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MONTAIGNE AND THE HOMO MESURA:

A STUDY OF RELATIVISM

IN MONTAIGNE

Antoinette Voget

“If man really is the measure of all things, there would appear to be no measure
of man, and oddly enough, no man either, only a large number of very different
men.”"!

Albert Thibaudet in his discussion of Montaigne’s skepticism correlates
Montaigne’s method with relativism and indicates that relativism is the
philosophical nexus underlying his sceptical world-view in the “Apology:”
“I'argument de Montaigne pour fonder son scepticisme c’est la pluralité:
pluralité des opinions philosophiques, pluralité des mondes.”’? Relativism
has been the subject of much study by Montaigne scholars in recent years
and has been recognized as a key concept for defining the political and
moral philosophy of the Essays. Abraham Keller states that

by this interesting and ambitious program of relativity, Montaigne is to be associ-
ated with one of the distinctive intellectual mo s of the Renaissance, a
movement which can be traced through such influential fifteenth century thinkers
as Pico della Mirandola, Cusanus, and Leonardo Bruni and which had gathered
great momentum by the sixteenth century.
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Although relativism was not actually defined as a coherent philosophi-
cal system until the nineteenth century when it was characterized as “‘a
doctrine affirming the relativity of knowledge and esthetic and moral
values,”* it existed as a philosophical concept long before. One of the
most complete definitions of relativism prior to the Renaissance, for ex-
ample, is contained in the eighth trope of the Hypotyposes Pyrrhoniennes
(circa A.D. 200).°

It is commonly accepted that relativism had its inception in the doctrine
of the sophist Protagoras (490-421 B.c.) who stated that ‘“‘of all things
the measure is man; of the things that are, that they are; and of things
that are not, that they are not.””® Gorgias of Leontiniem (470-375 B.c.) is
credited with the first expression of a theory of ‘moral relativism’ as he is
believed to be the first to postulate that virtue was not an absolute, but
rather was situational, a function of age, temperament, occupation and
sex. ‘Linguistic relativism’ (nominalism’) can be traced back to Plato’s
Cratylus where Hermogenes counters Cratylus’ argument that language is
a natural phenomenon (physis) in which the name attributed to a given
object is inherent in the object itself and hypothesizes that language is
rather a convention (nomos, thesis), and that an object has a name simply
because it has been agreed to accept the name as the symbol of the object
in question.

During the Renaissance itself expressions of relativistic theory could be
found at least a century before the publication of the Essays in 1580. As
Keller has stated, “‘relativity of place was not, of course, new with Mon-
taigne.”® In the fifteenth century Cusanus had challenged the Aristote-
lian view of motion based on clear spatial divisions and absolute fixed
points by substituting a relativistic concept of space and movement which
abolished the notion of up and down and presupposed that any given
point in space could lay equal claim to being the center of the universe.
Two centuries before the publication of the Essays, Petrarch made refer-
ence to ‘cultural relativism’ and its role in the formation of customs in
his Rerum Familiarium (1325-1366).

In the light of this tradition of relativism, I shall attempt in this article
to examine the interplay of primitivism and skeptical relativism and their
relationship to Montaigne’s concept of universal relativism. Keller con-
siders Montaigne’s relativism primarily as an outgrowth of primitivism
alone—in the form of new geographical knowledge derived from *‘voyages
of discovery”—and denies the importance of a theoretical basis for the
formulation of his relativism. His contention that Montaigne ‘“‘was no
metaphysician” and that “his relativism, though it must have received
welcome philosophical support from Cusanus, derived its strength from a
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more practical source—the new geographical knowledge of the Renais-
sance””’ is too one-sided. It overlooks the tremendous role played by Greek
skeptical philosophy, in particular that of Sextus Empiricus in the ela-
boration of his relativism. Indeed Craig Brush has demonstrated master-
fully that Sextus Empiricus’ chapter on the ten tropes ‘“contributed great-
ly to the ‘Apology of Raymond Sebond,” "’ and has proven that at least
a dozen pages were copied almost textually from the Hypotyposes Pyrr-
honiennes and ‘“‘spread over thirteen pages of the ‘Apology.” ”’*°

Although Montaigne’s relativism can be linked with that of such influ-
ential fifteenth century writers as Pico della Mirandola, Cusanus, and
Giordano Bruno, his relativism was qualitatively different. His relativism
was far more radical because it was partly rooted in skeptical philosophy
and from this epistemological framework evolved into a more extreme
form of relativism. Whereas Cusanus, Giordano Bruno and Pico della
Mirandola used a deductive approach based on syllogistic reasoning and
argued cultural pluralism as a theoretical concept, Montaigne proceeded
inductively as well, incorporating the new geographical knowledge of the
Renaissance into his “science of the world.” Montaigne’s originality is
that he fused the new geographical knowledge with the skeptical rela-
tivism which he had assimilated largely from Sextus Empiricus and
Pyrrho to arrive at his own concept of relativism.

