers, modern scholars have diligently unearthed and

recorded the sources for most of Montaigne's borrowings). While the

pubhcation of compendia of wise men's sayings, or the silent insertion

of secondhand materials into a new book, was not an uncommon

practice in Montaigne's time,14
we need to know Montaigne's own

purpose in adopting this practice. Less striking to a twentieth-century

audience, but perhaps unique in literature up to Montaigne's time, is

another aspect of the Essays: Montaigne's extensive description of

himself, as promised in the foreword, including the relation of many

apparently trivial feelings and experiences, and explicit details of his bodily
states and functions. Contemporary authors of "stream-of

literature may take it for granted that the public will be interested

in reading about such things. But the value of gaining this kind of

knowledge is not self-evident, and was severely questioned by critics

at the time the book was
published.15 To Montaigne, his practice of

describing his common experiences and dispositions in apparently

random fashion helped make the Essays "the only book in the world

of its
kind." 16

In order to appreciate the purpose underlying the peculiar structure

and content of the Essays, we must seek to avoid looking at it from a

perspective derived from post-sixteenth-century conceptions of literary
form and function. The literature of free

"self-expression"

or self-des

cription (as distinguished from the recording by great men of the great

events in which they took part) may owe its development to Montaigne,

to a considerable extent. But it is not clearly evident that Montaigne

intended to found a literary tradition, or that his motives in adopting

the form he did were the same as those of the imitators of that form.

We need to regain the capacity to be surprised, as readers of Montaigne's

time were, by the rambling style and personal content of the Essays.

Having done this, we must look searchingly at the explanation or

justification Montaigne gives of his choice of themes and his mode of

writing.

14 Cf. Pierre Villey, Les Sources et devolution des
"Essais"

de Montaigne, 2 vols.

(Paris: Hachette, 1908), II, pt. 3, Book I, ch. 1; and Montaigne, Essais, I, 26, 145-46.

is Pierre Villey, Montaigne devant la posterite (Paris: Boivin, 1935), pp. 70-76.

16 II, 8, 364.
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Just as the style and content of the Essays ought not to lead us to

identify it with the contemporary literature of free
"self-expression,"

so the title and overall structure of the book should not cause us to

place it automatically among other books of
"essays."

Montaigne

originated the term
"essays"

as the title of a literary work. The essay

is now a standard genre; a book of essays is understood to contain a

number of short prose compositions, each treating a particular subject

without any necessary continuity among them. The themes of Montaigne's

chapters, however, are not so neatly distinguishable. On the one hand,
a single chapter may treat a number of topics the relation of which is

at best obscure; on the other hand, there is an obvious continuity among

some chapters (for instance, between chapters 9 and 10 of Book I)

and, even more frequently, a repetition of similar or identical themes in

different chapters. The title
"essays"

seems to refer not to the chapters

as entities but to the much more numerous succession of particular

thoughts or inquiries within the book as a
whole.17 It also remains

possible that Montaigne's book has an underlying unity and order

which are not typical of the usual book of
"essays." 18

Thus, rather

than accepting the Essays as one more example of a well-known genre,

it is best to seek to follow whatever indications Montaigne himself gives,

recondite as they may be, of his method and purpose.

The term
"essai,"

as used in Montaigne's time, roughly signified a

tentative investigation or a trial or test of
something.19 Montaigne's

17 Cf. Donald Frame, Montaigne's "Essais": A Study (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.:

Prentice-Hall, 1969), p. 72. Two possible exceptions are noted by Richard Sayce, in

The Essays of Montaigne: A Critical Exploration (London: Weidenfeld and Nicolson,

1972), pp. 21-22.

18 Montaigne's frequent avowals of his consistency, which will be discussed at

length, and his contention that his book follows a concealed
"plan"

lead one to

suspect that the Essays, the exterior form of which resembles Machiavelli's Dis

courses, may in fact follow a precise, albeit recondite, numerical order such as Leo

Strauss, in his Thoughts on Machiavelli, demonstrated to exist in the Prince and the

Discourses. If there is such an order in the Essays, it has not yet been discovered,

to my knowledge. Useful contributions to the quest to find such an order have been

made, however, by Michel Butor in his Essais sur les
"Essais"

(Gallimard, 1968),

pt. 1, chs. 16-17, and by Richard Sayce, "L'Ordre des Essais de
Montaigne,"

Bibliotheque d'humanisme et renaissance, XVIII (1956), pp. 7-22.

As evidence of an order in the Essays, it may be noted, for instance, that the first

two chapters with
"children"

in the title are equidistant from the last chapters of the

respective books in which they appear (the third such chapter is the last one in

Book II). Also, the two chapters that refer to the Socratic understanding of philoso

phy as "learning how to
die"

(I, 20, and III, 12) are equidistant from II, 6, which

embodies the anti-Socratic "turning
point"

in Montaigne's own professed attitude

toward death.

19 Montaigne's use of the term seems to support both of these interpretations, as
well as that of

"experience,"

as in III, 13, 1056. For reference to disagreement
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choice of a title thus suggests a series of tentative, uncertain investigations

rather than a rigorous or dogmatic argument. Montaigne describes his

book as an
"essay"

of his "natural
faculties,"

and especially of his

judgment. "Undertaking to speak indiscriminately of everything that

comes to my fancy without employing any but my own natural
resources,"

professing to choose his subjects at random, Montaigne seeks to determine

how much his judgment is capable of understanding in each matter set

before it.20

Montaigne explains the apparently rambling and disorganized character

of his book as the consequence of his
"essaying"

method. Because

"judgment is a tool to use on all
subjects,"

he employs his everywhere,

even on subjects it does not understand, testing their depth. Unable to

"see the whole of
anything,"

he chooses only one of "a hundred members

and faces that each thing
has,"

giving it "a stab, not as widely, but as

deeply as I know
how,"

preferably "from some unusual point of
view." 21

Given the random character of Montaigne's method, the reader of the

Essays cannot expect the book to be orderly. Montaigne speaks "in

disconnected
parts,"

without any rule:
22

Sowing one word here, there another, samples separated from the piece to which

they belong, scattered, without a design and without a promise, I am not bound to

make something good of them or to hold to them myself without varying when

it pleases me; and giving myself up to doubt and uncertainty, and to my ruling

quality, which is ignorance.23

On the surface, Montaigne's method (or lack of it) seems to be the

product of humility, laziness, or both. Lacking the capacity to understand

some subject as a whole and come to coherent conclusions, and /or

unwilling to submit to the discipline such an endeavor would require,

the essayist reminds the reader not to expect much from his book.

Elsewhere, he describes it as a place for setting down the "chimeras

and fantastic
monsters"

that his mind produces "without order or

purpose,"

in the hope of making it "ashamed of
itself." 24 Such a work

may have a therapeutic value for Montaigne, and it may even hold

some interest for his relatives, but other readers would seem well advised

to heed the author's prefatory counsel not to waste their time reading it.

among Montaigne's contemporaries about the precise meaning of his title, see Alan

M. Boase, The Fortunes of Montaigne (London: Methuen, 1935), pp. 2-3. Cf. also

Andreas Blinkenburg, "Quel sens Montaigne a-t-il donne au mot
"Essais"

dans le

titre de son
osuvre?"

Bulletin de la Societe des Amis de Montaigne, 3d ser., no. 29

(1964), pp. 22-32; and Sayce, The Essays of Montaigne, pp. 20-22.

20 I, 26, 145; I, 50, 289.

21 I, 50, 289.

22 HI, 13, 1054.

23 I, 50, 289.

24 I, 8, 34.
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Montaigne gives ample evidence in other passages, however, that

the open display of his uncertainty and ignorance has a more serious

purpose, one which he beheves could make his book of great benefit

to others. He decries men's tendency to follow received opinions on

faith rather than exercising their own judgment. The
"learning"

on

which they pride themselves is a collection of other men's thoughts,

with which they fill their
"memory"

while leaving "the understanding

and the conscience
empty."

Learning makes men "conceited and

arrogant"

without improving their judgment or their character. In

consequence, those who are regarded as
"learned"

are really inferior

to the common people, "the peasant and the
shoemaker,"

who "go

their way simply and naturally talking about what they
know."

By

being trained to memorize opinions the truth of which they have never

tested for themselves, leaning "on the arms of
others,"

men "annihilate

[their] own
powers." 25 Against this practice, Montaigne proposes a

system of education in which the pupil would be trained to exercise

his own judgment. Presented with the variety of wise men's opinions,

without being constrained to adopt any "by mere authority and on

credit,"

the student "will choose if he can; if not, he will remain in

doubt. Only fools are certain and
resolute."26 The essayist attributes

"all the abuses in the
world"

to "our being taught to fear professing

our ignorance and our being bound to accept all that we cannot
refute." 27

In this light, Montaigne's extensive cataloguing of the variation of

things and of human opinions about them, his testing of his own

judgment, and his pubhc admission of ignorance all seem intended

to effectuate the kind of education he proposes, for his readers as well

as himself. Rather than imposing a body of doctrine on others, he

provides a model of how one may go about freely investigating things

for oneself. The very disorder of Montaigne's style seems to be motivated,

as Nietzsche's aphoristic style was, by the desire to give an honest, faithful

account of the author's process of thought, rather than pretending to

have arrived at an understanding of the whole of things by a process of

cold, orderly
reasoning.28

By relying on his own resources and admitting

his ignorance, Montaigne wishes to encourage his readers to do likewise.

By publicly examining himself, the essayist seems to aim at the same

result that Socrates sought to achieve in his examination of men who

thought themselves wiser than they were: to lead men to recognize
then-

own ignorance. Like Socrates, who denied that he was wiser than other

men except by virtue of his awareness of his ignorance, Montaigne

25 I, 25, 135-38. As to "the peasant and the
shoe-maker,"

however, contrast

Plato Apology of Socrates 22e, concerning the presumption of the
"artisans,"

which

seems also to contradict
Socrates'

own praise of the common people at 22a.

26 I, 26, 150.

27 in, 11, 1007.

28 Cf. Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil, pt. 1, aph. 5.
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describes himself as belonging to the common run of men, except that

he is aware of this status, and therefore does not suffer from the common

tendency to overvalue
oneself.29

The purpose of Montaigne's extensive examination of his character

and dispositions, as well as his intellectual capacities, also appears to

resemble
Socrates'

endeavor to know himself, and to persuade others

to examine their own hves. Like Socrates, he stresses the greater

importance to man of knowing himself than of other
studies.30 Montaigne

wishes to lead men to turn their gaze inward, to study themselves, and

te recognize their own imperfections rather than hypocritically instructing
other in their

duties.31 He seems to set about this more prudently than

Socrates by describing his own imperfections, rather than examining

others about their defects.

The difference between Montaigne's procedure and that of Socrates

is not merely a difference concerning the best means to an identical end,

however. More so than Socrates, Montaigne links the need to examine

oneself with the need to reveal oneself openly to others, to present oneself

before them, as the essayist professes to do in his foreword, naturally
and without

"artifice."

Montaigne describes himself as "an enemy of

subtle and dissimulated
actions"

and a hater of the "servitude of un

necessary
ceremony."32 He explains the importance of

"confessing"

oneself openly to others, as follows:

I have ordered myself to dare to say all that I dare to do, and even thoughts that

are unpublishable displease me. The worst of my actions and conditions does not

seem so ugly to me as I find it ugly and cowardly not to dare to avow it. Everyone

is discreet in confession; they ought to be so in action; boldness in sinning is

somewhat compensated and bridled by the boldness of confessing it. Whoever would

oblige himself to say all, would oblige himself not to do anything about which one

is constrained to keep silent. God grant that this excess of my license should lead

our men to liberty, rising above these cowardly and affected virtues born of our

imperfections; that at the expense of my immoderation I may lead them to the

point of reason! It is necessary to see one's vice and study it in order to tell about

it. Those who hide it from others ordinarily hide it from themselves. And they do

not consider it covered up enough if they see it; they withdraw and disguise it from

their own conscience.33

In accordance with this advice, Montaigne appears to bare himself

and his defects freely before the pubhc. He admits to laziness, irresolution,

uselessness, forgetfulness, and a lack of fortitude, as well as ignorance

of even the most commonplace
things.34 His book, "the record of the

29 11, 17, 618; Plato, Apology of Socrates 21c-d.

3<> U, 6, 358; III, 9, 929; Plato, Phaedrus 229e-30a.

si I, 23, 114; I, 53, 224; II, 8, 375; II, 31, 693-94.

32 I, 21, 99; I, 13, 48.

ss HI, 5, 822-23.

34 H, 17, 626-27, 632-36.
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essays of my
life,"

is exemplary for the health of the soul only if its

lesson is taken in reverse, so he confesses.35

Apparently undeterred by
the thought of any harm that such

"lessons"

might cause if taken in a

positive sense, he urges that all men be permitted to portray themselves

freely as he does, not limiting this privilege to the
great.36

Whatever one may think of the value of sincerity, one is still hard put

to understand why an author should impose such an extensive account

of his random foibles, fancies, and faihngs on the pubhc as Montaigne

seems to do. The essayist himself describes his writing as the "excrements

of an aged
mind,"

and suggests the desirabihty of a law restraining

"inept and useless
writers,"

which would lead to the censorship of his

book.37 He further confronts us with the question of whether he, who

is most private in his habits, should reasonably wish to give the public

such knowledge of himself as he pretends to provide.38

"Amusing fancy:

many things that I would not want to tell anyone, I tell the public; and

for my most secret knowledge and thoughts I send my most faithful

friends to the bookseller's
shop." 39

Montaigne thus explicitly forces us to wonder whether his book does

honestly represent his personal character and habits of thought. In

other passages he in fact denies that he wishes to reveal himself to the

public at large. Although his book is available to anyone who wishes

to read it, Montaigne aims at the approval only of "men of understanding,

whose praise alone has any
weight."

He scorns "the ignorant approbation

of the
vulgar,"

whose voice is "the mother of ignorance, injustice, and
inconstancy." 40 Montaigne states that he would have preferred to write

letters, rather than a book, if he had known some friend whom he could

address.41 It is in this sense that we may understand Montaigne's remark

in the foreword that his book is meant for his
"friends." 42 He seeks the

friendship of able men of understanding, "the rarest type"; such friend

ship has as its object the sharing of
thoughts.43 But by virtue of the very

rarity of such men, it is a fortunate occurrence for a true friendship to

arise even "once in three
centuries." 44 In the absence of such friendship,

35 III, 13, 1056.

36 II, 17, 637.

37 III, 9, 923.

38 m, 2, 783.

39 III, 9, 959.

40
I, 26, 146; II, 16, 607; III, 2, 783; cf. also in, 9, 961.

41 I, 40, 246.

42 Cf. Montaigne's citation of Seneca's remark that others would acquire the

"glory of true
friends"

by preserving his memory (II, 35, 726) with n, 18, 648,

where Montaigne indicates his expectation that his portrait will
"endure."

43 III, 3, 625. For a similar account of the essence of friendship, see Aristotle,
Nicomachean Ethics IX, 9, 1170 al4-bI4; on its rarity, III. 3, 1156b6-27.

44 I, 28, 182.
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"association with
books"

offers a more rehable, if less delightful,

companionship for the mind.45 In the study of books, one is really

associating with the minds of their authors. For Montaigne, writing a

book may be the sole available means of finding and communicating

with (perhaps only posthumously) the rare kind of companions that he
seeks.46

Writing books is more difficult than writing letters, according to

Montaigne, because it presents an author with the task of considering

the variety of his audience and accommodating their different humors.47

The essayist claims that his style is ill adapted for deahng with the pubhc:

success in such dealings commonly requires ceremony, dishonesty, and

flattery, all of which go counter to his open and natural
manner.48 In

public, one is compelled to cover up
rulers'

vices; to accommodate popular

opinions and rehgious beliefs, as the ancient writers did; to discuss

frivolous subjects and stories in which one entirely disbelieves; and

generally to "stoop to the level of those you are with, and sometimes

affect
ignorance." 49

Judging from the shamelessness with which he describes his private

habits and vices, and the apparent carelessness with which he has set

down his thoughts, Montaigne seems not to have been daunted by these

considerations. He seems, that is, to have presented himself as openly

and
"naturally"

in his book as he would in a letter to an intimate friend.

