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ABSTRACT

This thesis investigates the construction of identity in relation to an other. It considers three
writers who, working at moments when the nature of selthood was an urgent 1ssue, conduct
profound and original enquiries into the question of self-construction, and seeks both to
reassess their contributions to this debate, and, in bringing their preoccupations and methods
to bear upon each other, to open up new ways of approaching and reading their work.
Considering a range of socio-cultural and religious forms of otherness -- the cannibal, the
witch, the Jew, the aristocrat, the woman, the divine -- it embraces matenal from a number of
important modern critical fields, and suggests how these topics might be combined to offer a
coherent statement about the enduring issue of self-fashioning.

The thesis seeks to map out a trajectory of decreasing investment in external communities,
and an increasing perception of the self as a source and agent 1n the construction of identity.
Looking 1n turn at the work of Montaigne, Proust and Woollf, 1t argues that where the Essais
construct complex orders which appropriate the other to reinforce the identity of the self,
Proust and Woolf increasingly, although gradually, and by no means always successfully,
attempt to negotiate a less precisely-engaged relationship between other and self, and to
assign the other a less constitutive role in the realization and expression of identity. The
thesis also considers more briefly contexts in which this trajectory i1s reversed. To the extent
that they examine modernist subjectivity, Proust and Woolf articulate an anxiety about the
separation of self and world which leads to an attempted recuperation of the integrated orders
depicted by Montaigne.
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INTRODUCTION

Ever since Burckhardt’s famous analysis of Renaissance individuality, critics have claimed
that the Renaissance witnessed a decisive shift in the perception and expression of selthood.
Formerly ‘dreaming’, in Burckhardt’s terms, ‘beneath a veil of faith and illusion’, the
individual gradually emerged, over the course of the Renaissance, as a selt-conscious and
independent category.' More recently, Greenblatt (among others) has sought to modify this
claim, arguing for a more dynamic and problematic model of Renaissance subjectivity.
Where Burckhardt depicts the uncontested growth and autonomous expression of individual
self-consciousness, Greenblatt describes a ‘resolutely dialectical’ relation between the selt
and the social and political structures which surround it; according to which the subject’s
heightened awareness and articulation of its individual selthood 1s set against a renewed
commitment, on the part of external collectivities, to the government and control ot identity.
If there 1s a new social mobility in the Renaissance, and an increasing sense of individual
agency, there are also new measures to restrict and determine all movement, and to
circumscribe and delimit the individual will.* According to this interpretation, the self is no
longer an independent category, but 1s forged instead 1n relation, and specifically 1n
opposition, to an external other. Elsewhere in Greenblatt, this other 1s not a social or political

order, but rather an ‘alien’: the savage, heretic, traitor or witch.

Central to the debate about Renaissance selthood are Montaigne’s Essais, which explore in

depth and detail the role of the other in the construction of the selt. The Montaignean self is

" Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, trans. by S. G. C. Middlemore
(London: Penguin, 1990), p. 98.

* Stephen Greenblatt, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1980). See 1n particular the opening section of his introduction, pp. 1-2. For another
account of the relationship between Renaissance self and other which seeks to challenge Burckhardt’s
interpretation, see Natalie Zemon Davis, ‘Boundaries and the Sense of Self in Sixteenth-Century
France’. in Reconstructing Individualism: Autonomy, Individuality and the Self in Western Thought, ed.
by Thomas C. Heller, Morton Sosna and David E. Wellbery (Stanford University Press, 1986), pp. J3-
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intensely aware of, and continually in dialogue with, a wide variety of others: writers and
philosophers from antiquity; Protestantism; witches and the divine; his social others
(peasants and princes) and the social order; the cultural otherness of the cannibal, and the
unfamiliar customs of foreign lands. Like Greenblatt, he perceives self and other as
inextricably linked. ‘[A] Ce grand monde’, he observes, ‘c’est le miroiier ou 1l nous faut
regarder pour nous connoistre de bon biais’.” It is by looking in the mirror of the other that
the self can know and see itself; in relation to the other that identity 1s assumed and sustained.
However, the dynamics of this relationship in Montaigne are not always as simple as
Greenblatt suggests. While there are many instances 1n the Essais where tensions clearly do
emerge between self and other -- the self often discovers that the other threatens, rather than
enabling, the appropriation of a coherent identity, or circumscribes, rather than providing a
context for, its self-articulation -- this 1s not always the case. In the extract above, self-
fashioning 1s no longer perceived as a problematic aftair. The looking-glass ot the world,
revealing the enormity and majesty of nature, provides a context and perspective which do
not curtail the self, but rather enable it to elucidate its coordinates and dimensions within a
larger whole. In Montaigne, the self may be defined through participation 1n, as well as in
opposition to, a wider order; through identification with, rather than differentiation from, the
other. Even when seltf and other do stand 1n a contlictual relation, the opposition between the
two 1s rarely as absolute as Greenblatt suggests. I shall seek in what follows to elaborate a
more complex model tor the relationship between other and self, in which dependence and

fascination pull against hostility, and complicate and problematize the process of negotiation

between the two.

