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Of the Inconsistency of Our Actions

Those who make a practice of comparing human actions are never so
perplexed as when they try to see them as a whole and in the same light; for
they commonly contradict each other so strangely that it seems impossible
that they have come from the same shop. One moment young Marius is a
son of Mars, another moment a son of Venus.2 Pope Boniface VIII, they say,
entered office like a fox, behaved in it like a lion, and died like a dog. And
who would believe that it was Nero, that living image of cruelty, who said,
when they brought him in customary fashion the sentence of a condemned
criminal to sign: “Would to God I had never learned to write!” So much his
heart was wrung at condemning a man to death!

Everything is so full of such examples—each man, in fact, can supply
himself with so many-—that I find it strange to see intelligent men sometimes
going to great pains to match these pieces; seeing that irresolution seems to
me the most common and apparent defect of our nature, as witness that
famous line of Publilius, the farce writer:

Bad is the plan that never can be changed.
PUBLILIUS SYRUS?

There is some justification for basing a judgment of a man on the most
ordinary acts of his life; but in view of the natural instability of our conduct
and opinions, it has often seemed to me that even good authors are wrong
to insist on fashioning a consistent and solid fabric out of us. They choose
one general characteristic, and go and arrange and interpret all a man’s
actions to fit their picture; and if they cannot twist them enough, they go
and set them down to dissimulation. Augustus has escaped them; for there
is in this man throughout the course of his life such an obvious, abrupt, and
continual variety of actions that even the boldest judges have had to let him
go, intact and unsolved. Nothmg is harder for me than to believe in men’s
consistency, nothing easier than to believe in their inconsistency. He who

2. Goddess of love. Marius was the nephew of the older and better-known Marius. Montaigne's source is
Plutarch’s Life of Marius. Mars was the god of war. 3. Apothegms (Sententiae), line 362.



would judge them in detail and distinctly, bit by bit, would more often hit
upon the truth.

In all antiquity it is hard to pick out a dozen men who set their lives to a
certain and constant course, which is the principal goal of wisdom. For, to
comprise all wisdom in a word, says an ancient [Senecal, and to embrace all
the rules of our life in one, it is “always to will the same things, and always
to oppose the same things.” I would not deign, he says, to add “provided the
will is just”; for if it is not just, it cannot always be whole.

In truth, I once learned that vice is only unruliness and lack of moderation,
and that consequently consistency cannot be attributed to it. It is a maxim
of Demosthenes, they say, that the beginning of all virtue is consultation and
deliberation; and the end and perfection, consistency. If it were by reasoning
that we settled on a particular course of action, we would choose the fairest
course—but no one has thought of that:

He spurns the thing he sought, and seeks anew
What he just spurned; he seethes, his life’s askew.
HORACE?

Our ordinary practice is to follow the inclinations of our appetite, to the
left, to the right, uphill and down, as the wind of circumstance carries us.
We think of what we want only at the moment we want it, and we change
like that animal which takes the color of the place you set it on. What we
have just now planned, we presently change, and presently again we retrace
our steps: nothing but oscillation and inconsistency:

Like puppets we are moved by outside strings.
HORACE®

We do not go; we are carried away, like floating objects, now gently, now
violently, according as the water is angry or calm:

Do we not see all humans unaware

Of what they want, and always searching everywhere,
And changing place, as if to drop the load they bear?
LUCRETIUS?

Fvery day a new fancy, and our humors shift with the shifts in the weathenr:

Such are the minds of men, as is the fertile light
That Father Jove himself sends down to make earth bright.
HOMER®

We float between different states of mind; we wish nothing freely, nothing
absolutely, nothing constantly. If any man could prescribe and establish def-
inite laws and a definite organization in his head, we should see shining
throughout his life an evenness of habits, an order, and an infallible relation
between his principles and his practice.

Empedocles noticed this inconsistency in the Agrigentines, that they aban-
doned themselves to pleasures as if they were to die on the morrow, and
built as if they were never to die.”

4. Epistles 20. 5, Epistles 1.1.98-99. 6. Satires 2.7.82. 7. On the Nature of Things 3.1057-59.
8, Qdyssey 18,135-36, 152-53 in the Fitzgerald translation. 9. From Diogenes Laertius’s life of the
Greek philosopher Empedocles {5th century).



This man would be easy to understand, as is shown by the example of the
younger Cato:' he who has touched one chord of him has touched all; he is
a harmony of perfectly concordant sounds, which cannot conflict. With us,
it is the opposite: for so many actions, we need so many individual judgments.
The surest thing, in my opinion, would be to trace our actions to the neigh-
boring circumstances, without getting into any further research and without
drawing from them any other conclusions.