But in describing his practice in speaking and negotiating, Montaigne

gives us ground to suspect such apparent openness. His
"plan"

in

speaking, he writes, is "to display a thorough carelessness and casual

and unpremeditated gestures, as if they arose from the immediate
occasion."

He seeks earnestly not to "show I have come prepared to

speak well, an unbecoming thing, above all for men of my profession,

and too binding for one who cannot live up to
much." 50 In the "little

negotiating"

he has carried on among princes, Montaigne reports having

gained their trust to a singular extent by "carefully avoiding letting them

be mistaken about
me,"

presenting himself as a "tender and inexperienced

negotiator."

By his
"open"

manner, he has freed himself from "any
suspicion of

dissimulation." 51 These remarks hardly show Montaigne

45 III, 3, 805.

46 III, 9, 959. Cf. Ill, 3, 806-7 with Niccolo Machiavelli, Letter 137, in Allan

Gilbert, ed. and trans., The Letters of Machiavelli (New York: Capricorn Books,

1961), p. 142. Cf. also Butor, Essais, pp. 213-16; Leo Strauss, What Is Political

Philosophy? (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1959), p. 29.

47 Cf. Plato, Phaedrus 275e, 277 b-c.

48 I, 40, 246. But compare III, 5, 867: "I wish to satisfy
everyone."

49 I, 3, 19; II, 12, 527; III, 3, 799-800; III, 8, 920; III, 9, 934; III, 11, 1004

(emphasis added). Cf. Machiavelli, Discourses, in, 2.

bo in, 9, 940 (emphasis added).

51 III, 1, 768-69 (emphasis added).
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to be a genuinely
"careless"

speaker or
"inexperienced"

negotiator. A

planned or studied carelessness is not truly careless. One may well

mistrust this admittedly successful negotiator's profession of inexperience,
just as the admission of his success belies his claim that his style is

"inept for public
negotiations."52 What Montaigne in fact emphasizes

in these passages is the need to appear casual to others in order to win

their trust. It is quite imprudent, he observes, to let it be known that

one speaks
prudently.53

These considerations may apply with even greater force to Montaigne's

writing than to his speech, given the greater permanence of the written

word and the potentially unlimited character of the audience for a book.

Thus it is not surprising that Montaigne confesses to being less open in

writing than in conversation.55 Although his primary aim is to appeal

to a few "men of
understanding,"

as an author he must take account of

the humors and prejudices of the rulers and the general pubhc so as

not to suffer the consequences of their displeasure. Needless to say,

those consequences were much more severe, and the range of tolerance

much more limited, in the France of Montaigne's time than in the liberal

regimes of the twentieth century.56

52 I, 40, 246. For an account of Montaigne's extensive participation in "public
negotiations"

at a high level, see Donald Frame, Montaigne: A Biography (New

York: Harcourt, Brace, & World, 1965), ch. 15, and A. Armaingaud, "Etude sur

Michel de
Montaigne,"

in Armaingaud, ed., CEuvres completes de Michel de Mon

taigne (Paris: Louis Conard, 1924-41). I. Montaigne's posture recalls
Socrates'

denial

of cleverness in speaking at his trial. Cf. Plato Apology of Socrates 17b.

53 I, 9, 37; cf. Aristotle Rhetoric III.2.1404b.

54 Cf. Plato Phaedrus 275 d-e.

55 III, 9, 961.

56 The Essays were placed on the Church's Index of prohibited books in 1676.

Montaigne's entry in his Travel lournal for March 20, 1581, lists several points for

which the Essays were criticized by Church authorities during his visit to Rome

((Euvres, pp. 1228-29). A measure of the spirit of the time may be gleaned from

the fact that one of the points deemed contrary to the Church's teaching was

Montaigne's condemnation of torture. Montaigne reports that he managed to make

satisfactory excuses for his
"errors,"

no doubt assisted by the fact that the official

before whom he defended himself could not read French and had to rely on the

report of "some French
friar."

Another, more acute, reader, Antoine de Laval, the
royal geographer of Henry III of France, described parts of the Essays as

"heretical"

and said that he "would not be
surprised"

if Montaigne's "Apology for Raymond
Sebond"

were "prohibited on pain of
anathema"

(Jacob Zeitlin, ed. and trans., The

Essays of Michel de Montaigne, 3 vols; [New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1935], n,
p. 514, n. 2). Montaigne was even criticized shortly after his death for his

"heretical"

unbelief in witchcraft and for his doubt about the power of spells to cause impotence

(Boase, Fortunes, pp. 23, 39-43). Cf. also Armaingaud,
"Etude,"

pp. 187, 191, 194,
196-203.

In his study Montaigne Fideiste (Nijmegen-Utrecht: N. V. Dekker and J. W. Van
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Montaigne is thus presented with the problem of speaking differently
tot different audiences57 of communicating his thought to sympathetic

"men of
understanding,"

present and future, most of whom he does not

know, while saying as httle as possible that will openly offend the

sensibilities of the public and particularly of the authorities, both secular

and rehgious. His book, he predicts, would not much please either of

two classes of readers who constitute good
"believers"

the simple

minds, who would not understand it enough, and the penetrating ones,

who would understand it only too well. He hopes it might get by among

the
"middle"

range of men, such as himself men who question the

old ways, without having been led thereby to a deeper confirmation of

the Christian faith.58

The Essays is not a book that is meant to be understood by "common

and
vulgar"

readers. Montaigne asserts that his "disposition is not suited,

any more in speaking than in writing, for
beginners."

He disdains "to

go and preach to the first passerby and play schoolmaster to the ignorance

or ineptitude of the first man we have
met." 59 The means by which

he prevents the bulk of readers from understanding the "most secret

thoughts"

he has embodied in his book is to cloak those thoughts in an

appearance of disorder and aimlessness. Despite the frustratingly diffuse

surface aspect of the Essays, Montaigne remarks that "it is the undiligent

reader who loses my subject, not I; there will always be found in a

corner some word about it, which will not fail to be sufficient, although

it may be
concise."m While admitting to being more reserved in writing

than in speech, he advises the reader that "if one looks, one will find

that I have said everything or pointed out everything. ... I leave nothing

about me to be desired or
guessed."

What he "cannot
express,"

Montaigne

says, he has pointed to; but he quotes Lucretius to the effect that these

hints will suffice to reveal the rest to a keen mind.61 Less shrewd or

Leeuwen, 1930), p. 137, Herman Janssen lists several books of Montaigne's time that

were condemned by the Church for intimations of
"rationalism."

Armaingaud
("Etude,"

pp. 196-97) hypothesizes that the Church refrained from

condemning the Essays for its many heresies at the time of the book's publication

only because of Montaigne's apparent opposition to Protestantism and because of

the author's influential friends.

For an illuminating discussion of the problems of writing under non-liberal

regimes, and the techniques employed by philosophic authors beset with those

problems, see Leo Strauss, Persecution and the Art of Writing (Glencoe, 111.: Free

Press, 1952), ch. 2.

57 Cf. Ill, 5, 867.

58 I, 54, 299-300. Zeitlin (Essays, I, p. 414) notes the irony of Montaigne's self-

description here.

59 III, 8, 916-17.

60 HI, 9, 973.

61 III, 9, 961.
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diligent readers will lose the track; but Montaigne remarks,
"

who is

there who would not rather not be read than be read sleepily or

fleetingly?" 62 The very
"essayistic,"

apparently rambhng, form of the

Essays serves as a device to weed out careless, vulgar readers, who will

miss Montaigne's deeper meaning because they will read in snatches

and merely be amused, or else will put the book down disgusted with

its pointlessness.63

Of course, it remains possible that some "men of
understanding"

who grasp Montaigne's meaning will be unsympathetic to the author's

purpose. It is even more likely that the authorities will recognize particular

parts of Montaigne's argument as contrary to the officially ordained

doctrine. In such instances, Montaigne's
"essayistic"

mode of expression,

with its appearance of innocent frankness, may still serve to blunt

criticism and protect him from punishment, just as his studied "inex
perience"

helps him to gain the trust of princes when he conducts

negotiations. Such a purpose is indicated in the remark quoted earlier in

this article, to the effect that, by scattering his words, renouncing any

design, and admitting his ignorance, Montaigne frees himself from being
"bound"

to what he has written, and from the obligation to "make

something
good"

of
it.64 It is even more evident in the preface to a

particularly bold discussion of "prayers":

I put forth formless and unresolved fancies, as do those who publish doubtful

questions in the schools, not to establish the truth, but to seek it. And I submit them

to the judgment of those whose concern it is to regulate not only my actions and

writings, but even my thoughts. Condemnation will be equally as acceptable and

useful to me as approval, since I hold it as execrable if anything is said by me,

ignorantly or inadvertently, against the holy prescriptions of the Catholic, Apostolic,

and Roman Church, in which I die and in which I was born. And therefore, always

submitting to the authority of their censure, which has absolute power over me.

I meddle rashly with every kind of discourse, as I do here.65

Some scrutiny of this passage may be required before the reader

realizes how Montaigne has managed to deduce the privilege of a

practically unlimited license of speech from the pious profession of

submission and humility. (It is worth noting that, contrary to this avowal,

Montaigne did not remove from the later editions of the Essays any

of the remarks which the papal censors found objectionable in the first

edition; his only act of
"deference"

was to add the above profession of

humility! 6e)

02 III, 9, 974.

63 Cf. Guizot, Montaigne, 71-76.
64 Cf. ibid., pp. 47-48, 51, 184, 231-32, 236-39.

05 I, 56, 302-3.

68 Cf. Butor, Essais. pp. 149-50.
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The rhetorical use of the posture of tentativeness, uncertainty, and

ignorance which pervades the Essays is not limited to the negative function

of protecting Montaigne from his critics. It also serves, like his posture

in
"negotiations,"

to help win the agreement of his audience to his

positive assertions:

There is a certain kind of subtle humility born of presumption, like this one: that

we acknowledge our ignorance in many things, and are so courteous as to avow

that there are in the works of nature certain qualities and conditions that are

imperceptible to us, and of which our capacity cannot discern the means and causes.

By this honest and conscientious declaration, we hope to gain credence also about

those things that we claim to understand.67

To recognize that Montaigne's posture of uncertainty and ignorance

serves as a protective and subtly persuasive rhetorical device is not to

deny that it has a serious meaning, which is elaborated most fully in

chapter 12 of Book II, the "Apology for Raymond
Sebond."

But it is

clear at any rate that in describing his
"ignorance,"

Montaigne does not

really mean that he is less competent than most men. Rather, he suggests

that ignorance is a universal human condition, and that to recognize

one's ignorance is a sign of superior wisdom. His self-deprecatory way

of stating this is
"ironic"

in the original, Socratic, sense of that
term.68

The irony of many of the self-deprecatory remarks which Montaigne

makes is evident to any reader of the Essays. Much less obvious, however,

is the ironic character of the book as a whole. Montaigne describes his

method of meeting
"accusations"

as a pohcy of enhancing his
accusers'

charges by an "ironic and mocking
confession."69 This suggests that his

many admissions of personal defects such as idleness, softness, and

uselessness, as well as ignorance, are ironic and are part of a calculated

policy, rather than the result of genuine openness (recall his practice in

"negotiations"). But the same may also be true of the deprecatory
remarks Montaigne makes about his book, and of the generally

"careless"

appearance of the Essays. Montaigne says that he likes "to promise a

little less than I can do and what I hope to
attain." 70 Thus he may really

"do"

and "hope to
attain"

much more in the Essays than he seems to

promise in the foreword. His hints about the underlying order and

consistency of the Essays suggest that the book as a whole is
"ironic,"

in that it conceals a body of deep and serious thought under a surface

of playfulness, aimlessness, and disorder.

67 II, 37, 741. Cf. Armaingaud,
"Etude,"

p. 34. For a penetrating examination

of the similar use of the essay as a rhetorical device by Locke, see Rosalie Colie,

"The Essayist in His
Essay,"

in John W. Yolton, ed., John Locke: Problems and

Perspectives (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1969), pp. 234-61.

68 Cf. Leo Strauss, The City and Man (Chicago: Rand-McNally, 1964), p. 5 Iff.

69 HI, 12, 1021; cf. Ill, 9, 958, and the quotation from Martial, II, 17, 637.

III, 10, 1002.
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By pretending to be playful and inconsistent, Montaigne is enabled

to speak his mind boldly in a way that an obviously serious and calculat

ing author in his time could not have dared. One must read the Essays

in the hght of the approbation Montaigne expresses of mixing serious

opinions in with
"games"

and of his quotation of Horace's query, "what

prevents you from saying the truth while
laughing?" 71 He admits to

emulating the
"useful"

practice of the
"wisest"

authors in scattering

"around one good
argument"

several which are
"flimsy"

and indeed, to

one who scrutinizes them closely,
"bodiless." 72

By his pretense of

disorder and casualness, Montaigne lulls the inattentive reader into dis

missing his boldest remarks as the harmless sallies of a frivolous mind.

The essence of Montaigne's irony is to draw his
readers'

ire toward

the personal defects he
"confesses,"

as well as the apparent triviality of

his book, and away from the serious teaching embodied in the Essays,

which might cause far more wrath if it were widely understood. As

Montaigne observes, mere
"uselessness"

(unlike heterodoxy) is unlikely

to be punished.73 The scholar Pierre Villey has noted that Montaigne

apologizes for his self-description rather than for his philosophy.74

This fact hardly supports Villey's inference, however, that Montaigne

thought his self-portraiture, rather than his ideas, to constitute the truly

dangerous
"novelty"

of the Essays. By apologizing profusely for the
"defects"

of his character and his literary style, Montaigne was effectively

directing his
readers'

attention to them, and away from his substantive

arguments.75 His "ironic and mocking
confession"

was apparently quite

successful, despite a few criticisms of his remarks about religion.

According to Villey, the main criticisms of the Essays during the

period immediately following its publication concerned Montaigne's

colloquial language; his attack on ceremony; the disorderliness, triviality,
and uselessness of his book; his practice of publicly avowing his errors

and faults; his tiresome pretense of naturalness; and the endless lamenta

tion of his forgetfulness and similar personal
problems.76 Not until well

into the seventeenth century, after the Essays had been frequently
republished and widely circulated, was Montaigne's essential Catholicism

(as distinguished from his orthodoxy on particular theological issues)

71 III, 5, 855.

72 III, 12, 1016.
73 III, 9, 923; cf. the story of Alcibiades recounted by Montaigne at III, 4, 814.
74 Montaigne devant la posterite, pp. 10-16.

75 With some justification Rousseau complained that the only
"faults"

to which

Montaigne admits are
"amiable"

ones (Fragments autobiographiques, in Rousseau,
(Euvres completes, ed. Bernard Gagnebin and Marcel Raymond, 4 vols. [Paris:

Gallimard, 1959-69], I, p. 1150).
76 Villey, Montaigne devant la posterite, ch. 4. Interestingly enough, each of

these supposed defects is pointed out to the reader by Montaigne himself.
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openly challenged, culminating in the proscription of his book by the

Church in 1676.77

The supreme beauty of Montaigne's irony is that it is double-edged.