In my opinion, this issue of the relationship between primitivism and
skeptical relativism deserves further consideration. Although Pierre Villey
in his magistral study of Montaigne underscores the role of skeptical rela-
tivism in Montaigne’s intellectual development, he fails to point out that
it is the skeptical orientation of Montaigne’s relativism which makes it
original. Although he mentions Pico della Mirandola’s nephew, Giordano
Bruno, briefly, he does not differentiate Montaigne's type of relativism
from that exemplified by thinkers such as Giordano Bruno or Cusanus
who were less radical largely because their relativism lacked a skeptical
basis. Montaigne’s skepticism enabled him to go beyond cultural plural-
ism to an absolute form of relativism where, as Casserley states, “‘rela-
tivism is not simply the observation of the many relativities, but the
dogma that life is such that it can contain nothing else but relativities."*
Cusanus and Giordano Bruno never arrived at this absolute form of epis-
temological relativism because they remained subject to the dialectical
framework of Aristotelian scholastic philosophy which attempted to rec-
oncile paradox by the doctrine of the coincidence of opposites (coinci-
dentia oppositorum).'* They never seriously doubted the validity of reason
as a mode of cognition nor did they recognize factors such as perennial
movement'® or the inadequacy of sense perception as aporias'* which
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could not be transcended. R. A. Sayce only touches upon this problem,
stating that

skepticism also leads in a quite different direction which is even more important
for Montaigne’s thought as a whole. This is the group of related ideas which may
be designated as primitivism, relativism, and diversity. Each, it will be readily
seen, implies a skeptical basis.**

The ensuing discussion will deal with three aspects of relativism—
primitivism, skeptical relativism, Renaissance relativism—in an effort to
put the interplay of primitivism and skeptical relativism into a historical
context where the originality of Montaigne’s relativism can be more
readily assessed. Although studies have been devoted to Renaissance rela-
tivism, focusing primarily on Cusanus, Giordano Bruno, and Pico della
Mirandola,'® to my knowledge, no comparative studies of relativism have
been undertaken.

Richard Popkin points out that “Michel de Montaigne was the most
significant figure in the sixteenth century revival of ancient skepticism,”
for he synthesized insights from classical Antiquity and the discovery of
the New World, “both of these newly found worlds,” to discern the “rela-
tivity of man’s intellectual, cultural and social achievements, a relativity
that was to undermine the whole concept of the nature of man and his
place in the moral cosmos.”!” Whereas Aristotle with his doctrine of the
category of relation had taught that only the general could be a subject
of inquiry, Montaigne was a ‘‘diversitarian,”"® who judged individual cul-
tures not with respect to a specific norm but in terms of themselves. Mon-
taigne's perspective encompassed as Donald Frame states, the ability “‘to
judge one’s own view-point by one’s neighbor’s, one’s neighbor’s by one’s
country, one’s country by those of other countries, that of man by that
of the animals and of all nature.”"* In the opening lines of his essay “Of
Cannibals,” (Book, I, Chapter XXXI—written between 1578 and 1580%°),
Montaigne defines a policy of cultural relativism freed from a priorist
conceptions of cultural absolutes: ““il se faut garder de s’attacher aux
opinions vulgaires, et les faut juger par la voye de la raison . . . (I, XXXI,
200). He questions the ethnocentrism which caused misguided cosmogra-
phers like Thévet to describe the Brazilian cannibals as “‘gens mer-
veilleusement estranges et sauvages, sans foy, sans loy, sans religion, sans
civilite aucune. . . .”*' Montaigne states:

I think there is nothing barbarous and savage in that nation, from what I have
been told, except that each man calls barbarism whatever is not his own practice;
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for indeed it seems that we have no other test of truth and reason than the example
and pattern of the opinions and customs of the country we live in. (I, XXXI, 203)?2

This conviction that ““each man calls barbarism whatever is not his own
practice” had its most extreme expression in the elaboration of a theory of
cultural primitivism in Montaigne’s political and moral philosophy. As
Arthur Lovejoy and George Boas have indicated, this primitivism was
part of a larger movement which originated in the cultural and chrono-
logical primitivism of Cynical thought (ca. 303 B.c.), and was directly
correlated with

naturism, one of the strangest, most potent and most persistent factors in West-
ern thought—the use of the term ‘nature’ to express the standard of human values,
the identification of the good with that which is ‘natural or according to nature.’?*

Montaigne’s primitivism is not as radical as that of the Cynics or the
Stoics who espoused a doctrine of both cultural and chronological primi-
tivism, arguing with Seneca that “there is indeed no other condition of
the human race which anyone would esteem more highly than this.”?* Al-
though he eulogized the “state of nature,” Montaigne did not adhere to
primitivist theories of progressive degeneration®® which were general
assumptions of chronological primitivism. His cultural primitivism was
primarily an epistemological tool for criticizing European institutions
and mores.

