Michel de Montaigne’s essay ‘Of Conscience’
2i. The main argument is about people behaving differently according to whether they feel guilt. Montaigne seems to feel- and gives examples to demonstrate- that having a guilty conscience leads people to behave in a way that makes their guilt obvious. He mentions that the guilty conscience can itself be a form of punishment, whilst a clear conscience gives “greater confidence and assurance”. Various types of evidence are used by Montaigne to support his theory. Montaigne also explains his doubts about the use of torture. Despite it’s potential effectiveness at establishing guilt, he feels that it can lead to the death of innocent people, and that it is not fair to make an innocent person suffer because the accuser doesn’t know the truth. 
ii. Montaigne initially uses his own personal experience of an occasion when he has witnessed someone betraying their guilty conscience. This experience also mentions a time when Montaigne suffered despite not being guilty due to a mistake on the part of his accusers (who possibly were less skilled than Montaigne at recognising a guilty conscience).  He then uses evidence taken from tales from history- the story of Bessus the Paeonian who gave away his guilt unneccessarily as well as quotations from Juvenal, Virgil and Publius Syrus. He also refers to Hesiod and Plato who had slightly different opinions on sin and punishment but who both agreed that sin inevitably led to punishment. and then an anecdote he has heard about a man being cut open to establish whether or not he is telling the truth. Montaigne feels that although it turns out the man was lying and had stolen food from starving children, that this doesn’t excuse his murder.
iii. The quotes are all from Roman poets. They illustrate the points de Montaigne is making. The give his argument weight and authority because they are from old works that were still relevant to de Montaigne and his readers. They seem to refer to timeless, universally recognised truths.
iv. The essay is written from de Montaigne’s own perspective. In the first paragraph de Montaigne explains his actions and his feelings and that gives immediacy to his discussion. He describes the atmosphere of fear and suspicion and then his own fear, and explains why it is realistic to be afraid, given that people, and their belongings might be in danger. He is sympathetic to the feelings of ‘the gentleman’ who is betraying his guilt because of his conscience. He describes his page, who was killed, which increases the impact of his death and the loss to Montaigne. He uses emotive language in this paragraph- ‘disorder’, ‘confusion’, ‘miserably slain’. The language is simple and straightforward but Montaigne uses very long sentences. Each sentence makes a point and takes his theory forwards. He uses an example from nature- that the wasps sting hurts mainly itself- which makes it more familiar and grounded in every day experience.
v. This essay explores a point of view and gives evidence to support each of Montaigne’s conclusions. He seems not to be trying to confuse a reader or to trick them, just to set out the facts as he sees them. 
vi. The way it is written begins with an example from de Montaigne’s life. It sets out de Montaigne’s theory that a guilty conscience is hard to hide. The story of Bessus the Paeonian and the three Latin quotes expand on this. They demonstrate the reasons why Montaigne has come to the conclusions he has. When discussing torture, de Montaigne describes the reasons why torture might be used and gives his reasons for disagreeing with it. The last paragraph is shocking, and demonstrates the brutality of torture. Montaigne seems to feel that this ‘instructive sentence’ concludes the discussion on torture- whatever the advantages and disadvantages, torture is just too barbarous a tool. 

Overall it feels as if Montaigne is leading the reader along a path, step by step, so that they arrive at the same place as him. 
vii. He says in his essay ‘Of Idleness’ that he wrote for himself, to give his thoughts clarity.  However, it is written so that is accessible to any reader. Even the modern reader is familiar with wasps and the feelings that Montaigne describes such as fear, guilt and cruelty.
c. De Montaigne believes that torture is ‘to very little purpose’- ‘rather a trial of patience than of truth’. He believes that although it is used based on the idea of ‘force of conscience’, that it is likely that the guilty may lie to gain ‘so fair a reward as life’.He also worries that innocent people might confess to avoid the ‘intolerable torments’, which can be worse than dying. He also states that it is unfair that the innocent suffer in order to prove their innocence, and may end by dying ‘innocent and racked’ from the severity of the torture. 
Above all, he feels that torture is ‘barbarous’ and not used by nations considered far less civilised than the Greeks and Romans, and that it is ‘horrible and cruel’. Although in his example of the soldier cut open, the guilt of the soldier is established beyond doubt and the correct punishment may have been administered, Montaigne seems to be appalled by the lack of conscience shown by the general in commanding that a soldier is ‘ripped up’ to find out the truth.  