On the one hand, to the degree that his profession of honesty and

ignorance is persuasive to his readers, he gains their confidence; they are

not likely to suspect him of concealing any dangerous intentions. On

the other hand, to the extent that these self-deprecatory remarks are

recognized to be humorous, Montaigne's readers are encouraged not to

take anything he says seriously. Thus, even the essayist's quite open

assertions of the seriousness and care with which he writes are dismissed

as the idle boasts of a frivolous and joking author. The success with which

Montaigne scattered bold remarks about his purposes and his tactics

throughout the Essays without their being comprehended by most readers

amply justifies his assertion that "you can more easily dare what no

one thinks you will
dare." 78 This very assertion exemplifies Montaigne's

rhetorical technique: it occurs in a passage ostensibly devoted to the

shameless description of his practices in love. Who could suspect this

boldly frank discussion to harbor a more subtle, but more dangerous,

theme? who, except someone who had meditated on Montaigne's

remark that his "stories . . . often bear, outside of my discourse, the

seed of a richer and bolder material, and sound obliquely a subtler note,

both for me, who do not wish to express anything more, and for those

who light upon my
manner." 79

77 Ibid., p. 107.

78 m, 5, 868; cf. also I, 26, 172, regarding the habit of "most
readers."

The

principle underlying Montaigne's rhetorical technique is not novel with him; it was

explained succinctly by the medieval Islamic philosopher Alfarabi, in his introduc

tion to Plato's Laws:

... all men are naturally disposed to pass a universal judgment after observing only a

few particular instances of a thing. . . . For instance, when someone has spoken the

truth on one, two, or a number of occasions, men are naturally disposed to judge

that he is simply truthful, and similarly when someone lies. . . . Whereas the wise

men know this aspect of men's natural disposition, sometimes they have repeatedly

shown themselves as possessing a certain character until men judged that this is

how they always are. Then afterwards, they acted in a different manner, which

went unnoticed by men, who supposed that they were acting as they had done.

Alfarabi, "Plato's
Laws,''

trans. Muhsin Mahdi, in Ralph Lerner and Muhsin Mahdi,

eds., Medieval Political Philosophy (Glencoe, 111.: Free Press, 1963), p. 84. Cf. also

Leo Strauss, "How Farabi Read Plato's
Laws,"

in his What Is Political Philosophy?

pp. 135-37, and Machiavelli, Discourses, II, 33, with Strauss; Thoughts on Machia

velli, pp. 106-7.

79 I, 40, 245. I have translated the last three words, which Frame renders as

"get my
drift,"

by a less idiomatic but more literal expression in order to preserve

the resemblance to the passage in the foreword where Montaigne says that his book

is meant to enable his friends and relatives to "recover some traits of my conditions

and
humors."

The passage quoted here seems to support the interpretation of the

"friends"

for whom the book is meant as being the "men of
understanding."
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II. The Problem of Montaigne's Consistency

Only when one is aware of the subtlety of Montaigne's rhetoric is

it possible to make some sense out of the apparent contradictions with

which the Essays abounds. Sometimes, for instance, Montaigne purports

to adopt a
"Stoical"

posture towards pain and death; yet elsewhere he

expresses his devotion to the pursuit of sensual pleasure and his wish

to die
"insensibly." 80 At one point he claims to lack the capacity to

conduct public affairs; but later, he admits to avoiding pubhc life out

of taste rather than
incapacity.81 Montaigne openly indicates the unreason

ableness of most existing customs and laws, yet disclaims any wish to

see them
changed.82

The dominant mode of literary scholarship on Montaigne in the

twentieth century has sought to explain such contradictions by reference

to the author's personality and especially to the
"evolution"

of his thought

as both are allegedly revealed in the Essays. Accepting the book as a

reasonably honest and straightforward account of Montaigne's varying

thoughts and moods, commentators are not surprised to discover changing

or conflicting opinions and desires recorded in it. According to the most

important figure in the
"evolutionary"

school of interpretation, Pierre

Villey, Montaigne's thought underwent a development from a
"Stoical"

phase, exemplified in the
"early"

essays, through a "skeptical
crisis,"

embodied especially in the "Apology for Raymond
Sebond,"

to a later

state of "intellectual
prudence,"

stress on the individual, and the working
out of a

"personal"

morality. The style of the Essays evolved in

accordance with the development of Montaigne's thought, Villey argues,

from the
"impersonal"

character of the early chapters, in which Montaigne

quotes ancient authorities extensively, says little of himself, and wavers

most confusedly among conflicting opinions, to the more
"personal"

later essays, where Montaigne truly makes himself the
"matter"

of his

book and is most original.83

An overview of the Essays will lend some support to Villey's contention

that a development takes place in both the style and the argument of the

book. Montaigne himself seems to justify the
"chronological"

interpreta

tion of his book by describing it as the record of his vacillating mind,

and by sometimes referring expressly to contemporary events or dates

which seem to indicate the different times at which different chapters

were written.

I beheve, however, that a careful reading of the Essays will not justify

80 E.g., I, 14, passim; III, 13, 1083-97; I, 19, 79.
si II, 17, 626; III, 9, 929-30, 966.
82 I, 23, 115-18.

83 Villey, Les Sources, I, p. 284, II, pp. 206-28, and passim. A similar evolutionary

interpretation is set forth in Fortunat Strowski, Montaigne, 2d ed. (Paris: Alcan,
1931).
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Villey's claim to have understood the
"evolution"

of Montaigne's thought,

and, indeed, that it decisively refutes that claim. Villey himself was

forced to qualify his thesis endlessly to try to square it with evident

facts. For instance, Villey's claim that Montaigne decided only late in his

work to make himself the essential
"matter"

of his book is contradicted

by the foreword, as well as by a statement Montaigne made to the king
in 1580 that the Essays "contain nothing else than a discourse on my

life and on my
actions." 84

Villey is compelled to assume that these

remarks, as well as the foreword, were an
"anachronism"

in which

Montaigne ignored the great change which had taken place (according
to Villey) in his intentions. Montaigne, Villey hypothesizes, had only

recently changed his conception of what he wanted to write, but none

theless published the Essays in its original form in 1580 and repubhshed

it in 1582 without any progress in
"personalness." 85

The preceding is but a sample of the reasoning by which Villey
attempts to support his account of Montaigne's

"evolution."

It is an

account that continually compels Villey to present Montaigne as main

taining contradictory positions and attitudes at one and the same time

without Montaigne's being aware of those
inconsistencies.86 This entire

"evolution"

from Stoic to skeptic to libertine is supposed to have taken

place within a span of some fifteen years beginning, as Jacob Zeitlin

notes, at a time when Montaigne was already "a mature man,
thirty-

eight years old, with a considerable experience of life and
books." 87

Not only is Villey's account of the radical change of mind of a

reputedly great thinker implausible in itself, but the text of the Essays

will not adequately support this interpretation. Thus, many of the chapters

that Villey regards as Montaigne's
"earliest"

will be found, on examina

tion, to contain thoughts which he attributes to the
"late"

Montaigne.

Chapter 37 of Book I, for instance, supposedly a sample of Montaigne's

"early"

thoughts, begins with an emphasis on the radical differences

among individuals, an idea which Villey associates with the
"personal,"

individual character of the latest chapters. Book I, chapter 47, which

Villey also attributes to Montaigne's early,
"Stoical"

period, concerns

"The Uncertainty of Our
Judgment"

a theme presumably connected

with the skepticism which, however, Villey believes Montaigne did not

adopt until later, leading to his rejection of Stoicism. On the other

hand, the
"Stoical"

views which Villey attributes to the
"early"

Montaigne

were also expressed by him in his last years, as in his additions to

chapter 21 of Book
II.88 Another problem in Villey's interpretation

84 Villey, Les Sources, II, pp. 239-40.

ss Ibid., p. 242.

86 Cf., for instance, Pierre Villey, Les Essais de Michel de Montaigne (Paris:

Librairie Nizet, 1967), pp. 46-47.

87 Zeitlin, Essays, I, p. Ii.

88 Cf. ibid., II, pp. 556-57; and Sayce, The Essays of Montaigne, pp. 165-66, 172.
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arises when he distinguishes three concepts of
"nature"

in the Essays,

which he attempts to relate to the
"evolution"

of Montaigne's thought, but

then must admit that these concepts cannot be said to have succeeded

one another chronologically in the
book.89

Many further questions may be raised about the soundness of the

evidence on which Villey relies in his
"dating"

of the
Essays.90 Yet it is

undeniable that an overall shift in form, spirit, and argument does take

place in the Essays from the short, generally
"impersonal,"

and often

"Stoical"

earlier chapters, through the
"skepticism"

of the "Apology for

Raymond
Sebond,"

to the extended,
"personal,"

and freethinking chap

ters of Book III, which culminate in the message "eat, drink, and be
merry."

What is in doubt is not whether the Essays itself seems to evolve,

but rather Villey's contention that this evolution reflects a vacillation

on the part of Montaigne. Neither Villey nor his critics seem to have

considered the possibility that the changes of style and emphasis that

occur in the Essays were a thoroughly planned rhetorical technique

adopted by Montaigne so as to have a maximal influence on his readers

at minimal danger to himself. Villey's interpretation rests on a naive

faith in Montaigne's
"sincerity"

that contravenes Montaigne's own

account of the character of his book and of his method of writing.

All of the evidence that Villey marshals in order to demonstrate

Montaigne's vacillation is given a quite different (and, when it is

adequately considered, wholly sufficient) explanation by the essayist

himself. Thus, while Villey attributes the heavy use of quotation and

impersonal example in the early chapters to the
"influence"

on Montaigne

of the literary
"compilations"

current in his time, an influence from

which, he argues, Montaigne only gradually
"freed" himself,91 Montaigne

expressly denies that his purpose is comparable to that of the
"compilers."

Unlike "the undiscerning writers of our century, who amid their obscure

works scatter whole passages of the ancient authors to do themselves
honor,"

Montaigne explains, "I do not speak the minds of others, except

further to speak my own
mind." 92 Whereas Villey's mode of

"dating"

Montaigne's chapters rests on an analysis of the supposed chronology
of the essayist's reading of the authors he quotes, and the consequent

"influence"

they exerted on the evolution of his thought, Montaigne

states that in writing he uses other authors "not at all to form my

opinions; but to assist those I formed long ago, to second and support

89
Villey, Les Sources, II, p. 232.

90 Cf. Marcel Francon, "La Chronologie des Essais de
1580,"

Symposium, VIII

(1954), pp. 242-48.

91 Villey, Les Sources, II, pt. 3, bk. 1, passim.
92 I, 26, 145-46. Guizot (Montaigne, pp. 165-66) notes how Montaigne distorts

the thought of those he quotes in order to support the essayist's own argument, a

practice to which Montaigne admits (III, 12, 1034).
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them." 93 His quotations are a concession to "public
opinion." 94

Montaigne explains the increasing boldness and
"personalness"

of Book

III as the result not of a change in his intentions but rather of the

confidence with which the early pubhc reception of the Essays inspired

him, and of his taking advantage of the greater license of speech that

is customarily allowed to older
men.95 He has added to his earlier work,

but he has not changed it; rather than altering an already published

work, Montaigne says, an author should think carefully before publish

ing.96 His judgment and his general opinions have remained constant;

his book "is always
one." 97 The additions Montaigne made to the

Essays after 1588, one scholar has noted, do not represent a significant

change in his thought, but simply exemplify an increasing boldness,

especially in five areas: "self-revelation, obscenity, his book and his plan,

the evils of religion in his time, and his own independent
morality." 98

It is possible, then, that Montaigne's thought had remained constant since

at least 1580 as well, but that he masked his thought most cautiously in

the early editions with the appearance of conventionality that Villey finds
strongest in the first chapters. Villey himself observes that the

"Stoical"

aspects of the first two books of the Essays won the work an acceptance

much warmer than that which was forthcoming after the bolder and less

conventional Book III was published.99 Even the first chapters, however,
if read carefully, make it doubtful that Montaigne ever adhered to
"Stoicism."

To seek for hidden purposes in a book is no doubt an enterprise in

which one can easily go astray. It is at least equally dangerous, however,
to assume that one has understood the

"evolution"

of a learned writer's

thought, or to explain away difficulties by casual reference to the writer's

apparently conflicting moods, such as "moral optimism coupled with an

intellectual
pessimism,"10

without having given the most serious con-

93 n, 18, 648-49. Montaigne does not deny that his readings may have influenced

the formation of his opinions before he began to write, but only that his thought

has changed in the process of writing.

94 in, 12, 1033; cf. Butor, Essais, II, p. 6.

95 m, 2, 783; III, 9, 942.

96 III, 9, 941. Guizot (Montaigne, ch. 6) points out the evident care that Mon

taigne put into his style and choice of language. Considering the essayist's denial

that he wishes his fame to rest on his style (I, 40, 243-44), how much more reason

there is to expect that he composed his thoughts with care. Of course, Montaigne did

change particular words and phrases in later editions; but the remark quoted in the

text constitutes a denial that these stylistic changes altered the book's meaning.

97 ni, 2, 790; III, 9, 941.

98 Frame, Montaigne, p. 290.

99 Villey, Montaigne devant la posterite, pp. 17-18, 34-35, 286.

ioo Boase, Fortunes, p. xxviii; cf. also Fortunat Strowski, Montaigne, sa vie

publique et privee (Paris: Editions de la Nouvelle Revue Critique, 1938), pp. 153-54,

157-58, and passim.
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sideration to the author's claim that his thought remained consistent.

There are few authors, if any, who hint more frequently than Montaigne

that their work does conceal a deeper thought and purpose. Only such

a rhetoric of concealment could explain the multitude of contradictions

in the Essays without leading to the conclusion that Montaigne was either

confused or
fickle,101 if not both. Given the ever-present danger of

censorship and persecution in Montaigne's day, there was certainly good

reason for an author with heterodox behefs to conceal them from the

public. "In this
time,"

Montaigne writes, "it is not possible to speak of

the world, except dangerously or
falsely." 102 A writer must have "discre

tion"

as well as
"novelty"

in order to be effective.103

A number of commentators have been aware of the
"prudence"

which

Montaigne exercised in his writing, particularly in religious matters. Yet

even such perspicuous critics as Guizot and Armaingaud, while recogniz

ing the disingenuousness of Montaigne's professions of piety ("I know of

no other quahty so easy to
counterfeit,"

he wrote 104), have preferred to

believe in the overall sincerity and honesty of the Essays in matters other

than
religion.105 Not only is this belief rendered questionable, however,

by the remarks which have already been quoted here from the Essays;

its grounds are explicitly challenged by Montaigne's own discussion of

"honesty."

In a chapter entitled "Of
Liars,"

Montaigne asserts that the remarkable

weakness of his memory forces him to renounce any ambition for public

life because it makes him unable to dissemble consistently and convin

cingly.106 We have already observed, however, that Montaigne did take

part in public
"negotiations,"

succeeding (according to his testimony)

by virtue of the studied impression he gave of frankness and casualness.

In the same chapter in which he denies his ability to speak
"prudently,"

Montaigne counsels that "if the reputation [for prudence] is there, the

effect [of prudence] cannot
be." 107 Though Montaigne denounces lying

as an "accursed
vice"

in the next sentence, the denunciation is rendered

suspect by what follows as well as what preceded it. The succeeding

examples, upon examination, do not demonstrate that lying is vicious,

but that clumsy lying is dangerous.108 The lesson Montaigne draws from

101 Cf. Villey, Les Sources, I, p. 284.
102 III, 3, 798-99.
103 cf. Villey, Montaigne devant la posterite, pp. 283-84; Zeitlin, Essays, I, p. 394,

III, pp. 414-16.

104 I, 12, 791.

105 Cf. Guizot, Montaigne, pp. 42-53. Armaingaud ("Etude") frequently relies on

Montaigne's self-description as a literal record of his life e.g., at pp. 5, 8, 11, and

22-23 in spite of his recognition of the essayist's
"prudence."