Almost two hundred years before the publication of Rousseau’s Social
Contract (1762) and his Discourse on Inequality (1754), Montaigne used
the philosophical model of the noble savage to discredit the myth of en-
lightened “civilized” man which, (according to Rousseau), states that
“L’homme est naturellement cruel, et qu'il a besoin de police pour
I'adoucir;”

For, on the contrary, nothing is so gentle as man in his primitive state when, placed
by nature at equal distances from the stupidity of brutes and the fatal enlighten-
ment of civil man, and limited equally by instinct and reason . . .2¢

In “Of Cannibals” Montaigne not only seriously questions civilized
man’s assumption that the “enlightenment of civil man” is superior to
“man in his primitive state,” but he also systematically refutes the prem-
ises underlying civilized man’s argument. Using as the focal point of his
logic “‘the identification of the good with that which is natural or accord-
ing to nature,”?” Montaigne underscores the existence of natural law in
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so-called *“‘savage man”?* in the “'state of nature,” and asserts the ethical
superiority of the Cannibals over artifical socialized man. As the Scythians
were idealized as archetypal ancestors of primeval man in ancient cultur-
al primitivism by writers such as Strabo in the later first century B.C.,
Montaigne depicts the Cannibal society as an ethically pure culture where
the men seemed “‘fresh sprung from the Gods.”?* In contrast with the
civilized societies of Europe ‘“‘lesquelles naturelles vertus et proprietez,
nous avons abastardies en ceux-cy, et les avons seulement accommodées
au plaisir de nostre goust corrompu (I, XXXI, 203), the Cannibal socie-
ties remain “‘encore fort voisines de leur naifveté originelle.” Les loix
naturelles leur commandent encore fort peu abastardies par les nostres
..., XXI, 204).%°

Before Rousseau in his Discourse on the Science and Arts (1750) had
ascertained that “la culture des Sciences corrompt la morale d’une na-
tion”*' Montaigne had expressed the primitivist dictum that economic
progress was correlated with a moral decline in society. Basing his argu-
ment in part on Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura (ca. 55 B.c.), where Lucre-
tius had demonstrated that the development of a more complex society
with its system of private property and its monetary organization had no
led to a better society, but rather had “easily robbed the strong and beau-
tiful of honor,’*? Montaigne arrives at similar conclusions. In the state of
nature prior to the introduction of agriculture and metallurgy, “‘primitive
man’” had not been corrupted by the notion of property or the use of
money which for Rousseau were the two factors “‘qui ont civilisé les hom-
mes et perdu le genre humain.”>* Montaigne states:

This is a nation, I should say to Plato, in which there is no sort of traffic, no knowl-
edge of letters, no science of numbers, no name for a magistrate, or for political
superiority, no custom of servitude, no riches or poverty . . . The very words that
signify lying, treachery, dissimulation, avarice, envy, belittling, pardon—unheard
of (I, XXXI, 204).**

After affirming the ethical supremacy of primitive man, Montaigne
combats the anti-primitivist theory of ascent’® by refuting civilized man’s
contention that complexity in the economic infrastructure of society and
in social organization is necessarily indicative of “‘progress.” Montaigne
writes: ““They could not imagine a naturalness so pure and simple as we
by experience; nor could they believe that our society could be maintained
with so little artifice and human solder” (I, XXXI, 204).* A high degree
of complexity in the operation of a given society can be equated with
inefficiency and a less than optimal use of resources, if it can be proven
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that the society can be functional with a minimal level of complexity and
labor.

A more direct indictment of civilized man’s presumption that he lived
“in the best possible of worlds,” came from Montaigne’s epistemological
primitivism, what Lovejoy and Boas term the ‘‘commonplace that men’s
minds as nature made them, i.e., illuminated with the ‘pure light of na-
ture’ saw most clearly the simple and fundamental truths which man most
needs to know.””*” Montaigne uses the primitivist commonplace of the
consensus gentium*® not only to show that primitive man under the influ-
ence of what Cicero calls “nature’s light”” (naturae lumen) can be superior
to civilized man in his reasoning faculties, but that he is capable analy-
tically of judging the cogency of institutions outside of his cultural tradi-
tion. As such, the ropos of the noble savage endowed with ‘“‘nature’s light”
becomes a vehicle for Montaigne's criticism of European institutions.
Through the Cannibals’ repudiation of the legitimacy of European here-
ditary royalty (where an adolescent may command his elders) and the
unequal distribution of wealth in European society, Montaigne contests
illogicalness and inequities in European institutions. By purposely con-
trasting the sophisticated cruelty of the Portuguese in warfare to the naive
vendettas of the Cannibals and by revealing the absence of sadism in the
Cannibals’ treatment of prisoners, he shows the innate higher moral ethic
of the Cannibals who had never institutionalized torture although they
were a so-called primitive culture.