During the disorders of our poor country,? [ was told that a girl, living near
where I then was, had thrown herself out of a high window to avoid the
violence of a knavish soldier quartered in her house. Not killed by the fall,
she reasserted her purpose by trying to cut her throat with a knife. From this
she was prevented, but only after wounding herself gravely. She herself con-
fessed that the soldier had as yet pressed her only with requests, solicitations,
and gifts; but she had been afraid, she said, that he would finally resort to
force. And all this with such words, such expressions, not to mention the
blood that testified to her virtue, as would have become another Lucrece.?
Now, I learned that as a matter of fact, both before and since, she was a
wench not so hard to come to terms with. As the story* says: Handsome and
gentlemanly as you may be, when you have had no luck, do not promptly
conclude that your mistress is inviolably chaste; for all you know, the mule
driver may get his will with her.

Antigonus,” having taken a liking to one of his soldiers for his virtue and
valor, ordered his physicians to treat the man for a persistent internal malady
that had long tormented him. After his cure, his master noticed that he was
going about his business much less warmly, and asked him what had changed
him so and made him such a coward. “You yourself, Sire,” he answered, “by
delivering me from the ills that made my life indifferent to me.” A soldier of
Lucullus® who had been robbed of everything by the enemy made a bold
attack on them to get revenge. When he had retrieved his loss, Lucullus,
having tormed a good opinion of him, urged him to some dangerous exploit
with all the fine expostulations he could think of,

With words that might have stirred a coward’s heart.
HORACE’

“Urge some poor soldier who has been robbed to do it,” he replied;

Though but a rustic lout,
“That man will go who's lost his money,” he called out;
HORACES®

and resolutely refused to go.

We read that Sultan Mohammed outrageously berated Hassan, leader of
his Janissaries, because he saw his troops giving way to the Hungarians and
Hassan himself behaving like a coward in the fight. Hassan’s only reply was
to go and hurl himself furiously—alone, just as he was, arms in hand-—into
the first body of enemies that he met, by whom he was promptly swallowed

1. Cato Uticensis {1st century B.C.}, a philosopher, He is traditionally considered the epitome of moral
and intellectualintegrity. 2. Seen.2,p. 2649, 3. The legendary virtuous Roman who stabbed herself
after being raped by King Tarquinius Superbus’s son. 4. A common folktale. 5. Macedonian king
(382-301B.Cc.). 6. Roman general {Ist century B.C.}. 7. Epistles 2.2.36. 8. Epistles 2.2.39-40.



up; this was perhaps not so much self-justification as a change of mood, nor
so much his natural valor as fresh spite.

That man whom you saw so adventurous yesterday, do not think it strange
to find him just as cowardly today: either anger, or necessity, or company,
or wine, or the sound of a trumpet, had put his heart in his belly. His was a
courage formed not by reason, but by one of these circumstances; it is no
wonder if he has now been made different by other, contrary circumstances.

These supple variations and contradictions that are seen in us have made
some imagine that we have two souls, and others that two powers accompany
us and drive us, each in its own way, one toward good, the other toward
evil; for such sudden diversity cannot well be reconciled with a simple sub-
ject.

Not only does the wind of accident move me at will, but, besides, I am
moved and disturbed as a result merely of my own unstable posture; and
anyone who observes carefully can hardly find himself twice in the same
state. I give my soul now one face, now another, according to which direction
I turn it. If ¥ speak of myself in different ways, that is because I look at myself
in different ways. All contradictions may be found in me by some twist and
in some fashion. Bashful, insolent; chaste, lascivious; talkative, taciturn;
tough, delicate; clever, stupid; surly, affable; lying, truthful; learned, igno-
rant; liberal, miserly, and prodigal: all this I see in myself to some extent
according to how I turn; and whoever studies himself really attentively finds
in himself, yes, even in his judgment, this gyration and discord. I have noth-
ing to say about myself absolutely, simply, and solidly, without confusion and
without mixture, or in one word. Distinguo® is the most universal member of
my logic.

Although I am always minded to say good of what is good, and inclined to
interpret favorably anything that can be so interpreted, still it is true that the
strangeness of our condition makes it happen that we are often driven to do
good by vice itself—were it not that doing good is judged by intention alone.