106 I, 9, 34-45.

107 I, 9, 37.

108 I, 9, 38-39.



Montaigne's Intention and His Rhetoric 79

these examples is expressed at the beginning of the following chapter:

some men have the gift of "facility and
promptness"

in speech (and

hence can lie successfully, on the spot) while others do not, and get

caught if they try to he.109 Montaigne professes to be one of those who

must speak without premeditation, i.e., promptly, which leads him, as

he admits later, to lie at least occasionally.110 Elsewhere, we have seen,

Montaigne gives us reason to doubt his lack of premeditation in the

Essays, but he amply confirms in several other passages his tendency
to dissimulate. He admits to not having done everything he says; to lying
by exaggerating the good quahties of others; to exaggerating his subject

in other respects; to feigning credence in stories which he entirely dis

believes; and to
"erring"

on
purpose.111 As for the lack of memory which

purportedly prevents Montaigne from lying, one must consider his

statement elsewhere that he prefers to write "without the company of

books." 112
Observing the voluminous number of quotations from other

books with which Montaigne fills the Essays, one infers that either this

last claim or his asserted lack of memory (if not both) must be another lie.

Montaigne further admits that his avoidance of public life is the result

of his choice, not of any deficiency (such as
forgetfulness).113

Montaigne warns the attentive reader in even more specific terms

that the Essays cannot be relied upon to give a frank and honest portrait

of its author. He observes that one cannot really see into another

person; "others do not see you at all, they guess at you by uncertain

conjectures; they see not so much your nature as your
art." 114 Even

in the foreword, Montaigne admits that he has revealed his "natural
form"

only so far as "respect for the
public"

has allowed; he has

covered himself more than he would have if he "had been placed

among those nations that are said to live still in the sweet freedom

of nature's first
laws." 115 Much as he might wish to portray himself

"entire and totally
naked,"

"even so, one must dress up, even so, one

must order and arrange oneself to go out in
public."

Consequently,

"I am constantly adorning myself, for I am constantly describing
myself." 116 In an age of

"dissimulation,"

one must be especially

cautious about believing anyone when he "speaks of himself"; men

100 i, 10, 40.

110 II, 17, 631.

111 I, 14, 65; II, 17, 637, 642; III, 11, 1004-5.

112 III, 5, 852. Cf. also I, 26, 173, and I, 48, the first sentence, with Butor,

Essais, pp. 45-46, regarding Montaigne's
"memory."

113 III, 9, 966. Cf. also II, 17, 623, where some subtle reasoning leads to the

implicit conclusion that Montaigne's shortness of stature does not unfit him for

political office either.

114 III, 2, 785.

ne "Au
Lecteur,"

p. 9.

ne Ibid.; II, 6, 358.
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customarily
"form"

and
"fashion"

themselves to lie. But the age also

requires that one dissimulate in speaking of others and uncovering

their pretensions, for modern men are particularly sensitive about being
contradicted and "given the

lie." 117 Montaigne has been saved from

suffering harm for his "indiscreet
liberty"

of speech only by his "favorable
visage,"

in which people can easily "read ... the simplicity of my
intentions." 118 But "the face is a weak guarantee"; "anyone can put

on a good face
outside,"

and especially someone with Montaigne's

admitted ability at adapting his
"visage,"

his
"voice,"

and his
"gesture"

to "the roles I undertook"; thus men "do not see my heart, they see

only my
countenance."119

By similarly putting on a "favorable
mien,"

Caesar deceived and defeated his enemies.120

Montaigne has in effect warned us that his own "favorable
visage,"

his pretense of innocent frankness, may be no more trustworthy than

Caesar's was. Therefore, no particular statement the author makes

should be accepted uncritically either as necessarily representing his

true thought or as honestly descriptive of his life and character. This

implies, moreover, that the apparent contradictions which abound in

the Essays do not necessarily indicate that Montaigne's opinions

vacillated as he wrote. Montaigne suggests ample reason why he might

wish to moderate the public impression created by his boldest remarks

by other assertions which appear more conventional in spirit. Recalling
the author's reference to the technique of surrounding a solid argument

with others that, if scrutinized, prove to be insubstantial, the serious

reader of the Essays must seek to determine whether a particular

remark is actually supported by the body of Montaigne's argument.121

After reading the "Apology for Raymond
Sebond,"

with its far-reaching
critique of the evidence for human beliefs, for instance, one must be

sensitive to the irony of Montaigne's apparently uncritical recounting

of a series of more or less fantastic stories in another chapter entitled,

appropriately, "Of the Power of the
Imagination."

Incautious indeed

was the critic who assumed that Montaigne swallowed these stories

whole, and attributed his
"credulity"

to "the ignorance of his
age." 122

Rather than patronizing Montaigne in this way, one would do well

to bear in mind his bold statement that "I am not obliged not to say

117 II, 18, 649-50.

118 III, 12, 1040.

119 I, 26, 176; III, 12, 1037; II, 16, 609.

120 II, 34, 714.

121 Cf. Ill, 8, 915, on the need to scrutinize an author's reasoning in order to

understand what he is really saying; and the advice of Armaingaud
("Etude,"

pp. 32-33) on how carefully the Essays must be read.

122 Grace Norton, in The Essays of Michel de Montaigne, intro. Grace Norton,
trans. George B. Ives, 4 vols. (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1925),

I, p. 127; cf. also Zeitlin, Essays, I, pp. 327-28.
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stupid things at all, provided that I do not fool myself in recognizing

them. And to err knowingly is so ordinary for me that I hardly ever

err in any other way; I never shp up
fortuitously." 123

This claim of Montaigne's may seem to be invalidated by the numerous

seemingly trivial
"errors"

scholars have discovered in the Essays: the

confusion of two different men having the same name; errors in

chronology and arithmetic; attribution of a quotation to the wrong

author; and so on. But further examination reveals that at least some

of these apparent slips are almost certainly intentional ones. Montaigne
"confuses"

two different Scipios, for instance, after having mocked

the pedants who make a great deal out of an author's having "taken

one of the Scipios for the
other." 124 He refers expressly to the occasional

"transposition[s] of
chronology"

that occur in the Essays immediately
after emphasizing the care with which one ought to prepare a book

for publication and describing his
"plan"

of displaying "extreme
carelessness."125

Surely, too, it is difficult to believe that a writer

of Montaigne's erudition, who continually worked over and revised

his book, could have committed and left standing a simple error in

subtraction without being conscious of
it.126

Whatever else these probably intentional
"errors"

may demonstrate,

as a whole they suggest even further how unreliable the Essays is as

a hteral record of Montaigne's life. These errors are matched by a

great number of contradictions or near-contradictions in the essayist's

account of his own tastes, habits, upbringing, and temperament. For

example, Montaigne's claim that he inherited a violent hatred and

contempt for the teachings of doctors from his father, who (he says)

spent his whole life without ever tasting any medicine, is certainly

rendered suspect by a later reference to his customarily following a

prescription of his father's doctor for drinking
wine.127 Nor can one

easily square Montaigne's contiguous statements about his adaptability

and his subordination to habit 128 without further inquiry into his

meaning.

Given the likelihood that Montaigne's
"errors"

and contradictions

in his self-portrayal are intentional, it is also naive to assume, as

commentators have done, that one can confidently discern indications

of his true
"personality"

in the discrepancies between what he says

about himself and the facts of his life as they are known from other

sources. The critics have been amused, for instance, to note Montaigne's
"vanity"

in exaggerating the nobihty of his ancestry while mocking

123 II, 17, 637.

124 III, 13, 1089 and n. 5; II, 17, 640.

126 HI, 9, 940.

126 n, 37, 743; Frame, Works, p. 479, n. 2.

127 II, 37, 743; III, 13, 1084; cf. Zeitlin, Essays, III, p. 452.

128 III, 13, 1061-62.
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others who do so; in underestimating the trouble to which he went

(according to his Travel Journal) to obtain an honorary certificate

of Roman citizenship; and in entailing his estate after criticizing the

concern men evince by that practice to obtain a "ridiculous
eternity"

for their names.129 The irony that the first two instances of
"vanity"

occur in a chapter entitled "Of
Vanity"

has not been sufficiently

considered. Their placement certainly suggests that Montaigne was

conscious of the
"vanity,"

real or apparent, of his remarks. It is even

likely that he expected this
"vanity"

to be discovered; he could not

have expected to keep secret the recent origin of his family title.

In any case, it is unwise to assume that Montaigne inserted these

"vain"

remarks simply because he was concerned with enhancing his

personal reputation.

If Montaigne did not really seek to provide the reader with an

accurate record of his life, what then is the purpose of his self-description?

It is the fundamental vehicle that Montaigne employs to convey a

teaching about how one ought to live. In several early chapters of

Book I, for instance, Montaigne appears to adopt a
"Stoical"

posture

towards death, upholding as models of human virtue men who have

steeled themselves in advance, through firm resolution, to face death

fearlessly. One of the early chapters is entitled "To Philosophize Is

To Learn How to
Die."

Even here, Montaigne's
"Stoicism"

is question

able: the chapter preceding the one just cited ends with Montaigne's

expressing the wish to die
"insensibly." 130 As the book proceeds,

the
"Stoical"

view is more openly questioned. A sort of turning point

seems to be reached in chapter 6 of Book II, entitled "Of
Practice."

There, reporting the
"personal"

experience of having lost consciousness

after falling from a horse, Montaigne argues that this experience is

probably analogous to the feeling of those who are dying. Having
felt "free from

distress"

and even finding the experience pleasurable,

the essayist concludes: "we pity [the dying] without cause, supposing

that they are agitated by grievous pains or have their soul oppressed

by painful
thoughts." 131 This

"experience"

paves the way for Mon

taigne's conclusion, quite opposite to that of the Stoics, in the penultimate

chapter:

It is certain that to most people preparation for death has given more torment than

the dying. ... If you don't know how to die. don't worry; Nature will tell you on

129 I, 46, 267-68; II, 8, 378; III. 9, 948, 978; and Frame, Works, notes on

pp. 289, 741, 765. Armaingaud
("Etude."

p. 6) indicates that Montaigne dissimulated

even in his private family records. One may not, therefore, assume the truthfulness

of the Travel Journal either.

""
I, 19, 79.

l:" II, 6, 354. On II. 6 as "turning
point,"

cf. Sayce. The Essays of Montaigne,

p. 134.
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the spot, fully and adequately. She will do this job perfectly for you; don't bother

your head about it.l:!2

The example of Montaigne's treatment of death typifies the overall

movement of the Essays. The author first seeks to win his
readers'

confidence by appealing to a prejudice they are likely to share: the

admiration both of classical wisdom, especially its Stoical aspect, and

of the classical model of the morally virtuous man, exemplified by
Cato the Younger. The classical models are questioned even in the

early chapters; but the questioning here is largely in the form of a

subtle
irony.133 The very

"impersonality"

of these chapters serves,

however, to indicate (as Villey perceived) that they do not truly represent

the beliefs of the
"self"

that emerges more clearly later in the Essays.

Before that
"self"

is likely to be accepted as a model by Montaigne's

readers, the grounds of the philosophical, rehgious, and moral beliefs

that would prevent such acceptance must be undermined. This under

mining is a gradual process that reaches a peak in the
"skepticism"

of the "Apology for Raymond
Sebond."

The argument of the
"Apology"

is conducted on at least two levels. Its more obvious level is a kind

of popularized relativism aimed at shaking the faith of the generality

of Montaigne's readers in Christianity and in the traditional morality.

At a deeper level, Montaigne sets forth a carefully reasoned argument

explaining the grounds of his disagreement with classical political

philosophy, which opposed such an attempt to revolutionize the popular

moral and rehgious
beliefs.134

Finally, in Book III, the new
"morahty"

that is to replace the old one emerges in its charm and its brazenness.

The hberation of the
"self"

found here by Villey and other scholars

is the rhetorical tool by which Montaigne aims to inspire a hberation

of human selfishness, and a turning away of men's concerns from

God and country to the peaceful pursuit of earthly pleasures. Only
a thorough analysis of Montaigne's political teaching in the Essays,

toward which I hope to contribute in future publications, could explain

why Montaigne aimed to inspire this change of attitude in humanity.

Suffice it to say here, however, that Guizot grasped the point of

Montaigne's rhetoric well when he called the essayist "a putter-to-sleep

of
consciences."135

132 III, 12, 1028.

133 For instance, after having stated it to be the duty of good men to pursue

virtue as being as beautiful as possible (I, 37, 227), Montaigne presents Cato the

Younger as the supreme example of virtue (as opposed to "goodness") "in his

proudest posture . . all bloody, tearing out his
bowels"

(II, 13, 594). We are not

surprised to learn of Montaigne's concurrence in the judgment that "so beautiful

an actionf!] would have been unbecomingly located in any other life than
Cato's"

(II, 11, 404).

134 I have set forth a detailed analysis of this argument in ch. 3 of my doctoral

dissertation.

135 Guizot, Montaigne, pp. 52, 254.
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If this account of the didactic function of Montaigne's
"self-portrayal"

is correct, it is evident that the Essays can no more be taken as a

historically accurate picture of their author than the dialogues of Plato

and Xenophon can be assumed to constitute a simple, faithful, historical

record of the life of Socrates. Rather, the
"Montaigne"

described

in the Essays is a literary persona who must be distinguished from the

"historical"

Montaigne, of whom we have practically no independent

knowledge and whom it may be unnecessary to know in order to

understand his book.

To some critics it has seemed that questioning the avowed "good
faith"

and simple honesty of the Essays, as has just been done, is

tantamount to convicting its author of moral
turpitude.136 But by

elevating Montaigne's
"moral"

stature, his apologists lower his intellectual

rank: he becomes the author of an amusing but essentially aimless

book, full of
"errors"

and superstitions which scholars attribute to

his
"carelessness"

or to "the ignorance of his
age."

For all Villey's

adulation of Montaigne, he finds in the Essays no particular originahty

or unusual depth of thought, but only an especially felicitous expression

of the "collective
thought"

of his century.137

Villey goes so far as

to explain the apparent disorder of the Essays by saying that "the

men of the sixteenth century do not know how to
compose," 138

as

if Montaigne lacked the intelligence to rise above the level of the

"compilers"

he mocked.139 There is much that Villey and other literary
critics of recent times have found entertaining and stylistically deft

in the Essays; but, as one can readily judge from the content of the

studies usually made of Montaigne, little has been found in this thought,

and particularly his political thought, that is still worthy of serious

contemplation. The implicitly patronizing analyses of the
"evolution"

of Montaigne's beliefs make it appear doubtful that the reader of our

"enlightened"

age might learn important things from the Essays which

he does not already know.

To save Montaigne's reputation for honesty by this mode of inter

pretation is hardly to do him honor. The simplistic moral horizon

of the critics, moreover, fails to take account, as Montaigne's thought

does, of the possibility that dissimulation may be justifiable as a means

to some goals, such as the public good or one's own preservation

136 Cf. Zeitlin, Essays, II, pp. 488ff., on the scholarly reaction to Sainte-Beuve's

"accusation of deliberate
treachery"

in Montaigne's "Apology for Raymond
Sebond."

Guizot (Montaigne, pp. 132-33) is a striking example.

137 Villey. Montaigne devant la posterite, p. 3. Villey's studies of Montaigne's

influence show that others took Montaigne's thought seriously, but Villey himself

does not consider his thought in a serious manner.

138 Villey, Les Sources, II, p. 282.
139 Cf. Essais, III, 12, 1033.
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from unjust persecution.140

Distinguishing between "the useful and

the
honorable"

(or "honest"), Montaigne declares that "the pubhc

good requires that one betray and
he." 141 Private men may seek to

remain pure and righteous, but "affairs of state have bolder
precepts." 142

Thus the conduct of pubhc affairs is properly a matter for men with

stronger, less dehcate consciences.143 Montaigne's advice to princes,

if read carefully, hardly evinces an overriding concern for honesty.

While warning against the
"folly"

of "saying
everything,"

he merely

cautions them not "to make a profession of covering
up."