In “Of Coaches” (1585-1588) Montaigne adds a new dimension to the
issue of the ‘‘noble savage” by purposely selecting an Indian culture whose
civilization rivaled and even surpassed that of Europe. “The people of the
Kingdom of Mexico were somewhat more civilized and skilled in the arts
than the other nations over there . . .”” (III, VI, 698)*° He uses the criterion
of complexity in sciences and arts invoked by European writers such as
Thévet and Léry against the “savages” of the New World to discount the
myth of cultural supremacy of European societies of the “Old World.”

As for pomp and magnificence whereby I entered upon this subject, neither Greece
nor Rome nor Egypt can compare any of its works, whether in utility or difficulty
or nobility, with the road which is seen in Peru, laid out by the kings of the
country . . . (XXX, VI, 893).*

Between the time he composed “Of Cannibals” and “Of Coaches”
Montaigne seems to be modifying somewhat his argument of epistemo-
logical primitivism, which he used to corroborate his relativistic perspec-
tive of the ‘‘noble savage” endowed with the “pure light of reason.” In
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“Of Coaches” the context no longer is that of a primitive society as he
enlarges upon the primitivist concept of “‘nature as norm,”” equating “‘na-
turalness” in this instance not with simplicity in economic and social
organization but with ethical purity alone. Although the Indians of Peru
have an advanced civilization, they have retained, if not the ‘“‘state of
nature” in the traditional sense, a ‘“‘state of innocence.” ‘‘Being uncor-
rupted, they followed nature’*! as Seneca says, but they were on a higher
intellectual plane than the Cannibals for they had developed their reason-
ing faculties to a greater extent. When the Spanish conquistadors attempt
to use sophistry to deceive the Indians, pretending that they are “peace-
able men, . . . sent on behalf of the King of Castille, the greatest prince
of the habitable world” (III, VI, 695), they are met with a reply which
ridicules European ethnocentrism and the logic of conquest. “‘As for their
king, since he was begging, he must be indigent and needy; and he who
had awarded their country to him must be a man fond of dissension, to
go and give another person something that was not his and thus set him
at strife with its ancient possessor” (XXX, VI, 889).*?

Montaigne’s enlightened judgment of so-called primitive societies be-
comes more remarkable when it is remembered that cultural relativism
as a doctrine was not necessarily widely accepted among Montaigne’s
contemporaries. It should not be forgotten that Trevet's first edition of
the Singularitez de la France Antarctique appeared in 1558, twenty-two
years before the publication of the Essays. Thévet’s conception of noble
savages as ‘‘gens farouches et sauvages, esloignez de toute courtoisie
et humanité”** and Villegagnon's view that they were ‘‘bestes portant
figure humaine’’** were by no means anomalies.

Primitivism was only an initial stage in the development of Montaigne’s
relativism rather than being its primary focus as Keller has argued. It
remained for Montaigne to expand the scope of relativism beyond cul-
tural relativism to arrive at a concept of epistemological relativism based
on his observation of the plurality of philosophical opinions, this “plur-
ality of worlds” which Albert Thibaudet mentions. Proceeding inductive-
ly, Montaigne started from the recognition of relativism in European and
Cannibal institutions and mores to posit finally a theory of universal
relativity. In particular in the “Apology of Raymond Sebond” (Book II,
Chapter XII) composed between 1575-76 and 1578-80, Montaigne, under
the influence of Pyrrho, Agrippa von Nettesheim, and Sextus Empiricus,
formulated his theory of epistemological relativism. Using the basic
framework of the epdché, Montaigne went beyond what Hugo Fried-
rich terms the ‘‘hodogetical doubt” of Aristotelian scholastic philosophy
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which attempted to ‘“‘harmonize dialectically what appears irreconcil-
able”** to arrive at a theorem of absolute doubt. Montaigne began by
indicating the existence of certain epistemological aporias which counter-
act man'’s effort to know himself. Reason held to be a universal princi-
ple of certainty is not an absolute, but rather a relative concept.