Just as Renaissance criticism has 1dentitied a decisive break in the organization and

expression of selfhood in the early modern period, so too critics of modernist literature have

* Michel de Montaigne, Euvres compleétes, ed. by Albert Thibaudet and Maurice Rat (Paris: Gallimard,
1962). 1: 26: p. 157.



identified an important transition in the perception of the self at the start of the twentieth
century. As Virginia Woolf herself observed, ‘In or about December, 1910, human character
changed.’* As the modernist movement began, the self, along with many other conceptual and
cultural categories, underwent a ‘cataclysmic upheaval’; one of those ‘overwhelming
dislocations’ which seem to topple ‘even the most solid and substantial of our beliefs and
assumptions’.” Central to this ‘upheaval’ was the dissolution of the self as a stable and
integrated centre of thought and consciousness. Important too, however, was the relationship
between self and world. Modernist writing envisages a reality in which selt and other have
become remote; in which shared meanings and languages have disintegrated, and 1n which an

1solated self 1s left either to withdraw from external reality, or to negotiate as best 1t can a

precarious and partial communication with the world.’

There are significant parallels between modernist and Renaissance discussions of selthood,
theretore. Both closely examine the question of the self and its relation with the other; both
are aware that tensions and dynamic exchanges accompany the decisive shifts which they
depict in this relationship, and both envisage that negotiation with the other 1s fundamental to

the appropriation of a coherent or stable identity. They invite, therefore, comparative study.

[t modernist subjectivity 1s to be compared with Renaissance 1dentity, then Proust, like
Montaigne, stands out as a figure through whom discussion might be focussed.
Computational scholarship has tound the word “‘mo1’ on average 1.1996 times per page in A

la recherche du temps perdu, and this statistic 1s an accurate reflection of the important

* ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’ (1924), in The Captain’s Death Bed and Other Essays (London:
Hogarth, 1950), pp. 90-111 (p. 91).

> Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, ‘The Name and Nature of Modernism’, in Modernism,
1890-1930, ed. by Bradbury and McFarlane (London: Penguin, 1976), p. 19. This sense of radical
change is explored in relation to the self on p. 27.

® Michael Levenson emphasizes the problematic relationship of the self both with itself and with the
world beyond. The modernist selt “discovered enemies within and enemies without; walls within,
mirrors without; it no longer perched securely on the throne of the self; it no longer sat confidently at




position occupied by the text. As Malcolm Bowie suggests, ‘The modern, secular,
psychological moi’ discovers in Proust ‘a moment of extraordinary power and authority .
‘For a moment, indeed, the human self and its vicissitudes become the essential subject-
matter of art’.” The comparison of Proust with Montaigne is a fruitful one; generating in
particular new ways of approaching A la recherche. The themes of Jewishness, class-
consciousness and selthood are conventionally perceived as separate critical 1ssues 1n
Proust,’ but the example of Montaigne forces one to draw them together. Montaigne’s self-
conscious dialogues with the social, religious, cultural and philosophical orders and others of
his time suggest that political and social themes are inextricably bound up with questions of
self-tashioning, and I shall argue below that this 1s very much the case in A la recherche.
Operating in the text as expressions of the self-other relation, these topics open up important
dimensions of, and offer important insights into, Proustian subjectivity, and together they
provide access to patterns in the self’s response to the other which enable a provisional

sketch of Proustian self-fashioning.

Since self and other stand 1n such an inextricable relation, a discussion of their relationship
demands not only an exploration ot the subject’s self-construction, but also of the selfthood of
the other. This second form of subjectivity 1s expressed most clearly 1n the early twentieth
century 1n the self-consciousness of the temale writer, and 1s focussed above all in the
intensely self-reflexive novels and critical work of Virginia Woolt. It 1s clear that Woolf felt
alienated from patriarchal culture -- as a woman, and 1n particular as a woman writer -- at a

number of levels. She stood in a precarious relation first of all, as an uneducated woman, to

the center of the social world’. Modernism and the Fate of Individuality: Character and Novelistic
Form from Conrad to Woolf (Cambridge: CUP, 1991), p. xi.