One may

successfully "deceive men once or twice"; indeed, by a single breach

of his word, a prince might secure his affairs permanently. Princes

commonly lack the prudence, however, to avoid lying so frequently
that they are no longer believed.144 Although he expresses himself

more reservedly, the
"honest"

Montaigne says nothing here about the

value of honesty that contradicts the advice given by that infamous

counselor of princes Machiavelli (to whom Montaigne explicitly refers

in the same essay), in chapter 18 of The Prince.

If Montaigne's proclaimed honesty and frankness are a deceptive

rhetorical tool, however, they are also something more. Montaigne's

substantive purpose in the Essays is to undermine those moral and

rehgious conventions which obstruct men's freedom of thought and

expression, as well as their freedom to indulge themselves in earthly

pleasures. Butor is correct in attributing to Montaigne the vision "of

a state of the world where it would finally be possible to be
sincere." 145

But Montaigne recognized clearly, as most of his twentieth-century

interpreters (who take these things for granted) do not, the pohtical

and moral preconditions and ramifications of the triumph of
"sincerity"

and toleration. The final task of this study will be to indicate that

Montaigne's intention was a fundamentally political one.

140 The apolitical character from which the merely
"literary"

analysis of the

Essays suffers is exemplified by Zeitlin's complaint of Montaigne's lack of "moral

courage"

in not stating his thinly concealed views on witchcraft more forthrightly

(Zeitlin, Essays, M, p. 414). Zeitlin has not adequately considered the lesson

Montaigne conveys in chs. 5, 6, and 15 of Book I (and elsewhere) that the most

direct and open mode of attack is likely to be unsuccessful as well as dangerous

when one confronts a more powerful
"enemy."

Cf. Essais, II, 8, 375; Armaingaud,
"Etude,"

pp. 198-203; and Machiavelli, Discourses, ni, 2.

141 III, 1, 768. (The word
"honnete"

can mean either
"honest"

or "honorable.")

At UI, 1, 774, Montaigne even questions whether any
"useful"

things may be called

"deshonnetes."

142 III, 9, 969-70.

143 III, 1, 768.

144 II, 17, 631-32 (emphasis added).

145 Butor, Essais, p. 214.
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III. Montaigne's Political Intention

Montaigne's proclamation of his own honesty, we have seen, is

closely linked throughout the Essays to a profession of incapacity
for pubhc life which, upon examination, proves to be ironic. Toward

the end of the book, that pretense of inabihty to "benefit
others"

is

replaced by an admission that he has avoided pubhc life out of choice

rather than incompetence. Montaigne is "disgusted with mastery, both

active and
passive." 14<i In public, a man must live as others tell him to,

rather than as he pleases.147 Montaigne finds it "bad and
unnatural"

to

abandon healthy and gay living in order to serve
others." 148

As his argument proceeds further, however, Montaigne indicates

the possibihty of a pohtical role which is not incompatible with the

pleasures of a private life. He reports "taking part in pubhc office

without departing from myself by the width of a fingernail, and giving

myself to others without taking myself from
myself." 149 Nor is such

an attitude on the part of a governor necessarily contrary to the interests

of the governed: Montaigne's administration as mayor of Bordeaux

was one of
"order"

and "sweet and mute
tranquility,"

which he suggests

was no mean accomplishment, especially given the strife-torn condition

of France at that time. Montaigne's very lack of ambition saved him

from the "iniquitous and quite common
disposition"

of seeking to

"exalt and
honor"

an administration by "the trouble and sickness of

affairs." 1B0 Montaigne's account of himself as one who demands less

than he deserves conforms to Aristotle's description of the equitable

man and to Plato's portrayal of the
"true"

ruler as one who does not

seek to "get the
better"

of other
men.151

Montaigne gradually suggests that he is in fact eminently qualified

to be of great benefit to the public, and is prevented from demonstrating
his quahfication only by

"fortune." "Fortune"

has placed his position

in life too low for his actions to be worthy of
record.152

Fortune, rather

than merit, largely determines the distribution of "dignities and offices";

consequently "the chief places are commonly seized by the least capable

men, and greatness of fortune is hardly ever found in combination with

ability." 153
Seeing governments "seized by incapable

men,"

some wise

140 III, 7, 896.

147 III, 9, 970.

148 III, 10, 984.

149 III, 10, 985.

150 III, 10, 998-99, 1002.

131 III, 10, 995; cf. also 986, Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1138al-25 and

Plato Republic 350b-c with 340d-341a; and Butor, Essais, p. 57. On Montaigne's

avoidance of contention, cf. Ill, 10, 992; III, 13, 1049.

152 III, 9, 922; note the similarity to the epistle dedicatory of Machiavelli's

The Prince; and cf. Butor, Essais, pp. 36-37.

153 I, 26, 154-55; cf. Ill, 8, 911-13.
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individuals, competent in action as in knowledge, have withdrawn from
pohtics.154 This seems to exemplify a more general problem: by chance,

men who could be of great benefit to others are not known to those

whom they would benefit and who could support them in return; con

sequently, "rare and remarkable
persons,"

as well as those they could

benefit, are left in "extreme
need." 155 Although Montaigne himself does

not suffer from poverty, his talents too have been overlooked: no one

thought to use him, at the right age, in the office of which he was

capable, as an adviser to kings.166

The charge of which Montaigne professes himself capable is a most

important one. The publicity of a king's actions ought to operate as

"a singular incitement to
virtue"

for the monarch. However, this motive

is rendered ineffectual because the conduct of kings is badly judged,

both by the people, whose understanding is weak, and who are prohibited

in any case from expressing a critical judgment of their ruler during
his lifetime, and by most royal advisers, who fear to speak against

their master's
wishes.157 Kings need to be safeguarded by "good education

and good
advice"

against the poisonous effect of flattering
speech.158

As things are, whatever "good
qualities"

monarchs possess are "dead

and
wasted,"

while their "defects and
vices"

are
"authorized"

by the

flattery of their servants and subjects. Both the king and those below

him are prevented from giving a "sincere
judgment"

on most matters

by their relations of "superiority and
inferiority,"

which force men

into a "natural envy and
contention."159

Montaigne, however, places

himself considerably outside these relations, as one who has no wish

to be master over others, and does not even demand as much as he

deserves. His judgment is not
"infected"

by partisanship, nor is he

blind to the defects of those to whom he is loyal.160 He further conforms

to the requirement that a royal adviser be possessed of a middling

fortune with which he is
"content,"

giving him the advantage of ready

"communication with all sorts of
people"

without being dependent on

the king's favor for his maintenance.161 Montaigne's best qualities,

which he has found "useless in this
age,"

his fidelity and conscience,

frankness and independence, would serve him well, he suggests, in

the office he describes.162 While having the courage to speak frankly

154 I, 25, 134.

155 I, 35, 220-21. Cf. Plato, Apology of Socrates, 36 b-c.

156 ELI, 13, 1055. But cf. Armaingaud,
"Etude,"

pp. 215-16, 223, on the extensive

services Montaigne did render to Henry of Navarre, later Henry IV.

157 ni, 7, 896; I, 3, 18-19; III, 13, 1054-56.

i58 I, 51, 293. Cf. The Prince, ch. 23.

159 III, 7, 896-98.

ie III, 10, 989.

isi HI, 13, 1055; II, 17, 626.

i2 n, 17, 629; III, 13, 1055-56.
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to the monarch, he would know how to give his advice prudently and

hence most effectively (as one may judge from his many remarks about

the art of speaking and
writing).163

The point of Montaigne's recommendation of himself as an adviser

to kings in the last chapter of the Essays can be grasped only if the

reader recognizes its subtle relation to the discussion that immediately
follows it. From the subject of the need of monarchs for guidance and

good counsel, Montaigne turns quite abruptly to a review of the purpose

of his book, which he calls "a register of the essays of my
life."

But

the words with which this new discussion begins, "en
fin"

"in
sum"

or "in
conclusion"

may also imply that it is linked with, or follows

from, the preceding argument. There follows a lengthy
"account"

by
Montaigne of "the practice that has guided me thus

far."

No longer

pretending that his book is of no concern to others, he invites them

to imitate his example. "For bodily
health,"

he asserts, "no one can

furnish more useful experience than
I." 164 Montaigne has previously

indicated the need for reliable records of
"experience"

as a foundation

for the science of
"medicine."165 Although he appears to deny at this

point the utility of his book as a guide to the health of the soul, he

has already suggested that his remarks about
"medicine"

are meant to

be applied to the soul as well as the body, to which the soul is so

intimately
linked.166 In fact, the discussion which follows from here

to the end of the book culminates in a treatment not merely of the

preservation of life but of life's goal. Montaigne openly holds up his

own way of life at the end as an example for other men, contrasting it

with the erroneous views of "the
people"

concerning the best life.167

The link between Montaigne's discussion of the precepts of his

life and the preceding theme of advice to kings now begins to emerge.

Perhaps it is not necessary for Montaigne to be officially appointed

a royal
"adviser"

in order to succeed in guiding the conduct of kings

and governments. He may have a far greater and longer lasting influence

by means of his book.168 Further evidence of this intention may be

found in his discussion of
"historians."

Montaigne distinguishes three classes of historians. The
"simple"

ones, lacking the ability to "mix in anything of their
own,"

merely

"register in good faith
everything"

that "comes to their
notice,"

163 III, 13, 1056.

164 III, 13, 1056-57.

185 II, 37, 763.
106 III, 4, 808; HI, 13, 1057; I, 21, 103; II, 12, 547. Montaigne defines medicine

broadly, as comprising "everything that is found to be salubrious for our
life"

(II, 37, 745).

167 in, 13, 1090.

168 Cf. the epistle dedicatory of The Prince, where Machiavelli, despite his
"lowly"

status as a private citizen, undertakes "to regulate the government of

princes."
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"without choice or
selection."

By presenting the reader with "the

material of history, naked and
unformed,"

they "leave our judgment

intact to discern the
truth."

At the other extreme are the few most

excellent writers of history, who "have the capacity to choose what is

worth
knowing"

and rightfully "assume the authority to regulate our

behef by their
own."

But the third, middle class of historians "spoil

everything for
us"

by wrongfully giving themselves "the right to
judge."

By omitting as
"incredible"

whatever they do not understand, they
prevent us from learning the

truth.169

In claiming to represent his
"experience"

uncorrupted by
"art"

or

"opinion,"

Montaigne appears to place himself among the
"simple"

historians.170 He is at pains throughout the Essays to emphasize the

variability of things and events, in opposition to narrow and particular

human interpretations of the world. He appears to bend over backward

to avoid obscuring the phenomena by interpretation, repeating uncritically
stories derived from authors who thamselves expressed doubts about

their
credibility.171 Further consideration of this practice, however,

would suggest that it cannot properly be called "historical
fidelity"

in the usual sense. Montaigne in fact indicates, at the conclusion of a

chapter filled with stories illustrating "the power of the
imagination,"

that his aim is "to speak of what can
happen"

rather than merely what

has happened. He selects from the histories; he reads those stories

which are "most rare and
memorable."

While denying that he falsifies

his reports out of
"conscience,"

he leaves open the possibihty that

he may do so out of "knowledge"; elsewhere, we have seen, he admits

to
"erring"

knowingly. He suggests one reason for his filling the

Essays with stories of events long past: there is no danger in "an old

report"

being "this way or
that." 172

Montaigne's remarks about his "historical
fidelity"

square with what

we have learned from his admissions about the deceptiveness of his
"frankness"

in portraying himself. Contrary to the surface impression

conveyed by his rhetoric, Montaigne's
"history"

is selected and contrived

to convey a particular understanding of things. Rather than writing

merely as a
"simple"

historian, Montaigne has taken upon himself

the authority he allows to very few men to "regulate our
behef."

Through the influence of his book, both directly and indirectly, he

may guide the understanding other men have of the nature of things,

169 II, 10, 396-97. Montaigne's designation of those who rightfully claim "the

authority to regulate our belief places in an interesting light his supposed profession

of obeisance to the Church, quoted earlier, in which he submits "to the judgment

of those whose concern it is ... to regulate my
thought"

(I. 56, 302). Society, he has

already indicated, ought not to possess this authority (I, 23, 117).

170 IU, 13, 1056.

"i Cf. Zeitlin, Essays, II, pp. 496-97.

172 I, 21, 104-5 (emphasis added).
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including human nature. This guidance may have important effects

on men's conception of the proper way of life and, consequently, on

the pohtical arrangements they adopt to secure it.

Montaigne continually denies that he has any public ambitions and

that he seeks to change the pohtical order in any way. But he suggests

that one who exercises his own judgment, as he does, will find much

to question and challenge in existing customs and
institutions.173 He

warns us, moreover, that greater ambition may lurk in the very denial of

ambition
174 (shades of Caesar again!). In explaining that he has chosen

to record his thoughts, rather than his actions, because fortune has placed

the latter on too low a level to be worthy of note, he implies that his

thoughts are
noteworthy.175 Montaigne does not banish all glory from

his book; he merely disdains praise of its style, for he denies "that the

perfection of fine speaking could bring any glory suitable to a great

personage." 176 In spite of the admitted strength of his self-love and

his preference for a private life, he is also prone to devote himself

to "the little
people,"

perhaps because "there is more glory in
it." 177

He is not prevented from obtaining glory by the
"lowness"

of his

actions because a man's great thoughts, as conveyed through his writings,

may secure him a glory rivaling that of Alexander and Caesar. The

greatest men have
"instructed"

the world as well as
"regulating"

it

by governments and laws; we have just seen evidence of Montaigne's

similarly undertaking to
"regulate"

our behef. He cites a remark of

Plato to indicate that the "immortal
children"

of men like Lycurgus,

Solon, and Minos i.e., the laws given by these great legislators
"immortalize"

and even
"deify"

their fathers.178

We are led to suspect that, in recommending himself as a counselor

to kings, Montaigne seeks an immortahty surpassing even that won

by the famous legislators, by acting as a teacher of legislators, or a

legislator-founder in the deeper sense. He is not dependent for his

success on a royal appointment; the means of his political activity is

his book and the teaching it conveys to other "men of
understanding,"

who will in turn extend Montaigne's influence still further. The Essays

is a
"private"

project only in the sense that it is undertaken by a private

citizen, one not charged officially with the conduct of pubhc affairs;

its implications are of the greatest consequence, however, for the public.

173 I, 23, 115-16.

174 I, 41, 248-49; III, 7, 894; III, 10, 1001.

175 III, 9, 922.

176 I, 40, 243-45.

177 III, 13, 1078.

178 II, 8, 380-83; II, 12, 481-82. Montaigne replaces Darius in Plato's list of

statesmen (Phaedrus 258b-c) with Minos, thus making it more strictly a list of

legislator-founders. Montaigne is somewhat more emphatic than Plato's Socrates

in saying that these men are deified, not merely thought to be so. (Minos, of course,
is a prime example of deification, since he was reputed to be the son of Zeus.)
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TECHNOLOGY, PHILOSOPHY, AND POLITICAL VIRTUE:

THE CASE OF BILLY BUDD, SAILOR
*

Thomas J. Scorza

Billy Budd, Sailor is an emphatically political novel. Even a cursory

reading of the "Inside
Narrative"

reveals such an array of pohtical

themes that one is tempted to conclude that Melville intended his last

work to be a comprehensive poetic introduction to political science.

In effect, the author presents characters and events which compel the

reader to reflect upon a wide variety of the fundamental problems in

pohtical science and political philosophy; among the problems thus

raised are the following: the contrasts between the natural and the

conventional, and between the demands of justice and the limits of

law; the conflicts between authority and egalitarianism, and between

conservatism and revolution; the contest between religious politics and

secular ideology; and the question of the prerogatives and limitations

of statesmanship. In hght of the variety of political themes in the novel,

it is not surprising that much of the criticism of Billy Budd has also

tended to concentrate on political questions. Indeed, the two most

prominent camps of criticism divide along political hnes and form on

opposite sides of the issues raised by the novel's political themes. One

camp argues that Billy Budd is Melville's final conservative "testament

of
acceptance"

of convention, law, authority, and Christianity, while

the other sees the novel as Melville's final revolutionary "testament

of
resistance"

to evil in the name of nature, justice, equality, and the

Rights of
Man.1 In both camps, Billy Budd is a victim, but while one

* An earlier version of this paper was presented on November 1, 1973, to the

Chicago chapter of the Conference for the Study of Political Thought. The author

wishes to thank Professor lames L. Wiser of Loyola University of Chicago for

making the necessary arrangements for that presentation.

