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Read the extract of Montaigne’s essay ‘Of Conscience (1580) 

1. Write down your responses to the following questions: 
SPECIFIC 
i. What is the ‘thesis’ or main argument of the essay?
ii. What kind(s) of evidence is used to support the claim?
iii. What impact does each of the chosen quotations have? Where are the quotations from? (Look up names you don’t know) 
iv. What is general tone, style, rhythm of piece? Select and focus on a short passage to explore these factors in detail.
       GENERAL 
v. What are the characteristics of this kind of writing?
vi. Why do you think it is written in this way?
vii. Who is it written for? 

2. Choose to explore one of the following writing down your thoughts

a. Consider the discussion of conscience: why does he think that ‘Wickedness contrives torments against itself’?
b. Consider the discussion of Scipio: why does he judge his actions to be those of a man who is not corrupt?
c. Consider the discussion of torture: what does Montaigne think about the practice?

1. Write down your responses to the following questions: 

SPECIFIC 

(i) What is the ‘thesis’ or main argument of the essay?

The essay clearly concerns the concept of Conscience. Montaigne argues that it is the ‘power of conscience’ that is a persuasively commanding agent that controls our moral being and actions. He refers to various quotations taken from a collection of satires and the Aeneid, quoting Virgil, Juvenal, Ovid and Gellius, to further substantiate his argument. Montaigne suggests it is our ‘conscience’ that helps us determine right from wrong, making us question our conduct, principles and ethics. It is an aspect of the intellect and inner self which can have an impact upon the subconscious mind. Our immoral behaviour towards others breeds guilt and fear, sentiments which may inadvertently lead us to compromise ourselves. 
Montaigne opposes violence and indicates that torture does not reveal the truth, neither does it obtain justice. He stipulates that the infliction of pain serves no purpose. To illustrate his point, he uses the incident of the general, a man with no conscience, who uses brutal means to implement order within his regime.  The general makes an example of the accused soldier by having his stomach cut open to check its contents. However, the woman who implicated the soldier gained no justice by this violent act. Montaigne ends his essay with this shocking example, therefore trying to emphasise that the use of agony and physical punishment to extort the truth is not justice and can be counterproductive.  
We can therefore conclude that Montaigne’s essay clearly outlines ‘Conscience’ as a powerful moral agent and that justice and honesty cannot be obtained by torture.


(ii) What kind(s) of evidence is used to support the claim?

In support of the claim Montaigne uses quotations from renowned satirists predating him by 1500 years, including Juvenal, Aulus Gellius, Virgil, Publilius Syrus and Ovid whose work signify reliability and bring consistency to his analysis.

(iii) What impact does each of the chosen quotations have? Where are the quotations from? (Look up names you don’t know) 

Each of the relevant quotations have been analysed and the literary sources they have been taken from have been identified below.

Quote 1:
“Occultum quatiens animo tortore flagellum.”

     [“The torturer of the soul brandishing a sharp scourge within.”
      —Juvenal, iii. 195.]
Explanation:
This quotation is from the ‘Satires’ a collection of satirical poems written by Juvenal, a Latin satiric poet in the late first and early second century AD. It suggests that our conscience scorches us from within if we commit any wrongdoing. The guilt and fear prompted by our conscience leaves us distraught. Montaigne specifically uses the example of the soldier’s journey during the civil war, whereby the soldier tries to hide his fear of being recognized. As a result, his conscience makes him betray himself unintentionally. 

Quote 2:
“Malum consilium consultori pessimum.”

               [“Ill designs are worst to the contriver.”
                —Apud Aul. Gellium, iv. 5.]
Explanation:
The above quotation has been taken from the Attic Nights, written by Aulus Gellius, a Latin author brought up in Rome. It suggests that violent or dishonest actions can be harmful and damaging to the giver. Montaigne uses Bessus’ anguish as an example. Bessus was torn with guilt for killing his father and his conscience made him inadvertently reveal his crime when he was asked why he had killed the birds who had done him no harm. This quotation demonstrates how a guilty conscience may make us incriminate ourselves unconsciously. 


Quote 3:
Vitasque in vulnere ponunt.”