Therefore one courageous deed must not be taken to prove a man valiant;
a man who was really valiant would be so always and on all occasions. If
valor were a habit of virtue, and not a sally, it would make a man equally
resolute in any contingency, the same alone as in company, the same in
single combat as in battle; for, whatever they say, there is not one valor for
the pavement and another for the camp. As bravely would he bear an illness
in his bed as a wound in camp, and he would fear death no more in his home
than in an assault. We would not see the same man charging into the breach
with brave assurance, and later tormenting himself, like a woman, over the
loss of a lawsuit or a son. When, though a coward against infamy, he is firm
against poverty; when, though weak against the surgeons’ knives, he is stead-
fast against the enemy’s swords, the action is praiseworthy, not the man.

Many Greeks, says Cicero, cannot look at the enemy, and are brave in
sickness; the Cimbrians and Celtiberians, just the opposite; for nothing can
be uniform that does not spring from a firm principle [Cicero].!

There is no more extreme valor of its kind than Alexander's; but it is only
of one kind, and not complete and universal enough. Incomparable though

9. 1 distinguish (Latin)—that is, | separate into its components. 1. Marcus Tullius Cicero (106-43
B.C.), Roman orator; Tusculan Disputations 2.27,



it is, it still has its blemishes; which is why we see him worry so frantically
when he conceives the slightest suspicion that his men are plotting against
his life, and why he behaves in such matters with such violent and in-
discriminate injustice and with a fear that subverts his natural reason. Also
superstition, with which he was so strongly tainted, bears some stamp of
pusillanimity. And the excessiveness of the penance he did for the murder
of Clytus? is also evidence of the unevenness of his temper.

Our actions are nothing but a patchwork—-they despise pleasure, but are
too cowardly in pain; they are indifferent to glory, but infamy breaks their spirit
[Cicero]*—and we want to gain honor under false colors. Virtue will not be
followed except for her own sake; and if we sometimes borrow her mask for
some other purpose, she promptly snatches it from our face. It is a strong
and vivid dye, once the soul is steeped in it, and will not go without taking
the fabric with it. That is why, to judge a man, we must follow his traces
long and carefully. If he does not maintain consistency for its own sake, with
a way of life that has been well considered and preconcerted [Cicero]*; if
changing circumstances makes him change his pace (I mean his path, for
his pace may be hastened or slowed), let him go: that man goes before the
wind, as the motto of our Talbot’ says.

It is no wonder, says an ancient |Seneca], that chance has so much power
over us, since we live by chance.® A man who has not directed his life as a
whole toward a definite goal cannot possibly set his particular actions in
order. A man who does not have a picture of the whole in his head cannot
possibly arrange the pieces. What good does it do a man to lay in a supply
of paints if he does not know what he is to paint? No one makes a definite
plan of his life; we think about it only piecemeal. The archer must first know
what he is aiming at, and then set his hand, his bow, his string, his arrow,
and his movements for that goal. Qur plans go astray because they have no
direction and no aim. No wind works for the man who has no port of
destination.

I do not agree with the judgment given in favor of Sophocles, on the
strength of seeing one of his tragedies, that it proved him competent to
manage his domestic affairs, against the accusation of his son. Nor do I think
that the conjecture of the Parians sent to reform the Milesians was sufficient
ground for the conclusion they drew. Visiting the island, they noticed the
best-cultivated lands and the best-run country houses, and noted down the
names of their owners. Then they assembled the citizens in the town and
appointed these owners the new governors and magistrates, judging that
they, who were careful of their private affairs, would be careful of those of
the public.

We are all patchwork, and so shapeless and diverse in composition that
each bit, each moment, plays its own game. And there is as much difference
between us and ourselves as between us and others. Consider it a great thing
to play the part of one single man [Senecal.” Ambition can teach men valor,
and temperance, and liberality, and even justice. Greed can implant in the
heart of a shop apprentice, brought up in obscurity and idleness, the confi-

2. A commander in Alexander's army who was killed by him during an argument, an act Alexander imme-
diately and bitterly regretted, as related by Plutarch in his Life of Alexander, chaps. 50-52. 3. Ouw Duties
(De officiis) 1.24. 4. Paradoxes 5. 5. An English captain who fought in France and died there in
1453, 6. Epistles 71. 7. Epistles 120.



dence to cast himself far from hearth and home, in a frail boat at the mercy
of the waves and angry Neptune; it also teaches discretion and wisdom.
Venus herself supplies resolution and boldness to boys still subject to disci-
pline and the rod, and arms the tender hearts of virgins who are still in their

mothers’ laps:

Furtively passing sleeping guards, with Love as guide,
Alone by night the girl comes to the young man’s side.
TIBULLUS®

In view of this, a sound intellect will refuse to judge men simply by their
outward actions; we must probe the inside and discover what springs set men
in motion. But since this is an arduous and hazardous undertaking, 1 wish
fewer people would meddle with it.