1 For the development, elaboration, and later defense of the "testament of

acceptance"

interpretation, see the following: John Middleton Murry, "Herman

Melville's
Silence,"

Times Literary Supplement, No. 1173 (July 10, 1924), p. 433;

Lewis Mumford, Herman Melville (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1929),

pp. 353-57; E. L. Grant Watson, "Melville's Testament of
Acceptance,"

New England

Quarterly, VI (1933), pp. 319-27; F. O. Matthiessen, American Renaissance: Art

and Expression in the Age of Emerson and Whitman (New York: Oxford University

Press, 1941), pp. 500-514; Charles Weir, Jr., "Malice Reconciled: A Note on

Melville's Billy
Budd,"

University of Toronto Quarterly, XIII (1944), pp. 276-85;

William Ellery Sedgwick, Herman Melville: The Tragedy of Mind (Cambridge,

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1944), pp. 231-49; Wendell Glick, "Expediency

and Absolute Morality in Billy
Budd,"

PMLA, LXVIII (1953), pp. 103-10; Richard

Harter Fogle, "Billy Budd: The Order of the
Fall,"

Nineteenth-Century Fiction, XV

(1960), pp. 189-205; Edward H. Rosenberry, "The Problem of Billy
Budd,"

PMLA,
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camp regards Billy's execution as sacrificial and redemptive, the other

sees the execution as an indication of the horror of acquiescence to

the status quo; correspondingly, Captain Vere is a hero in one camp,

but a villain in the other. In all, the gulf between the two camps is

so wide, and their interpretations of Billy Budd are so opposed, that

some
"neutral"

critics have wondered whether the novel does have

any real form or definite meaning; after all, a work which may be read

to mean anything is a work without fixed significance.2

The two critical camps share the common assumption that Melville

is to be understood finally as a proponent of a modern pohtical ideology;

in effect, one would have Melville be a follower of Burke, the other

would have him a follower of
Paine.3 This common assumption may

be countered by observing that Billy Budd has an informing and

underlying political theme which in fact calls all of modernity into

question. This theme, which runs throughout the character sketches

and events of the novel, points out the destructive effect upon pohtical

virtue of modern science, technology, and philosophy. At the very

least, this theme reveals that Melville's supposed preferences for con

servatism or revolution in the late eighteenth or nineteenth century

were expressed within a frame which opposed the whole of modern

times to the pre-modern past and celebrated the lost virtues of that

LXXX (1965), pp. 489-98; and Janis Stout, "Melville's Use of the Book of
Job,"

Nineteenth-Century Fiction, XXV (1970), pp. 69-83.

Also, for the development and variations of the "testament of
resistance"

inter

pretation, see the following: Joseph Schiffman, "Melville's Final Stage, Irony: A

Re-examination of Billy Budd
Criticism,"

American Literature, XXII (1950), pp. 128-

36; Arthur Sale, "Captain Vere's
Reasons,"

Cambridge Journal, V (1951), pp. 3-18;

Leonard Casper, "The Case against Captain
Vere,"

Perspective, V (1952), pp. 146-52;

Karl E. Zink. "Herman Melville and the Forms Irony and Social Criticism in

'Billy
Budd,' "

Accent, XII (1952), pp. 131-39; Lawrance Thompson, Melville's

Quarrel with God (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1952), pp. 355-414; Phil

Withim, "Billy Budd: Testament of
Resistance,"

Modern Language Quarterly, XX

(1959), pp. 115-27; Ray B. Browne, "Billy Budd: Gospel of
Democracy,"

Nine

teenth-Century Fiction. XVII (1963), pp. 321-37; and Kingsley Widmer, "The Per

plexed Myths of Melville: Billy
Budd,"

Novel, II (1968), pp. 25-35.
2 See especially Kenneth Ledbetter, "The Ambiguity of Billy

Budd,"

Texas

Studies in Literature and Language, TV (1962), pp. 130-34, and Paul Brodtkorb, Jr.,

"The Definitive Billy Budd: 'But aren't it all
sham?"'

PMLA, LXXXn (1967),

pp. 602-12; however, compare these with Ray B. West, Jr., "The Unity of 'Billy
Budd,' "

Hudson Review, V (1952), pp. 120-27.

3
According to Harrison Hayford and Merton M. Sealts, Jr., the editors of the

definitive edition of Billy Budd, "the opposing
positions"

of Burke and Paine "con

cerning the doctrine of abstract natural rights lie behind the
dialectic"

of the novel

(Herman Melville, Bill Budd, Sailor (An Inside Narrative) [Chicago: University of

Chicago Press, 1962], p. 138). This text will hereinafter be referred to as Billy Budd,

followed by the chapter numbers of the "Reading
Text"

or the title of an editorial

section, and page numbers.
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past. In fact, a close reading of the novel will demonstrate Melville's

understanding of the limitations of both Burke and Paine and will

reveal that Melville's rejection of modernity was so comprehensive

that he even dismissed Rousseau, a great critic of modernity, as yet

another modern philosopher. In a sense, Billy Budd is Melville's

"testament of
rejection"

and an indictment of the modern Enlightenment

and its modern critics, Rousseau and Burke.

The very first words of the "Inside
Narrative"

point to the techno

logically backward past. "In the time before steamships, or then more

frequently than
now,"

there existed a phenomenal character, the

"Handsome
Sailor."

This
"Aldebaran"

was found typically in the center

of a company of his shipmates, accepting from them the "spontaneous
homage"

won by his unaffected "natural
regality."

Presumably, the
"prosaic"

present time of advanced technology and advanced science,

which have produced the steamship, is inimical to this "natural
regality,"

causing it to become extinct or, at least, rare. Moreover, a full under

standing of the character of the "Handsome
Sailor"

reveals that the

"Handsome
Sailor"

type is itself a representation of a universalized

archetype of the far more distant and, in fact, pre-scientific past. This

is indicated by the narrator's memory of the "remarkable
instance"

of

a Black Handsome Sailor; "this black pagod of a
fellow"

was encountered

some fifty years ago amid a group of mariners "of such an assortment

of tribes and complexions as would have well fitted them to be marched

up by Anacharsis Cloots before the bar of the first French Assembly
as Representatives of the Human

Race."

This "motley
retinue"

showed

that "sort of
pride"

in the Black Handsome Sailor "which the Assyrian

priests doubtless showed for their grand sculptured Bull when the

faithful prostrated
themselves."

Hence, the "Handsome
Sailor"

type,

initiaUy and significantly compared to
"Aldebaran,"

the star which is

the eye of the constellation Taurus, the Bull, is meant to recall the

time of the Assyrian Bull. The "Handsome
Sailor"

thus represents an

archetype of the earliest historical past, and that archetype is mytho

logical and pre-scientific.4

The primary characteristic of this universal and ancient archetype

is an attunement to nature. Thus, the "Handsome
Sailor"

embodies

unaffected "natural
regality"

without artificial vainglory. Moreover, the

instance of the
"unadulterate"

and
"barbaric"

Black Handsome Sailor

suggests that the
"superior"

stature of the archetype represented in

4 On the universalized "Black Handsome
Sailor,"

see Milton R. Stern, The Fine

Hammered Steel of Herman Melville (Urbana, 111.: University of Illinois Press,

1957), p. 214; also, on the "mythical
proportions"

of the "Handsome
Sailor,"

see

Richard Harter Fogle, "Billy Budd Acceptance or
Irony,"

Tulane Studies in

English, VTII (1958), p. 110. The "Handsome
Sailor"

type and the "Black Handsome

Sailor"

are described in Billy Budd, ch. 1, pp. 43-44.
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the "Handsome
Sailor"

transcends the merely conventional national

and ethnic distinctions which may otherwise divide his admirers. Since

his superiority is according to nature, the Black Handsome Sailor

evokes "spontaneous
tribute"

rather than conventionally enforced

suspicion or prejudice. Finally, since this superiority is a natural en

dowment, the "Handsome
Sailor"

type represents a form of natural

leadership which behes any artificial and purely conventional hierarchy
which would assign a representative of the type, hke the Black Handsome

Sailor, to the rank of a mere "common
sailor."

The natural superiority of the "Handsome
Sailor"

authorized his

right to rule over his shipmates, who, as the instance of the Black

Handsome Sailor shows, represent the whole Human Race. The arche

typical "Handsome
Sailor,"

the heavenly
"Aldebaran"

who embodies

"natural
regality,"

rules as god and king by natural and divine right.

This claim to rule is in startling contrast to the egalitarianism of the

first French Assembly to which Cloots brought his "Representatives

of the Human
Race"

and by which both divinity and regality were

abjured.5 While the Assembly denies any natural right to rule, the

"Handsome
Sailor"

represents the ancient claim to temporal and

spiritual rule as both king and god. This phenomenon of "the less

prosaic
time"

thus embodies a natural hierarchy which distinguished

a divinely authorized ruler from the ruled; this hierarchy is rejected

by modern egalitarianism and atheism, and the character who most

recently embodied it, however dimly, has been or is being destroyed

by modern science and its technology, as here represented by the

steamship.

The natural distinction of the "Handsome Sailor
"

type is based

on his beauty, his strength, his professional proficiency, and a "moral
nature"

which orders or tones his physical attributes and which wins

him "honest
homage"

from his shipmates.6 In all, the archetypical form

of rule embodied by the "Handsome
Sailor"

is thus pre-scientific,

mythological, natural, physical, and moral. It depends upon natural

endowment rather than upon conventional distinction, and it was

effectively and fully incarnate in the universalized, mythological, and

distant past rather than in the immediate past or present. This natural

form of rule is not only described without reference to modern

intellectuality but in fact stems from a time prior to the differentiation

of rational intellectuality as such, i.e., the time of Assyrian myths.

5 Melville apparently read of the Cloots episode in Carlyle's French Revolution

(Billy Budd, p. 136). The intimate connection between regicide and deicide in the

minds of Cloots and the more prominent French revolutionaries is explored by
Albert Camus in The Rebel: An Essay on Man in Revolt, trans. Anthony Bower

(New York: Vintage Books, 1956), pp. 105-32.

6 Ch. 1, p. 44. Compare the description of the "Handsome
Sailor"

with Aristotle

Politics 1254b.27-39.
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That is to say, the paradigm of naturally right rule is independent of

wisdom and existed before philosophy.

The importance of this sketch of the "Handsome
Sailor"

is revealed

by the fact that the narrator explicitly states that the title character,

Billy Budd, is to be understood as he compares to and contrasts with

the "Handsome
Sailor."

Billy Budd is a "Handsome
Sailor,"

that is,
"at least in aspect, and something such too in nature, though with

important variations made apparent as the story
proceeds."

Now, Billy
is unquestionably a "Handsome

Sailor"
in his

"aspect,"

i.e., in his

physical beauty. Also, Billy is a "Handsome
Sailor"

in that he is a

"mighty
boxer"

and "a proficient in his perilous calling"; aboard

the Rights-of-Man, Billy easily drubbed the annoying Red Whiskers,
and aboard the Bellipotent, he is quickly "rated as an able

seaman."

Moreover, beyond these physical and professional similarities, Billy
is like the "Handsome

Sailor"

in "nature": science or knowledge is

also a missing ingredient in his character. Billy, like the "Handsome
Sailor,"

is a character who is essentially pre-scientific and who exists

independent of knowledge. As the narrator states it, "with little or

no sharpness of faculty or any trace of the wisdom of the serpent,

nor yet quite a dove, he possessed that kind and degree of intelligence

going along with the unconventional rectitude of a sound human creature,

one to whom not yet has been profferred the questionable apple of

knowledge."

Billy, like the "Handsome
Sailor,"

is naturally
"sound"

because he is without wisdom or the love of
wisdom.7

However, there are "important
variations"

between the natures of

Billy Budd and the "Handsome
Sailor."

First, Billy certainly possesses

none of the "Handsome
Sailor"

's actual or residual political nature, and

his natural habitat is thus not in the ruling center of a ship's society.

In fact, Billy is pre-political: "Billy in many respects was little more than

a sort of upright barbarian, much such perhaps as Adam presumably

might have been ere the urbane Serpent wriggled himself into his
company."

And again, the case of Billy Budd leads to the narrator's

observation that

it is observable that where certain virtues pristine and unadulterate peculiarly

characterize anybody in the external uniform of civilization, they will upon scrutiny

seem not to be derived from custom or convention, but rather to be out of keeping

with these, as if indeed exceptionally transmitted from a period prior to Cain's

city and citified man.

Secondly, unlike the "Handsome
Sailor,"

who is a
"champion"

and

"a
spokesman,"

Billy is
"foremost"

only as plunder for the impressing

7 The quotations in this paragraph are from ch. 1, pp. 44, 47, and 49; ch. 2,

p. 52. For a view of the thrashing of Red Whiskers as a prefiguration of the killing

of Claggart, see Leonard Nathanson, "Melville's Billy Budd, Chapter
1,"

Explicator,

XXII (1964), Item 75.
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officer, and he is possessed of a defect in speech. Billy's stutter, his

impairment in logos, which is the foundation of pohtical existence,

is the symbol of his pre-pohtical or apolitical nature.8

In his apparent physical robustness, his frequently mentioned

similarity to the animals, his lack of knowledge and defect in speech,

his apolitical character, and his natural barbarity, Billy Budd is an

analogue of Rousseau's savage man. Billy is, as Rousseau would have

it, "strong and
robust,"

one of "the most advantageously
organized"

animals, and "committed to instinct
alone."

A "foundling, a presumable

by-blow"

without known parents, Billy Budd is like a child of Rousseau's

savages, who "united fortuitously, depending upon encounter, occasion,

and
desire,"

and who "left each other with the same
ease."

Moreover,

having witnessed a "formal
gangway-punishment"

for the first time,

Billy reacts according to the "two principles anterior to
reason"

which

characterize the soul of Rousseau's savage man: he is
"horrified"

at

another's suffering, and he resolves to assure his own well-being by
a special "punctiliousness in

duty."

Billy is, in all, neither the product

of a family bond nor a real member of a civilized society; he is an

"upright
barbarian"

fresh from Rousseau's state of
nature.9

Insofar as Billy Budd's nature is devoid of knowledge, he is similar

to both Melville's "Handsome
Sailor"

and Rousseau's robust savage,

but insofar as he is essentially pre-political, he is similar only to

Rousseau's model of natural man. The destruction of the "Handsome
Sailor"

by modern science and enlightened philosophy indicates Melville's

agreement with the anti-Enlightenment First Discourse, in which Rousseau

detailed how "our souls have been corrupted in proportion to the

advancement of our sciences and arts toward
perfection."

On the other

hand, the "Handsome
Sailor"

's natural political superiority and his

natural and divine right to rule indicate Melville's disagreement with

the Second Discourse, in which Rousseau portrayed natural men as

apolitical, equal, and
free.10

However, despite this latter disagreement

8 Ch. 2, pp. 52-53; ch. 1, pp. 44-45; and ch. 2, p. 53. Billy's speech defect is

compared on p. 53 to the crimson blemish on Georgiana's cheek in Hawthorne's

"The
Birthmark."

Note that Georgiana is destroyed by her scientific husband,

Aylmer.