That reason, of which, by its condition, there can be a hundred contradictory ones
about one and the same subject, is an instrument of lead and wax, stretchable,
pliable, and adaptable to all biases and all measures (II, XII, 548).4

Moreover, the senses, the medium through which man analyses the world,
falsify his perceptions. Unlike Locke who would affirm in the eighteenth
century that “nihil est in intellectu quod non fuerat in sensu, ' Montaigne
stated that “rien ne vient a nous que falsifié et alteré par nos sens. . . .
L’incertitude de nos sens rend incertain tout ce qu’ils produisent.” (II,
XII, 584). If man has then, as Pascal would say, “‘no proper standard of
truth and several excellent sources of error,”’*’ by the limitations of nature
itself, the physical world by its very structure is difficult to apprehend.
Montaigne mentions that the immense diversity of the world constitutes
a barrier for man’s cognition. “We see in this world an infinite differ-
ence and variety due solely to distance in place” (II, XII, 390). Before
Pascal, Montaigne notes the existence of ““powers of deception” —imagi-
nation, custom, self-love—which predetermine man’s conception of the
universe and of himself. By instating the Protagorean doctrine of the
homo mesura in the category of sense perception, Montaigne indicates
that man is a victim of what Jean Starborinski terms ‘‘phénoménisme”
where “man sees himself severed from all relationship with eternal es-
sences”*® because he is incapable of penetrating beyond the world of
appearances.

However, even more crucial than the “powers of deception” or the
diversity of customs as a limiting factor in man’s cognition of what Star-
borinski calls the “dialectic of the inner and the outer world”** is the
Heraclitian doctrine of universal flux (ens mobile). In Book III, Chapter
II, “Of Repentance,” (1585-1588) Montaigne emphasizes that the self,
far from being the static entity of traditional Aristotelian faculty psychol-
ogy (existing in a permanent space-time continuum) is forever “‘in the pro-
cess of coming-to-be and passing-away.”*® Montaigne indicates that he
does not portray “I'estre,” but “le passage,” and “‘non un passage d’aage
en autre, ou, comme dict le peuple, de sept en sept ans, mais de jour, en
jour, de minute, en minute.” (III, II, 782).5' Hugo Friedrich has ob-
served with great acumen that by so doing, Montaigne departed from the
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ancient vision of man derived from deductions and classifications, thereby
“ruining the anthropoligical notion of type.*? After declaring the fun-
damental instability of the self, Montaigne passes to a formulation of the
constant metamorphosis of the world itself as a material substance sub-
ject to laws of motion and transformation:

“Le monde n’est qu'une branloire perenne. Toutes choses y branlent sans cesse:
la terre, les rochers du Caucase, les pyramides d’AEgypte, et du branle public et
du leur.” (I, II, 782).*

This questioning of the humanistic doctrine of the dignitas hominis by
undermining faith in man’s reasoning faculties and in his cognition of the
world receives further support from Montaigne’s theriophily.** Montaigne
uses the topos of the praestare bestiis to challenge systematically the
premises underlying the humanistic view of man’s exalted place in the
animal kingdom. He adopts Aristotle’s argument that instinct (a vis
quaedam naturalis) substitutes for reasoning faculties in animals, but
goes beyond Aristotle’s contention that animals possess in potentia what
man has in actu by pointing out the superiority of the instinct of honey-
bees and animals in general to our intelligence “qu’elle surpasse en toutes
commoditez” (II, XII, 433).%°

Once he has finally demolished the principle of anthropocentrism so
crucial to man’s vision of himself as the ‘‘measure of all things” by com-
paring man unfavorably with animals, Montaigne goes on to sabotage
the cosmological systems of the Greek philosophers. He accentuates the
confusion and the diversity of hypotheses concerning the origin of the
world, a fundamental concept in Greek epistemology. Thales constructs
the world on the basis that water is the elemental principle; Anaximénes
chooses air as the ultimate source of all things. Montaigne summarizes
his condemnation of their philosophical systems in a phrase which is sin-
gularly caustic in its repudiation of speculative philosophy. *“‘Fiez vous a
vostre philosophie; vantez vous d’avoir trouvé la féve au gasteau, a voir ce
tintamarre de tant de cervelles philosophiques.” (II, XII, 496).*° Given
that the philosophy which he is singling out for criticism represents the
apotheosis of Greek thought (for after all, he is dealing with famous Greek
thinkers), Montaigne introduces by extension a principle of doubt con-
cerning the cogency of any philosophical system.

If Montaigne has partly destroyed an ethic of confidence in human na-
ture by showing the limitations of ancient philosophical systems, he un-
dermines it further by concentrating on a critical appraisal of the nature
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of law and institutions in the sixteenth century. He defines law in terms
of custom and indicates the arbitrary foundations of all laws. ‘La neces-
sité compose les hommes et les assemble. Cette cousture fortuite se forme
apres en loix.” (III, IX, 934).’