"Malcolm Bowie, Proust Among the Stars (London: HarperCollins, 1998), pp. 2-3 (italics in original).
Bowie notes that the statistical exercise on the selt gathered references to ‘moi’ as a noun or pronoun;
to occurrences of ‘me’ and ‘myself’, therefore, as well as ‘self”.

> The social dimension of the novel is explored in relation to selfhood by Leo Bersani, in Marcel
Proust: The Fictions of Life and of Art (New York: Oxtord University Press, 1965). However, he
leaves aside the question of race altogether, and the trajectory of withdrawal he describes runs directly
counter to the engaged negotiations explored in my own discussion.



her position as a literary critic. Jane Marcus compares her to Walter Benjamin and other
Jewish intellectuals in Weimar Germany, ‘administering the intellectual property of a people
who denied them the right to do so’.” She was alienated too from literary history, a stately
march of male voices, she felt, that excluded, rather than grounded, her female vision. She
even felt restricted by ‘the very form of the sentence’; which, like a number of other literary
conventions in her view, was designed to accommodate and articulate a specifically male
understanding of the world.'® The result of this alienation is a continual self-articulation from
the position of the other. When Woolf relates in A Room of One’s Own how a Beadle
prevents her encroachment upon the male domain of the lawn, or a black-gowned gentleman
her access to the manuscripts of Lycidas and Esmond,'" she self-consciously constructs
herselt as the unlettered other of the educated man; comparable to the ‘uncivilized’ cannibals
(who have ‘[A] nul cognoissance de lettres; nulle science de nombres’ I: 31; p. 204)
described 1n Montaigne’s account. Her novels perform a sustained and profound examination
of the consequences of occupying this second position, examining both the ways in which 1t
aftects the range and expression of individual selthood, and the strategies available to the

female self as 1t seeks to recuperate a voice, and to construct a tradition, ot i1ts own.

Neither Proust nor Woolf was entirely unaware of the connections I am seeking to establish.
Both were conscious of their predecessors -- Proust reading Montaigne; Woolf, both Proust
and Montaigne -- and both had occasion to retlect upon a possible relation between the texts
they encountered and their own. The link between Proust and Montaigne is the least well-

2

established of the three: Montaigne is in fact one of ‘Les Grands Absents d’A la recherche’,’

never alluded or referred to in the course of Proust’s giant text. However, it 1s clear from his

? Jane Marcus, ‘Thinking Back Through Our Mothers’, in New Feminist Essays on Virginia Woolf

(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1981), pp. 1-30 (pp. 2-3).
% “Women and Fiction’, in Granite and Rainbow: Essays by Virginia Woolf (London: Hogarth, 1958),

pp. 76-84 (p. 81).
' Virginia Woolf, ‘A Room of One’s Own’ and "Three Guineas’ (London: Penguin. 1993), pp. 5-7.
1> Michele M. Magill, ‘Les Grands Absents d’A la recherche du temps perdu’, Romance Notes, 29

(1988-89), 15-20.



letters that Proust was familiar with the Essais, and that he greatly admired his Renaissance
forebear. Quotations from, and allusions to, the Essais are scattered through his
Correspondance, ' while letters to Robert de Montesquiou and Alberto Lumbroso
demonstrate his pleasure at contemporary critical comparisons between his own work and
Montaigne’s."* Jacques Porel (who relates how Proust would cite the Essais at great length)
also makes clear that Proust, like the selves I shall discuss below, sharpened and defined his

own thought through dialogue with his literary others. "

Like Proust, Woolf was a critic as well as a novelist, and she negotiated with the texts she
encountered even more self-consciously than her French contemporary. Her dialogue with
Montaigne 1s carried on throughout her writing life; in letters to friends after a visit to his
famous tower; in her diaries; in a more engaged fashion in her reading notebooks.'® She also
actively appropriates him as a literary forebear; conceiving him as her starting-point in a
projected history of modern literature and thought, and writing an essay for the TLS in 1924
which establishes him as a precursor and example.'’ This obvious identification with his

work has led to a number of recent studies which, considering his influence upon her work,

" See, for example, his letters to Lionel Hauser, in May 1917 and Paul Souday, 1 January 1920.
Correspondance, ed. by Philip Kolb, 21 vols (Paris: Plon, 1970-93), XVI (1917), p. 133 and XIX
(1920), p. 38.

* Proust notes in a letter to Montesquiou dated 15 May 1907 that Beaunier ‘m’y comparait 2
Montaigne et diverses autres personnes de qualité’, and retlects with evident satistaction upon ‘I’effet
que cela avait produit’. He writes to Lumbroso in May 1920 that ‘Léon Daudet est revenu a plusieurs
reprises dans I’Action francaise ou 1l me nomme le délicieux héritier de Montaigne, 1I’incomparable
(pardon!) Marcel Proust’. Correspondance, V11 (1907), p. 157; XIX (1920), pp. 266-67.

