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        “Autonomy does not imply that the individual has or should have free reign. All society depends for its existence and growth on a balance between individual self assertion and the general welfare. If man’s instincts were unchecked, society could not exist. The continuous balancing and resolving of opposing tendencies within oneself, and between self and society – the ability to do this in keeping with personal values, an enlightened self interest, and the interests of the society one lives in – all these lead to an increasing consciousness of freedom and form the basis for man’s deepening sense of identity, self respect and inner freedom, in short his autonomy.”
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      By analyzing Montaigne’s thoughts as they are expressed in the
 Essais and by examining his political activities and functions, I have tried to establish in this study the nature of his conservatism and the close relationship which existed between his religious and political attitudes. I have also wished to demonstrate that the conservatism of the essayist was a complex reaction arising not only from the civil and religious wars which raged throughout France during the sixteenth century but from Montaigne’s skepticism and his firm personal conviction that the preservation of established traditions and institutions and the fundamental harmony of Church and State were essential to peace and order in society and, consequently, to the achievement of human dignity and liberty
.

      It is my pleasure to express my sincere appreciation and gratitude to Professor Donald M. Frame of Columbia University, who suggested that the problem of the relationship between Montaigne’s religious and political conservatism might prove a fruitful subject for investigation
.

      I owe sincere thanks also to Professor Abraham C. Keller of the University of Washington, who graciously provided me with the very useful discussion outline of the 1950 Modern Language Association Conference on “The Liberalism of Montaigne”, and to the entire staff of the Department of Romance Languages and the Graduate Board of Washington University, St. Louis, for the Irene V. Lichter Fellowship in French which enabled me to work exclusively on this project during the year 1961-1962
.

      I am particularly and deeply indebted to Professor Isidore Silver of Washington University who helped me in ways too numerous to mention. Without Professor Silver’s invaluable suggestions, warm encouragement and understanding, this study would never have reached fruition
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      CHAPTER I 

THE YEARS BEFORE THE ESSAIS



      
        
…
 le feu y estoit, la 
flamme s’y est prinse…

      

      
        I

        When Fortunat Strowski published the second edition of his early study on Montaigne, he proposed to give to his readers the portrait of a free man1
. Indeed, there is perhaps no better way to describe the sixteenth-century essayist who, almost alone in his time, recognized that a man is free only if he preserves the autonomy of his conscience. In the face of enormous obstacles, Montaigne strove throughout his life to achieve and retain that freedom. And if, as he himself believed, the writings of a man are the essential expression of what that man is (II, viii, 95-96)2
 ; if, too, we may accept the word of his friend and contemporary, Etienne Pasquier, who advises us not to think that “sa vie ait été autre que le général de ses écrits”3
, then certainly the Essais
 are more than ample proof of the correctness of M. Strowski’s judgment.

        Written over a period of twenty years, the Essais
, begun in 1572 and ended by the author’s death in 1592, are the archives of Montaigne’s thought4
. As such, they represent to us the diary of an enlightened and liberal thinker, for they clearly reveal a man who insisted upon living according to his conscience and in conformance with his own temperament and convictions, a man who succeeded, moreover, in rising above the bigotry, political hypocrisy, and hatred that marked his time to a broad tolerance, reasoned patriotism and sincere regard for his fellow men.

        On the other hand, the Essais
, still the “best book about Montaigne” ever written1
, leave no doubt that the author was a conservative in matters of religion and politics. In an age of radical reform, he was an avowed and vigorous opponent of “nouvelletés”2
, and while he did not hesitate to criticize many of the customs and laws that prevailed in France, he nevertheless urged strict adherence to the established institutions and traditions of the Church and State. For him, as for many of his contemporaries, the Catholic Church and the monarchy formed an inseparable unity and an attack upon the former clearly constituted disloyalty to the French crown3
. To understand this point of view, we must first recall the historical moment during which Montaigne lived and wrote, for unless we fully appreciate that the Essais
 were born out of one of the most bigoted and violent periods in human history, we cannot hope to comprehend the religious and political attitudes of their author.