One repercussion of such a scathing analysis of institutions and cus-
toms is certainly to reject the notion of a priori absolute values in the
area of law and to refocus the entire issue in a relativistic perspective.
By reducing the inner workings of law and institutions to their most ele-
mentary principles and by erecting relativism as a universal theorem,
Montaigne hopes to inculcate a spirit of tolerance and moderation into
his reading public. If indeed there exists ‘‘une infinie différence et variéte
pour la seule distance des lieux” (II, XII, 506),*® if the criteria governing
judgment are not stable, if laws and customs are indeed functions of a
given culture, it follows that tolerance is the most enlightened approach.
In his chapter ““Of Conscience” (Book II, Chapter V—1573-1574), Mon-
taigne protests against the methods of torture used to extort a confession,
arguing that “‘tortures are a dangerous invention” (II, V, 266) for “pain
forces even the innocent to lie.”’** He questions the torturing and execu-
tion of alleged witches in ““‘Of Cripples” (Book III, Chapter XI—1585-
1588) for it ‘“seemed to be a matter rather of madness rather than of
crime’”®® and “to kill men, we should have sharp and luminous evidence”
(III, XI, 789). He decries at length the ravages of the religious wars which
“let flow the innocent blood of so many of its beloved elect” (I, XXIII,
120—1572-1574).

In this section, we have shown that skepticism played a key role in the
development of Montaigne’s relativism. Indeed, to limit Montaigne’s rela-
tivism to primitivism is an oversight given the overwhelming textual ref-
erences to skeptical thought. Montaigne’s relativism cannot be clearly
understood without an insight into the interaction between primitivism
and skeptical relativism, and it is an error to dissociate the two as though
one or the other was the fundamental source for his relativism.

If Montaigne is to be associated with one of the distinctive intellectual
movements of the Renaissance, it remains to demonstrate how skepticism
enabled Montaigne to make a radical departure from the type of relativ-
ism exemplified by Pico della Mirandola, Cusanus, and Leonardo Bruni.

Although Montaigne’s relativism stems from a philosophical tradition
which is shared by Cusanus and Giordano Bruno, essential differences
exist which distinguish his relativism from theirs. However, many of the
primary tenets of his relativist theory were in evidence in their writing in
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germinal form, in particular the concept of spatial relativity and the belief
in the inadequacy of reason alone as an epistemological tool. In the fif-
teenth century Cusanus departed radically from the Ptolemaian and
Aristotelian view of the universe when he postulated that the universe had
neither a circumference nor a fixed center and became one of the earliest
philosophers to subscribe to a doctrine of relativity of place and move-
ment. In his treatise De Triplici Minimo et Mensura (1591), Giordano
Bruno, who had been influenced by Copernican physics, posited a theory
of the plurality of worlds and refuted Aristotle’s supposition of a finite
universe where space was indivisible to infinity.

Relativity of space and movement was correlated in their doctrines with
a theory of epistemological relativism. For Cusanus who deemed knowl-
edge to be “learned ignorance” (docta ignorantia) which could not define
reality empirically, but merely state conjecture (coniectura),®* the func-
tioning of reason was relational. It could never arrive at absolute truth as
it operated in steps, proceeding from hypothetical premises to unproven
deductions. Giordano Bruno posited that although reason (ratio) could
arrive at natural knowledge (i.e., knowledge of the physical universe), it
was incapable of attaining the highest degree of knowledge. Moreover,
empirical, mathematical knowledge thought to be an example of the “tri-
umph of reason” reflected rather the limitations of reason and of human
cognition. Turning to the scholastic doctrine of the minimum,** Bruno
concluded that since reason was unable to determine the minimum or
maximum point of a quantity of substance, it could not assess its size or
true nature and mathematical certainty was therefore only an illusion.
“For how can you expect that, one of these parts being undetermined,
the whole or any part could be determined?”**

Distinguishing between the minimum directly perceptible by the senses
(minimum sensibile) and the minimum as it exists in nature (minimum
naturae), Bruno went on to erect a theory of the relativity of sense percep-
tion. “Sense is an eye in the prison of darkness, looking forth upon the
hues and appearances of things as though through bars and apertures.”**
Bruno anticipates Montaigne’s argument that our field of perception is
limited both internally by the weakness of our organs of perception and
externally by a physical universe infinite in its dimensions and divided into
a plurality of universes. Cusanus also insisted upon the limitations of
sense perception stating *‘Sense knowledge is a limited kind of knowledge
the senses know only the individual.”**

The concept of epistemological relativism derived in part from a recog-
nition of the imperfection of man’s senses receives further support from
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the doctrine of the ens mobile. The uncertainty of human knowledge fil-
tered through the medium of sense perception is further compounded for
Bruno by the realization that all matter is subject to a law of eternal flux.
All things in the universe are subject to continuous change, to endless
becoming and thus lack a fixed essence which can be measured quan-
titatively. The flow of atoms which takes place within objects modifies
their structure continually such that even basic units of measurement—
numbers, weight, time—cannot be calculated because they are never
constant. 3