9 Billy is compared alternately to a goldfinch, a horse, a nightingale, and a St.

Bernard dog (ch. 1, p. 45; ch. 2, p. 52). Billy's experience with flogging is described

at ch. 9, p. 68. Quotations from Rousseau are from the Discourse on the Origin and

Foundations of Inequality among Men, in Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The First and

Second Discourses, ed. Roger D. Masters, trans. Roger D. Masters and Judith R.

Masters (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1964), pp. 106, 105, 115, 121, 95.
10 Discourse on the Sciences and Arts, in First and Second Discourses, p. 39, and

Discourse on Inequality, ibid., passim. Despite the strong internal evidence of

Melville's familiarity with the Discourses, there is no external evidence that he read

or owned texts containing them. Melville did, however, buy and read a "much
desired"

copy of Rousseau's Confessions. See Journal of a Visit to London and the
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about the nature of natural man, Melville's original assignment of

unenlightened Billy Budd to the Enlightenment's vessel, the
Rights-of-

Man, indicates the author's contention that Rousseau is truer to modern

principles and more consistent in stripping his natural man of all the

traits of artificial civilization, including Reason. Apparently, Billy Budd,

as Rousseau's savage man, is to be seen as the real hero of modern

"liberal"

philosophy, and it is thus Billy Budd who will be tested

in the real man-of-war world.11 The differences between the "Handsome
Sailor"

and Billy Budd, then, set the stage for Melville's demonstration

of Rousseau's own errors; this demonstration takes place after Melville's

total rejection of the dominant thought of the Enlightenment, a rejection

which occurs at the very outset of the novel through the character

sketches of the "Handsome
Sailor"

and Billy Budd.

Before relating the events of the narrative which will reveal the

flaws of the modern
"liberal"

hero, Billy Budd, the narrator begins

the introduction of the modern
"conservative"

hero, Captain Vere.

Just as the description of the "Handsome
Sailor"

served as background

for the sketch of Billy Budd, so now will the description of the Great

Sailor, Lord Nelson, serve as background for the sketch of Captain

Vere. Moreover, just as the "Handsome
Sailor"

initially called attention

to a certain time, the technologically backward past, the Great Sailor

initiaUy calls attention to a certain time, the time of the pohtical event

of the modern age, the French Revolution. It is to be expected, thus,

that the nature of Captain Vere will be revealed as it compares to

and contrasts with the nature of the politically great Lord Nelson.

The time of the narrative is "the summer of
1797,"

a short time

Continent by Herman Melville, 1849-1850, ed. Eleanor Melville Metcalf (Cambridge,

Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1948), pp. 70, 84, 85. Rousseau was also apparently

on Melville's mind as a subject for study at the end of his 1856-57 voyage, as

witnessed by his notation in Journal of a Visit to Europe and the Levant, October 11,

1856-May 6, 1857, by Herman Melville, ed. Howard C. Horsford (Princeton:

Princeton University Press, 1955), p. 262. However, as an indication that internal

evidence must be given priority over external evidence, note that Melville directly

refers to Rousseau in his first book, prior to his purchase of the Confessions. See

Herman Melville, Typee: A Peep at Polynesian Life, in The Writings of Herman

Melville, ed. Harrison Hayford, Hershel Parker, and G. Thomas Tanselle, I

(Evanston and Chicago: Northwestern University Press and The Newberry Library,

1968), ch. 17, p. 127.

Also, on Melville's relationship to Rousseau, see Charles Roberts Anderson,

Melville in the South Seas (New York: Columbia University Press, 1949), p. 178;

and on Billy's similarity to Rousseau's savage, see Hannah Arendt, On Revolution

(New York: The Viking Press, 1965), pp. 74-83.

11 As an indication of Melville's understanding of Rousseau's differences from

the "liberal
philosophers,"

note that Rousseau is excluded from the list of philo

sophers used by Stephen Girard to name his vessels, despite the fact that the

Rousseau was one of Girard's "finest
ships"

(Billy Budd, ch. 1, pp. 48, 138).
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after the spring mutinies in the British fleet at Spithead and the Nore.

The mutinies, although begun in response to "practical
grievances,"

soon were "ignited into irrational combustion as by live cinders blown

across the Channel from France in
flames."

Whatever may have been

said for the justice of the original discontent in the fleet (and in relation

to the grievance over impressment, much could be said), the fact is

that the mutinies came to threaten the very existence of Britain, "a

Power then all but the sole free conservative one of the Old
World."

The narrator observes that the complexities of the time should militate

against quick and easy judgment about right and wrong; as that time

was lived, the
"genius"

of the era was not clearly revealed and thus

presented "an eclipsing menace mysterious and
prodigious."

In any

case, the spring mutinies were finally suppressed, and the mutineers

went on "to win a coronet for Nelson at the Nile, and the naval crown

of crowns for him at
Trafalgar."

The subject of Nelson is thus raised

in reference to the "plenary
absolution"

of the British mutineers, and

a quasi-soteriological relationship between the Great Sailor and the

Empire is suggested from the
outset.12

The narrator's assertion that the material on Nelson will be "a
bypath"

is belied by the fact that his description of Nelson is

obviously meant to parallel his description of the "Handsome
Sailor."

Thus, it is not surprising that he now returns to the novel's opening

theme, the destructive influence of advanced technology upon a pheno

menal human type. This return is concealed through considerable

dissembling. While boldly asserting that the "nobler
qualities"

of naval

heroes have not "become obsolete with their wooden
walls,"

the narrator

quietly admits that technological advances in sea warfare have caused

"a certain kind of displayed gallantry [to] be fallen out of
date."

Moreover, he had recalled a prominent fact which runs counter to

the thrust of his apparent defense of the continued existence of military

valor; that is, he recalled that the first firearm had been "scouted

by no few of the knights as a base implement, good enough peradventure

for weavers too craven to stand up crossing steel with steel in frank
fight."

Any doubt about the narrator's real point is completely dispelled

when he enters into his ostensibly unnecessary defense of Lord Nelson's

gallant actions at Trafalgar and begins by saying, significantly, that

Nelson's enshrined Victory is not only a monument to the man, but

also "a poetic reproach ... to the Monitors and yet mightier hulls of

the European
ironclads." 13 It is clear, thus, that modern technological

advances like
"ironclads"

and other "inventions of our
time"

have had

the same destructive effect on Great Sailors as the steamship has had

12 Ibid., ch. 3, pp. 54-56; ch. 8, p. 66.
13 Ibid., ch. 4, pp. 56-57. The dissembling of this

"bypath"

is noted by Stern,
Fine Hammered Steel, p. 207.
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on "Handsome
Sailors."

The actions of Nelson need to be defended

precisely because modern technology has made courage otiose and

"displayed
gallantry"

obsolete.

Further, the narrator reveals that the character of the Great Sailor,
like the character of the "Handsome

Sailor,"

runs counter to modern

philosophical tenets. Thus, Nelson's
"priestly"

sacrifice at Trafalgar

savors of "foolhardiness and
vanity"

to the modern tastes of "martial
utilitarians"

and "Benthamites of
war."

However, according to the

narrator, these moderns are simply blind to the true nature of the Great

Sailor. At Copenhagen, this same supposedly reckless Nelson was

"painstakingly
circumspect"

in the face of danger, and he thereby
revealed that his actions are always directed and adjusted in terms of

ends which are ignored by the "utilitarians": that is, the Great Sailor

acts in terms of the ends of ultimate national victory and personal

honor; he subordinates all considerations of means or method to these

ends, and he is prepared both to make the greatest sacrifice for the

greatest victory and to exercise the greatest care for lesser battles.

The
"utilitarians"

actually presuppose that the highest good is self-

preservation, while the Great Sailor is contemptuous of mere self-

preservation. For Nelson, this dictate alone is binding: "Personal

prudence, even when dictated by quite other than selfish considerations,

surely is no special virtue in a mihtary man; while an excessive love

of glory, impassioning a less burning impulse, the honest sense of

duty, is the
first." 14

The homage won by the "Handsome
Sailor"

made him the personal

foundation of a pohtical community; the actions of the Great Sailor

reveal that he is the preserver of the work of the founder; hence, in

"the same year with this
story,"

Nelson was assigned to the Theseus

to restore order to that mutinous vessel.15 While the "Handsome
Sailor"

is an anomalous natural king, the Great Sailor is a conventionally

distinguished natural nobleman, and while the "Handsome
Sailor"

is

a universal phenomenon, the Great Sailor is a national
phenomenon.16

In all, the Great Sailor complements the naturally prior character of

the "Handsome
Sailor"

and completes Melville's picture of pohtical

virtue: a natural king, god, and founder is portrayed beside a national

nobleman, priest, and savior; a character who ultimately points back

to an ancient archetype drawn from a mythological and political natural

14 Ch. 4, pp. 57-58.

15 Ch. 5, p. 59. This is a historical episode in Nelson's career (ibid., pp. 151-52).

Melville reveled in the symbolic richness that could be gleaned from "actual
reality."

See especially his "Agatha
Letter"

to Nathaniel Hawthorne, August 13, 1852, in

The Letters of Herman Melville, ed. Merrell R. Davis and William H. Gilman

(New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1960), pp. 153-61.

!6 Hence all the "naval
magnates"

listed before the defense of Nelson are

identified or easily identifiable with their countries (ch. 4, p. 56).
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state is joined by a character who ultimately points back to an ancient

archetype drawn from an Aristotelian polis and an Aristotelian great-

souled
man.17 Despite any distinctions between these two phenomenal

types, however, they share a common fate: extinction at the hands of

modern technology and philosophy.

Now, it is clear that Captain Vere has the aspect and something

of the nature of a Great Sailor. At night, out of uniform and on the

open deck, Captain Vere's unadorned person nevertheless suggests to

all "a virtue aristocratic in
kind."

Vere is a naturally gallant "sailor of

distinction even in a time prolific of renowned
seamen."

He is "allied

to the higher nobihty"; he is always "mindful of the welfare of his

men"; and he never tolerates "an infraction of
discipline."

It is apparent

that Vere's discipline compares favorably to Nelson's; Nelson was

successfully sent to the Theseus "not indeed to terrorize the crew into

base subjection, but to win them, by force of his mere presence and

heroic
personality,"

back to loyalty, and Vere is also able to win

conscientious attention to duty from the recently mutinous crew of

the Bellipotent without resorting to despotism. While, on some vessels,

the lieutenants felt compelled "to stand with drawn swords behind

the men working the
guns,"

aboard the Bellipotent, "very httle in the

manner of the men and nothing obvious in the demeanor of the officers

would have suggested to an ordinary observer that the Great Mutiny
was a recent

event."

The Bellipotent escaped both abrasive "precaution
ary"

tactics by the officers and any resulting open hostihty on the part

of the crew, and the reason is attributable to Vere: "In their general

bearing and conduct the commissioned officers of a warship naturally

take their tone from the commander, that is if he have that ascendancy

of character that ought to be
his." 18 Vere's aspect and natural qualifi

cations are thus evidently those of a Great Sailor.

However, there is also an important variation between Vere and

the Great Sailor. The narrator's quotation of an
"apt"

remark about

Vere reveals that his character, while in part like that of a Great Sailor,
also differs from that of a Great Sailor: "Vere is a noble fellow, Starry
Vere. 'Spite the gazettes, Sir Horatio ... is at bottom scarce a better

seaman or fighter. But between you and me now, don't you think

there is a queer streak of the pedantic running through him? Yes, like

the King's yarn in a coil of navy
rope?"

This streak of the "King's
yarn,"

not present in Nelson, is Vere's "leaning toward everything
intellectual."

In the eyes of his fellow-officers, Vere is
"Starry"

and

a "dry and
bookish"

man because he reads non-technical and non

professional "books treating of actual men and events no matter of

17 See Warner Berthoff,
"

'Certain Phenomenal Men': The Example of Billy
Budd,"

ELH, XXVn (1960), pp. 343-46, and passim. Compare Aristotle Nico

machean Ethics 1123a34-1125a35.

18 Ch. 5, p. 59; ch. 6, pp. 59-60.
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what era history, biography, and unconventional writers like Montaigne,
who . . . honestly and in the spirit of common sense philosophize upon

realities." 19 Vere's soul, that is, is laced by a love of prudential

knowledge, and as his name suggests both vir and Veritas, his is the soul

of a man of practical or manly truth.

As a reader, Captain Vere does not have a purely philosophical

interest in truth, for as a person of authority, he must act; in action,

truth gives way to prudence. Not given to unrealistic philosophizing,

Vere is an analogue of Burke's statesman, whose thought and effort

aim only at the concrete and particular good of his own regime, and

not at the abstract good of the Rights of Man. Vere's studies serve as

the ground for the pohtical principles upon which he acts, and he

thus stands "as a dike against those invading waters of novel opinion

social, political, and otherwise, which carried away as in a torrent no

few minds in those
days."

Vere, Burke's statesman, "disinterestedly
opposed"

the innovators "not alone because they seemed to him

insusceptible of embodiment in lasting institutions, but at war with

the peace of the world and the true welfare of
mankind."

Thus, Vere,

Burke's "philosopher in
action"

and captain or king of the Bellipotent,

seems to have achieved that coincidence of philosophy and rule said

by Socrates to promise an end to human or political
ills.20

Just as the nature of Billy Budd is a refracted image of the "Handsome
Sailor"

through the prism of Rousseau's philosophy, so also is the

character of Captain Vere a refracted image of the Great Sailor through

the prism of Burke's philosophy. As Billy is a particularly modern

version of the ancient god-king, Vere is a particularly modern version

of an ancient magnanimous man. Also, as the choice of the character

of Billy Budd duphcates the critique of the Enlightenment contained

in the very figure of the "Handsome
Sailor,"

so too does the choice

of the character of Captain Vere duplicate the critique of the Enlighten

ment contained in the very figure of the Great Sailor. Hence, as the

"Handsome
Sailor"

's character questioned enlightened atheistic egali

tarianism, and Billy Budd's character questioned enlightened faith in

i Ch. 7, pp. 63, 62.

20 Plato Republic 473cll-473e5. The quotations describing Vere's political stand

are from Billy Budd, ch. 7, pp. 62, 63. Compare Edmund Burke, Reflections on the

Revolution in France, ed. Thomas H. D. Mahoney (Indianapolis, Ind.: The Library

of Liberal Arts, 1955), pp. 34-35, 37-39, 42-45, 55-57, 60-73, 101-2; also see

Burke's Thoughts on the Cause of the Present Discontents, in The Works of the

Right Honorable Edmund Burke (Boston: Little, Brown, and Co., 1865), I, pp. 530-

31.

On Burke, see Francis P. Canavan, S.J., The Political Reason of Edmund Burke

(Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1960), especially pp. 3-27, 28-53. For a view

which relates Vere to Montaigne, see W. G. Kilbourne, Jr., "Montaigne and Captain

Vere,"
American Literature, XXXin (1962), pp. 514-17.
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Reason, so does the Great Sailor's character question enlightened

utihtarianism and Captain Vere's character question all enlightened

"novel
opinion."

In all, Melville will test modern pohtics by testing the

hero of Burke as well as the hero of Rousseau. Both Burke and Rousseau,

though in different ways, attacked enlightened philosophy, and it is

apparent thus that MelviUe agrees with Burke, as well as with Rousseau,

insofar as he is an opponent of the Enlightenment; it will become

apparent, however, that he disagrees with Burke's alternative to the

Enlightenment just as he disagrees with Rousseau's.

It should be briefly noted that John Claggart, the character whose

actions will reveal the flaws of Billy and Vere, is also sketched with

reference to modern technology and modern thought. Claggart, who

embodies a "natural
depravity"

which is seemingly impervious to the

effects of historical change, nonetheless draws a certain benefit from

modern technology and a certain protection from modern philosophy.

In the first place, Claggart wins the position of
"master-at-arms,"

an

office which once involved "the instruction of the men in the use of

arms, sword or
cutlass,"

but which now, "owing to the advance in

gunnery making hand-to-hand encounters less
frequent,"

has become

merely the office of a "chief of pohce charged among other matters

with the duty of preserving
order."