      

      
        II

        The seeds of the religious and civil wars, which were to turn nearly all of Europe into a bloody battleground for almost a century, were sown long before the birth of Montaigne4
. In 1516, the signing of the Concordat of Bologna marked the tendency of the government to take under its control more and more of the functions of the Church. From that date, it was proclaimed that the king would nominate to bishoprics and other ecclesiastical offices ; the influence and wealth of the Church would be largely at his disposal. Calvinism, which was to infiltrate deeply into France within a few years, maintained that all things rested on the authority of the Scriptures and thus offered a direct challenge to the power of the French state. Moreover, the abuses of the Catholic Church had become so flagrant that by the beginning of the reign of François Ier
 in 1515, few thinking men remained oblivious to the dire need for reform1
. For years, however, moderate and enlightened thinkers nurtured the illusion that such reform could be brought about without violence and without dividing the nation, but in October, 1534, their optimistic hopes were shattered when placards violently attacking the mass were posted in Paris and even on the door of the king’s chamber in Amboise. Aroused by the audacity of the Reformists, François Ier
 viewed the affaire des placards
 as an act of sedition and instituted a campaign of persecution which virtually ended any possibility for peaceful reform. Montaigne was then an infant, and France was not to experience complete peace again until after his death.

        Calvinism, driven underground, now began to spread throughout the country, and it seemed that what the disorder of the Church had not been able to accomplish, namely, to force great numbers of the faithful to abandon Catholicism, was now being achieved by the government’s vicious policy of terrorism and persecution. The political implications of the revolt became more and more apparent, and Henri II (1547-1559), convinced “that religious disunity was the first step to revolution and the overthrow of the social order”2
, continued to take severe repressive measures against the adherents to the new religion. Despite all this, until Henri’s death the Protestants offered only partial resistance to the bitter persecutions that were imposed upon them, and many walked to their deaths without disputing the authority that condemned them3
. It was, as Jean Mariéjol observed, the truly evangelical period of the Reformation in France4
, and while this situation prevailed, the réformés
 found deep and sincere sympathy among many Catholic intellectuals of whom Montaigne was certainly not the least compassionate.

        However, with the ascension to the throne of François II (1559-1560), the character of the Reformation changed. The Protestants were joined now by all sorts of malcontents and by men who cared far less – if at all – for religion than for private gain. More than that, there were many noblemen who bore personal resentment against the Catholic Guises who exerted great power and influence over the weak king. These men saw in the Reform movement an opportunity for revenge or for the satisfaction of their own political aspirations and under the cloak of religion attempted to carry on their opposition to the Crown. Before long, of course, both Catholics and Protestants alike were using religion or patriotism as a cover for private ambitions. Deception and hypocrisy became so prevalent in both parties that Montaigne was prompted to observe, not unjustifiably :

        
          qui trieroit de l’armée, mesme legitime et moienne, ceux qui y marchent par le seul zele d’une affection religieuse, et encore ceux qui regardent seulement la protection des loix de leur pays ou service du Prince, il n’en sçauroit bastir une compaignie de gensdarmes complete (II,xii,153).

        

        Whether willfully or not, the Huguenots thus became a political party, and in 1560, their wild and bold attempt to capture the Guises at Amboise was suppressed. Efforts on the part of Catherine de Médicis and her liberal and tolerant Chancellor, Michel de L’Hospital, to procure peace were of little avail, for in March, 1562, the religious wars were touched off by the attempt of the soldiers of the Duc François de Guise to break up a Huguenot prayer meeting at Vassy. The Protestants resisted and a virtual massacre resulted.

        Thirty years of spasmodic fighting and civil strife followed, and while Catherine and L’Hospital continued for a time to urge tolerance and peace, tempers flared and blood was spilled...
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