Although Cusanus did not explicitly refer to the Heraclitian doctrine
of universal flux to explain man’s incapability of penetrating beyond the
world of phenomenal appearance to the noumenon®® this concept was
implied in his doctrine of the coincidence of opposites. Cusanus extrapo-
lated the movement of the universe from theological speculation which
involved using God and His attributes as a point of departure for an in-
ferential categorizing of qualities of the material world. According to the
doctrine of coincidentia oppositorum, the exist of one quality auto-
matically presupposes the existence in nature of its dialectical opposite.
Cusanus reasoned that since God alone is immutable, containing an
absolute maximum and minimum, and that “rest is unity, in which all
movement is contained,”®” God is absolute rest as opposed to the universe
which is movement and perpetual transformation. ‘‘No movement, there-
fore, is absolute, for absolute movement is rest. It is God, and in Him all
movements are contained.”*®

Although the relativism of Cusanus and Giordano Bruno anticipated
Montaigne’s doctrine of universal relativism, fundamental differences did
exist in the form and substance of their “science of the world.” Mon-
taigne’s relativism was far more extreme largely because it was partly
rooted in skeptical philosophy and used this epistemological framework
to corroborate personal observations. As Ernst Cassirer indicates,

To be sure, the docta ignorantia emphasizes the opposition of the absolute to every
form of rational, logical-conceptual knowledge, [but this is resolved by] new mode
and new form of knowledge (visio intellectualis) . . . and the moment that distin-
guishes this principle from every sort of scepticism is also evident.*®

Giordano Bruno did not arrive at a philosophy of absolute epistemological
relativism as Montaigne would later do for he, like Cusanus, never seri-
ously doubted the cogency of reason as a mode of cognition. Although
Bruno synthesized a doctrine of universal relativism and posited relativism
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with regard to sense perception, he argued that reason was a control
mechanism for rectifying errors in judgment resulting from the imagina-
tion and sense perception. Montaigne’s skeptical orientation which pro-
vided a holistic philosophical base for his relativism caused him to refute
not only the scholastic dictum that the ‘“‘truth is one” (ens verum), but
to turn to a concept of the truth close to Plato’s description of it in the
Phaedrus as ‘“‘colorless, formless, intangible.””®

Both Cusanus and Giordano Bruno while affirming, as Montaigne
would later, the existence of factors which limit cognition such as the
inadequacy of the senses and the mobility of the physical universe do not
consider these factors as aporias which cannot be transcended. The uni-
verse is ultimately knowable and the passage from ignorance to under-
standing is possible. For Bruno enlightenment comprises three degrees—
sensation, reason, and intellection—where ‘‘reason . . . amounts to power
by which, from the things that are perceived and retained by the sense,
something beyond, not subject to the senses or even beyond the senses is
brought in and enclosed, as the universal is inferred from the particu-
lar.””* Although reason is incapable of attaining the highest philosophi-
cal knowledge according to Bruno, he ascribes to an intuitive faculty of
intellection (mens), a comparable role to Cusanus’ visio intellectualis.
While Bruno discards traditional logic with its definitions as a means of
cognition, he turns to anological reasoning as a method of reaching “un-
derstanding.”

Cusanus goes even farther than Bruno in affirming the validity of rea-
son as a mode of cognition. He elaborates a version of epistemological
theory where the mind becomes a creative locus generating concepts and
universals from ideas which are preexistent in itself. Through a process of
explicatio”™ and complicatio’ the mind attains true insight.

The act of the intellect, which is most clear and penetrating, apprehends the
contraction of the universals in itself and in others. . . . As far as its operation is
concerned, understanding presupposes being and life, for it cannot by its act give
being or life or understanding, but with regard to the things understood, the un-
derstanding of the intellect itself presupposes being, life and understanding simi-
lar in nature.”

Human knowledge becomes a form of creation, which, while it does not
create new knowledge ex nikilo lends unity and intelligibility to the con-
fusion of sense perception.

Although Cusanus recognized the limitations of sense perception, he
remained within the confines of Aristotelian hodogetical doubt. As Ernst
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Cassirer points out, “‘the basic character of that ‘copulative theology’
sought by Cusanus lies in this reconciliation of mind and nature, of intel-
lect and sense.”®

Nevertheless, here the senses behave in such fashion that this animal is also a being
of intelligence. In him the sense limitation is in some sense supposited in the
intellectual nature.”®

For Bruno the problem of reconciling sense perception and knowledge
was resolved also in terms of a dialectical harmonization of opposites.
The evidence of the senses needs only to be correctly interpreted in order
to take cognizance of the infinite.

It is for the intellect to judge, yielding due weight to factors absent and separated
by distance of time and space. And in this matter our sense-perception sufficeth
us and yieldeth us adequate testimony, since it is unable to gainsay us.”’