               [“And leave their own lives in the wound.”
                —Virgil, Geo., iv. 238.]
Explanation:
This quotation is from the ‘Aeneid’, an epic written by Virgil, between 29 and 19 BC. It implies that if we hurt someone we will be harming ourselves and will have to take the consequences.  Montaigne explains that just as a wasp must live without its sting and is devoid of protection after using it, similarly if we inflict harm or pain upon someone, our conscience will torment us, therefore leaving us vulnerable. 




Quote 4:
“Conscia mens ut cuique sua est, ita concipit intra
          Pectora pro facto spemque metumque suo.”

     [“As a man’s conscience is, so within hope or fear prevails, suiting
     to his design.”—Ovid, Fast., i. 485.]

Explanation:
This quotation is from a satiric poem from the ‘Fasti’ by Ovid, who was a Latin poet during the reign of Emperor Augustus of Rome.  When translated it advises that one’s actions are determined by the power of one’s conscience and our ability to heed it. Hence hope and fear are created in one’s mind in relation to how one behaves, suggesting that if we inflict harm or pain, we will live with the consequences of our actions. 

Quote 5:
“Etiam innocentes cogit mentiri dolor.”

     [“Pain will make even the innocent lie.”—Publius Syrus, De Dolore.]   
Explanation:
This quotation is taken from the works of Publilius Syrus, a Latin writer, best known for sententiae (brief moral sayings). The translated quotation indicates that the infliction of pain will make the innocent lie. Montaigne opposes the mechanics of justice involving torture and violence that may be used to extort the truth. This quotation supports Montaigne’s argument that torture can only result in falsity, as many would lie to escape physical anguish. 


(iv) What is general tone, style, rhythm of piece? Select and focus on a short passage to explore these factors in detail.

The piece written by Montaigne is reflective. Though it has a persuasive tone it has an open rhythm with quotations which allows the reader to come to their own conclusion. 
The Following passage has been selected to explore these factors.

‘This story is in every child’s mouth: Bessus the Paeonian, being reproached for wantonly pulling down a nest of young sparrows and killing them, replied, that he had reason to do so, seeing that those little birds never ceased falsely to accuse him of the murder of his father. This parricide had till then been concealed and unknown, but the revenging fury of conscience caused it to be discovered by him himself, who was to suffer for it. Hesiod corrects the saying of Plato, that punishment closely follows sin, it being, as he says, born at the same time with it. Whoever expects punishment already suffers it, and whoever has deserved it expects it. Wickedness contrives torments against itself:

               “Malum consilium consultori pessimum.”

               [“Ill designs are worst to the contriver.”
                —Apud Aul. Gellium, iv. 5.]

This passage details that the enactment of bad deeds can be damaging, just as when Bessus suffered and was torn with guilt for killing his father. He had hidden the murder, however he inadvertently revealed the incident with and unreasonable excuse when asked why he had killed the birds when they had done him no harm. Montaigne uses this quotation successfully in relation to this passage to demonstrate how a guilty conscience may make us unintentionally implicate ourselves.


GENERAL 

(v) What are the characteristics of this kind of writing?

This kind of writing is descriptive, subjective and direct. It is not complex and uses quotes for comparison, thus making it easier to understand. 

(vi) Why do you think it is written in this way?

It is written in this way because it is not a speech as Montaigne has written his views more for his own gratification and to reflect upon his own thoughts and experiences. 

(vii) Who is it written for? 

It appears to have been written by Montaigne for his own analysis and is subjective. It expresses his thoughts and feelings. However, it is a work that than can also be read by the general reader, although one can say he does not have an implied reader in mind.  The language is not complex and is clearly explained using quotations to substantiate his thoughts. 


2. Choose to explore one of the following writing down your thoughts

c. Consider the discussion of torture: what does Montaigne think about the practice?

Montaigne clearly opposes torture and believes that this is an appalling way to enforce justice. He is against the use of such barbaric techniques to extract the truth. He believes that the infliction of pain does not obtain a truthful confession. He states that torture leads to deception rather than honesty. He implies that to escape pain one may betray one’s own true self and conscience, as pain does not reveal the truth or enforce justice. He illustrates this in the last paragraph. He highlights how the general, a man with no conscience uses brutal means to implement justice and tries to make an example of the accused soldier by having his stomach cut open. However, no justice was gained through this act. Montaigne ends his essay with this shocking incident thus attempting to emphasise how the use of torture does not accomplish justice and can result in falsity.
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