An office which previously assigned

an authoritative place to the courageous virtue needed in man-to-man

fight thus has become, because of the technological advances of "niter

and
sulfur,"

an office for the preservation of mere discipline. It will

be remembered that it was an urbane Serpent who wriggled his way

into Adam's company with the "questionable apple of
knowledge"

and

thus also with the basis of technology: as science and technology

advance, civilization advances in complexity and therefore in its need

for regimentation. Hence, the narrator observes, "Civilization, especially
if of the austerer sort, is

auspicious"

to Claggart's depravity. Moreover,
in the second place, modern thought, as represented by the jurisprudence

of "Coke and
Blackstone,"

has the effect of protecting vicious Claggart

because it is unable to comprehend the full dimension of his evil.

To understand Claggart as the embodiment of a "natural
depravity,"

one must look to the "Hebrew
prophets"

or, if a non-biblical authority

is demanded, to "the authentic translation of
Plato." 21 In all, modern

technology and philosophy not only destroy pohtical virtue, but also

promise success and concealment to pohtical vice.

The action of the novel flows automatically from the juxtaposition

of its three phenomenal characters. Claggart's immediate hatred for

Billy Budd leads him to involve Billy in petty troubles and then to

accuse him of mutinous intentions. This sets a series of events in motion

which leads ultimately to the deaths of Claggart and Billy and to the

21 Billy Budd, ch. 8, p. 64, and ch. 11, p. 75.
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shattering of Captain Vere. The primary purpose of these events is

the demonstration of the limitations of the proposed modern heroes,

Billy Budd and Captain Vere. Further, the events ultimately reveal

what it is about modernity which is so destructive of political virtue.

First, it should be noted that Captain Vere's actions and decisions

are necessary ingredients in the "deplorable
occurrence"

which takes

place in his cabin. Billy strikes and kills Claggart after the latter has

accused him of mutinous intent, but it is Vere's decision to have Claggart

confront Billy with his charges which places Billy in the murderous

situation in the first place. It is clear, on the one hand, that supposedly
wise Vere is actually fundamentally mistaken about Billy's character,

and, on the other hand, that Vere's reliance upon a rational and
quasi-

legal preliminary procedure to "practically test the
accuser"

is a major

error. In the first place, Vere mistakenly expects Billy to respond to

and refute Claggart's charges, that is, Vere erroneously sees Billy as

a real "Handsome
Sailor,"

who is a reliable
"spokesman."

But Billy
Budd is unable to speak and thus must necessarily resort to brute force;

at his trial, Billy significantly says, "Could I have used my tongue

I would not have struck
him." 22

Moreover, in the second place, Vere's

reliance upon rationally and historically developed Enghsh procedure

is ill-founded precisely because it makes no provision for Billy's irrational

action. Thus, on the one hand, Vere's ignorance of Billy's speech defect

shows that the earher suggestion that Vere was indeed both wise

philosopher and king of the Bellipotent was erroneous, and on the

other hand, Vere's conventional procedure shows that Burke's reasonable

statesman, the "philosopher in
action,"

may actually contribute to

pohtical tragedy. Burke's practical reason is not a rehable guide for

action because it does not adequately provide against the irrational,

and, in fact, it may provide the arena for the irrational's tragic fruition.

According to Melville, the celebration of even practical reason has

engendered a blindness to the possibility of irrationality; Burke's advocacy
of practical reason over Enlightened "pure

reason"

does not save him

from the dangerous error of ignoring the alogon. Thus, Burke's con

servatism has not disproven the Platonic contention that philosophic

rule exists only "in
speech."

In modern times, as well as in ancient,

tragedy remains endemic to pohtical life, at least where wisdom aspires

to rule but cannot in fact rule. Perhaps politics without tragedy requires

pohtics without philosophy.

Billy's inability to respond to Claggart's charges indicates the limitation

of Rousseau's savage. Faced with evil, Billy becomes an instrument of

22 Vere's decision to test Claggart is explained in ch. 18, p. 96. Note that Vere

is said (p. 95) to have
"mistakenly"

understood Billy's adieu to the Rights-of-Man

as a "satiric sally"; this is indicative of Vere's misunderstanding of Billy, who is

naturally incapable of satire, "sinister
dexterity,"

or "double meanings and insinu

ations of any
sort"

(ch. 1, p. 49). Billy's trial remark is at ch. 21, p. 106.



104 Interpretation

evil: his arm shoots out at Claggart "quick as the flame from a discharged

cannon at
night,"

and so Captain Graveling's
"peacemaker"

is turned

into one of Lieutenant Ratcliffe's "fighting
peacemakers,"

a
cannon.23

Billy requires the peace of the world of the Rights of Man as much

as he helped to create peace aboard the merchantman named in honor

of Paine's tribute to those Rights. The real and natural existence of

human evil and depravity causes the ultimate destruction of Rousseau's

savage man and reveals the error in Rousseau's hero. Confronted with

unavoidable evil, either in the comical form of Red Whiskers aboard

the Rights or in the tragic forms of the afterguardsman and Claggart

aboard the Bellipotent, Rousseau's natural man is forced into a state

of war because he has no recourse to speech or conventional procedure.

Thus, if the case of Captain Vere shows that practical reason is not a

sufficient condition for peace, the case of Billy Budd shows that speech

is a necessary condition for deahng with evil. In Melville's pohtical state

of nature, men speak but do not reason: the Typees, for instance, are

sometimes eloquent, but they never dispute and thus would not "support

a debating society for a single
night."

And while evil is natural and

therefore always will exist, it is only in artificial, advanced civilization

that evil can be clothed and hidden by the
"mantle"

of "that manufactur-

able thing known as
respectability,"

and it is therefore only in advanced

civilization that evil is really
efficacious.24

It should be noted that the limitations or flaws revealed in Captain

Vere and Billy Budd pertain to what MelviUe sees as their own modern

elements. Burke's hero tragically attempts to use practical reason as a

guide for action, and insofar as he attempts thereby to subordinate

political life to the intellect, he commits essentially the same error as

the "liberal
philosophers"

of the modern Enlightenment, who would have

Reason purge pohtics of superstition, prejudice, and irrationality.

Rousseau's hero is unable to speak, and this fatal flaw is merely

Rousseau's radicalization of the notion he shared with the modern

Enlightenment, namely, that men are by nature outside the polis. To be

sure, both Burke and Rousseau in some sense rejected the Enlightenment

by criticizing it, but Melville contends that neither Burke nor Rousseau

transcended the Enhghtenment. In tribute to their criticism, he entertains

their heroes as the only possible modern heroes: indeed they are variants

of the real, ancient heroes. (The ship's surgeon, who embodies modern

science and is therefore closest to a true Enlightenment hero, is a mere

caricature beside Billy and Captain Vere.25) But Melville ultimately

23 Compare ch. 19, p. 99, and ch. 1, pp. 46-48.
24 Typee, ch. 27, p. 203; Billy Budd, ch. 2, p. 52, and ch. 11, p. 75. Compare

Typee, ch. 18, p. 142, and Rousseau, Discourse on the Sciences and the Arts, p. 37,
on the naked passions of savages.

25 On the surgeon, see Billy Budd, ch. 20, pp. 101-2, and ch. 26, pp. 124-25.

According to Darrel Abel in
"

'Laurel Twined with Thorn': The Theme of Melville's
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rejects the proposed heroes of Burke and Rousseau, and his tribute to

them thus falls far short of approbation.

Billy Budd is so largely a negative work that it is difficult to discern

any proposal which MelviUe believes is a positive alternative to the

Enlightenment. It may be that he merely wishes to show that no modern

thinker has been able to solve the problems raised by modernity. Indeed,
he even deprives the reader of whatever solace may be drawn from the

fact that Captain Vere physically survives the tragedy aboard the

Bellipotent; Vere dies at Gibraltar from a fatal wound received in a

battle with the Athee, dechristened from the St. Louis, and it is thus

apparent that the worst elements of modernity are triumphing over the

best.26 One might conclude that MelviUe saw as the real tragedy of

modern times the fact that there is no real answer to modernity. Paradise

may be among the Typees, who live in "thoughtless
happiness"

amid

natural plenty and merely comic evU, a life which can no longer be

retrieved by modern
men.27

This problem raises the question of the true nature of modernity's

destructive effect upon pohtical virtue and human happiness. At the

time of the "Inside
Narrative,"

this destruction has already taken effect,

and its inner workings are hidden from the reader's view: the "Handsome
Sailor"

and Great SaUor are already extinct or on the road to extinction.

However, the reader does witness the ultimate destruction of the modern

variants of these phenomenal types, and therein perhaps may be seen

the true nature of destructive modernity. In fact, of course, this means

that modernity might be revealed in Claggart's hatred of BiUy Budd

because it is this hatred which leads to the tragic events of the novel,

and it is the destruction of these two characters which is most directly
viewed. BiUy's fate as Rousseau's savage man exposed the errors of

Rousseau, and Billy's fate as a "Handsome
SaUor"

may expose the

actual destruction of pohtical virtue.

It wiU be recalled that BiUy's similarity in nature to the "Handsome
SaUor"

lay in his lack of knowledge and in his essentially pre-scientific

character. This facet of Billy's nature was revealed in terms of biblical

Timoleon,"
The Personalist, XLI (1960), Melville believed that "science and soph

istry, if taken as 'the whole
truth,'

are both crass and stultifying approaches to

reality"

(p. 337).

26 Ch. 28, pp. 128-29.

27 See Typee, ch. 17, p. 128, where war takes the form of a "genteel
comedy,"

and ch. 27, p. 204, on the
Typees'

"thoughtless
happiness."

Note that the narrator of

Billy Budd claims that his story is "no
romance"

(ch. 2, p. 53). Melville's quasi-

romantic celebration of the worlds of the Typees or the archetypical "Handsome

Sailor"

is the result not of a romantic, sentimental longing for an heroic past but

rather of a sustained, intellectual critique of modernity. Thus, he places his last

story a century before his contemporary romantic age, back into a time when the

intellectual battle over the Enlightenment was still salient.
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aUusions to "the doctrine of man's
FaU."

Hence, BiUy has no "trace of

the wisdom of the serpent"; he had not yet been "profferred the question

able apple of knowledge"; and he was like Adam "ere the urbane Serpent

wriggled himself into his
company." 28 These biblical allusions occurred

within a framework which actuaUy related a secular version of the FaU

of Man as a result of the "apple of
knowledge,"

a variant of Rousseau's

hypothesis that man evolves from a natural savage into a reflecting,

reasoning, and therefore
"depraved"

animal.29

Nevertheless, the biblical

aUusions are themselves important, for they point to the ultimate meaning
of the novel. Thus, it is significant that John Claggart is exphcitly given

the role of the destructive Serpent in Billy Budd. Claggart's nature wiU

"recoU upon
itself"

like MUton's Satan and "like the scorpion for which

the Creator alone is responsible"; Claggart ascends "from his cavernous
sphere"

to accuse Billy of mutiny; his glance into stunned BiUy's eyes

is "one of serpent fascination"; and moving his corpse is "like handling
a dead

snake." 30
Thus, Claggart's antipathy toward BiUy Budd actuaUy

results in the re-enactment of the original destruction of the unsophisti

cated "Handsome
Sailor"

by the purveyor of the apple of wisdom,

knowledge, or science.

This Satanic Claggart has one trait which distinguishes him from

MelviUe's earlier vUlains, Jackson in Redburn and Bland in White-Jacket:

his inteUectuahty. His "brow was of the sort phrenologicaUy associated

with more than average intellect"; he was "dominated by inteUectuahty";
and he was "intellectuaUy capable of adequately appreciating the moral

phenomenon"

of BUly Budd. In fact, Claggart's perceptive inteUectuahty
and Billy's simplicity combine to account fuUy for Claggart's malice

towards BiUy: "If askance he eyed the good looks, cheery health, and

frank enjoyment of young life in Billy Budd, it was because these went

along with a nature that, as Claggart magneticaUy felt, had in its simplicity
never wiUed malice or experienced the reactionary bite of that

serpent."

Unlike the god-like Dansker, whose knowledge of good, evU, and

innocence leaves him yet aloof or transcendent, Claggart's sinhlar know

ledge impels him to a "cynic disdain, disdain of innocence to be

nothing more than
innocent!" 31

BiUy Budd is thus destroyed by a

person who embodies an uncontroUable hatred for innocence and an

uncontrolled desire for the advance of wisdom. The destruction of the

politically virtuous "Handsome
Sailor"

by modern science, technology,

and philosophy thus points ultimately to the destructiveness of science

or philosophy per se.

28 Ch. 2, p. 52.
211

Rousseau, Discourse on Inequality, p. 110.
30 Ch. 12, p. 78; ch. 18, p. 91; ch. 19, pp. 98, 99.
31 Ch. 8, p. 64; ch. 11, p. 75; ch. 12, p. 78. Compare Redburn: His First

Voyage, ch. 12, pp. 56-62, and White-Jacket: Or. The World in a Man-of-War,
ch. 44, pp. 187-90.
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Like his contemporary, Nietzsche, MelviUe saw the consequences of

modernity egalitarianism, utilitarianism, scientism, etc. as epipheno-

mena which merely made obvious the moral and pohtical tragedy
which was contained in the birth of philosophy. The attack on modern

science and philosophy does not lead MelviUe back to ancient science

and philosophy but leads him rather to an attack on phUosophy as

such. Claggart's inteUectuaUy grounded hatred for simple BUly Budd

symbolizes the destruction of real human happiness, heroism, and virtue

by the very spirit of knowledge. Moreover, it is impossible not to see

MelviUe's own tragedy in the revengefulness and helplessness made

apparent in his description of Claggart's murder by BUly Budd:

The next instant, quick as the flame from a discharged cannon at night, [Billy's]

right arm shot out, and Claggart dropped to the deck. Whether intentionally or but

owing to the young athlete's superior height, the blow had taken effect full upon the

forehead, so shapely and intellectual-looking a feature in the master-at-arms;

so that the body fell over lengthwise, like a heavy plank tilted from erectness. A

gasp or two, and he lay motionless.-'12

Thus one witnesses not only the destruction of John Claggart, who is

as pale as the Socrates of the Clouds, and who, like the Socrates of the

Symposium, "never aUows wine to get within [his]
guard,"

and who,

like the Socrates of the Meno, has a numbing effect on speech like a

"torpedo
fish," 33 but also another "poetic

reproach,"

this time the

reproach of the poet, Herman MelviUe, to phUosophy.

32 Ch. 19, p. 99 (italics added).

33 Ch. 8, p. 64; ch. 11, p. 76; ch. 19, p. 98. See Plato Symposium 218a.2-8, where

Alcibiades compares the
"bite"

of philosophy to the bite of a serpent. It is not

unphilosophic, of course, to doubt the worth of philosophy. Thus, Socrates calls a

city without philosophy
"true"

and
"healthy"

(Republic 372e.6-7). But Socrates goes

on to construct the city of the philosopher-king, the city which is the standard of

justice. For Socrates, tragedy is endemic to all actual regimes, and the untragic

regime ruled by philosophy exists only "in
speech"

(Republic 472b.l-473b.3). For

Melville, however, it is the acceptance of the rule of philosophy, ancient or modern,

as the standard of justice which is the cause of pohtical tragedy. Hence, Melville

chooses not to transcend tragic politics via philosophy, but to seek to avoid tragedy

by lowering the standard of justice. It is thus ironic that Melville, who saw through

modern philosophy's insistence on its own unproblematic nature, followed the

moderns in rejecting the high and in embracing the low. But perhaps it would be

truer to say that Melville's rejection of philosophy is but the measure of his greatness

as poet. On the moderns, see Leo Strauss, Thoughts on Machiavelli (Seattle:

University of Washington Press, 1969), pp. 295-98.