Thus, the relativism posited by Cusanus and Giordano Bruno was not
an extreme form of relativism as was Montaigne's because it lacked a
skeptical orientation. Both Cusanus and Bruno operated within the
framework of Aristotelian scholastic philosophy in attempting to reconcile
antinomies such as sense perception and cognition according to the doc-
trine of the coincidence of opposites. Where Montaigne adopted the
method of the epdché and refused traditional modes of dialectical reason-
ing to resolve paradox, Bruno and Cusanus remained within the structure
of Aristotelian hodogetical doubt.

Montaigne’s originality is then that he transcended cultural pluralism
to discover, as Casserley states, that “relativism is not simply the obser-
vation of the many relativities, but the dogma that life is such that it can
contain nothing else but relativities.”’® Referring back to the theorem of
the homo mesura, Montaigne used the skeptical concept of the epiché
and the Heraclitian doctrine of universal flux to construct a theory of
universal relativism where man could not be the “measure of all things,”
for there was ‘‘no measure of man.” His scholarly refutations of the co-
gency of law and his sustained criticism of institutions led him to a phil-
osophy of “universal tolerance” and became the point of departure not
for a utopian Brave New World, but for the emergence of a new order
which “takes place within the individual conscience.”””

Although Montaigne’s relativism was part of a philosophical tradition
which included Cusanus, Giordano Bruno, and Pico della Mirandola, he
cannot really be considered to belong in this tradition. His Essays in their
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treatment of relativism mark a significant break with the traditional
medieval scholastic approach which saw philosophy as inferior to theology
and attempted to use dogma as a focal point for arriving at conclusions
pertaining to the world. While Cusanus, Giordano Bruno, and Pico della
Mirando were writing in the fifteenth century, they were definitely medie-
val thinkers in their approach toward relativism. Both Cusanus and Gior-
dano Bruno were too involved in theological speculation and too bound
by the framework of Aristotelian scholastic philosophy to be original
thinkers. Moreover, they lacked the perspective of Montaigne who sought
the relationship between cultural pluralism and relativism as well as deal-
ing with epistemological relativism. Although Bruno recognized the exis-
tence of a plurality of worlds, he made no attempt at comparative anthro-
pology, contrasting cultures as Montaigne had done in the Apology and
in *“Of Cannibals” and “‘Of Coaches.” Montaigne was indeed a key figure
in the development of Renaissance relativism for he changed its direction
not only by incorporating Greek skeptical philosophy into his “‘science of
the world,” but by his refusal of scholastic modes of thought for dealing
with epistemological issues.
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4. Le Robert Dicti e Alphabeti. et Analogique de la Langue Francaise
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pauvreté . . . Les paroles mesmes qui signifient le mensonge, la trahison, la
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584). Blaise Pascal, Pensées et Opuscules (Paris: Librairie Hachette, 1935),
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Jean Starborinski, ‘“Montaigne Et ‘La Relation A Autry’,” Saggi E cherche
Di Letteratura Francese, 1X, pp. 87, 91.

Ibid., p. 80.

Heraclitus, cited by Philip Wheelwright in Heraclitus (Princeton: Princeton
Univ. Press, 1959), p. 30.

““not the passing from one age to another, nor, as the people say, from seven
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782).
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“The world is but a perennial movement. All things in it are in constant
motion—the earth, the rocks of the Caucasus, the pyramids of Egypt—both
with the common motion and with their own” (III, II, 782).

For a discussion of theriophily see George Boas, The Happy Beast (Baltimore:
John Hopkins Press, 1933). Boas indicates that “the theoretical, if not psy-
chological basis of theriophily is that the beasts—like savages—are more ‘na-
tural’ than man, and hence man’s superior.” (p. 1).

“divine intelligence which it surpasses in all conveniences” (11, XII, 433)
“Now trust to your philosophy; boast that you have found the bean in the
cake, when you consider the clatter of so many philosophical brains.” (II,
XII, 496).
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afterwards takes the form of laws . . .” (111, IX, 934).

““an infinite difference and variety due solely to distance in place” (II, XII,
506).

Publius Syrus, quoted by Vives, Commentaire a la Cite de Dieu, cited by
Montaigne, 11, V, 349: “Etiam innocentes cogit mentiri dolor.”

Tite-Live, VIII, XVIII, cited by Montaigne, III, XI, 1010: “Captisque res
magis mentibus, quam consceleratis similis visa.”
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the atom (the physical minimum), the basic unit forming all matter, and the
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detail see Ksenija Atanasijevic, The Metaphysical and Geometrical Doctrine
of Bruno, in particular pp. 24-25.

Giordano Bruno, Articuli Adversus Mathematicos cited by Ksenija Atanasi-
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tenebrarum, rerum colores et superficiem veluti per cancellos et foramina
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Nicolas Cusanus, Of Learned Ignorance, trans. Fr. Germain Heron (London:
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Cusanus, Of Learned Ignorance, p. 76: “la quidem quies est unitas motum
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Ibid., p. 106: “Quare non est motus aliquis absolutus, quoniam absolutus
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