> Jacques Porel, Fils de Réjane (Paris: Plon, 1951), I, pp. 321, 328.

' Woolf writes to Ethel Smyth, to Vita Sackville-West (twice), and to Vanessa Bell about her visit to
Montaigne in April 1931: ‘The Tower still stands; and the very door, room, stairs, and windows where,
in which — grammar gone — Montaigne wrote his essays; also his saddle and a view precisely the same
he saw. Does this excite you?’. See The Letters of Virginia Woolf, ed. by Nigel Nicolson, 6 vols
(London: Hogarth, 1975-80). IV: A Reflection of the Other Person, 1929-1931, pp. 317-19. Woolf’s
reading notes on Montaigne are gathered in volumes XX, XXIII and XXVI of the Holograph Notes.
See Brenda R. Silver, Virginia Woolf’s Reading Notebooks (Princeton: Princeton University Press,

1983). pp. 113, 122 and 143.
'" See The Essavs of Virginia Woolf, ed. by Andrew McNeillie, 4 vols (London: Hogarth, 1986- ). IV

pp. 71-81.

Y



or her ‘reception’ of his, draw their thought very close together.'® I wish to argue instead for a
more problematic relationship between their writing and thought. By pitching a reading of
Montaigne against a reading of Woolf -- rather than addressing questions of influence or

reception -- I wish to propose a more plural and unstable relationship between their work: a

relationship marked by tensions as well as affinities.

Woolf also identifies Proust as a possible influence for her work. She began to read A la
recherche early 1n 1922, after encouragement from Roger Fry, and her letters and diaries
record both a sustained admiration for the novel (‘I am in a state of amazement; as if a

miracle were being done before my eyes’), and a recognition that Proust’s writing and

thought might come to shape her own."”

[ have indicated above some ot the ways 1n which the relationship between other and self
may potentially be figured. It may be oppositional, it may be circumscriptive, 1t may enable
or prohibit self-realization or expression. However, it may be helptul, betore turning to the
texts themselves, to provide a more systematic summary ot the ways in which the selt-other
relation may be formulated or exploited, as well as an outline of the trajectory which I shall
seek to trace out as I follow the development of this relation from Montaigne to Proust to

Woolf. The diagrams overpage seek to pertorm the first of these tunctions; mapping the basic

'® See in particular Juliet Dusinberre, Virginia Woolf's Renaissance: Woman Reader or Common
Reader? (London: Macmillan, 1997), pp. 40-64, and Dudley M. Marchi, Montaigne Among the
Moderns: Receptions of the ‘Essais’ (Oxtord: Berghahn Books, 1994), pp. 185-92, 222-77. Dusinberre
sees Montaigne as part of an ‘alternative’ Renaissance to which Woolt could belong; Marchi, Woolf’s
commitment to personal vision as a refraction of Montaignean scepticism and belief in individual
difference. See also Nicola Luckhurst’s, “To Quote my Quotation from Montaigne’. in Virginia Woolf:
Reading the Renaissance, ed. by Sally Greene (Athens: Ohio University Press, 1999), pp. 41-64; which
posits the Essais as Woolf’s source. I shall return to consider these discussions below, none of which.

however, explores the idea of the self.

" Letters. 11: The Question of Things Happening, pp. 565-66 (writing to Roger Fry, 3 October 1922);
The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. by Anne Olivier Bell, 5 vols (London: Hogarth, 1977-84), II: 1920-24.

234 (10 February 1923). Woolf writes: I wonder 1f this next lap will be influenced by Proust? I think
hlb French language. tradition, &c, prevents that: yet his command of every resource is so extravagant
that one can hardly fail to profit, & must not flinch, through cowardice.’
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forms which the encounter takes, the responses available to the self, and the potential results

of such negotiations.

The self-other relations depicted in the chapters which follow are characterized in the first
Instance either by a fundamental sameness, or by a decisive ditference. Relationships of

sameness are displayed in figure one; of ditference, in figure two.

Form. Sameness may take the torm either of a philosophical or 1deological coincidence ot
selt and other -- as, for example, when the self identifies or agrees with a thinker from
classical antiquity (A1) -- or of a close integration of the two; as when the self participates in,
or conforms to, a wider social or political order or community (A2). The difference of the
other most commonly consists 1n a cultural or religious alterity -- for example that of the
cannibal or witch (F1) -- but 1t may sometimes take a second form. An object of desire, for
example, may manifest its otherness principally through its elusiveness; through withholding
itselt from the subject (F2). In this case its ‘difference’ consists in a refusal to conform to the

aspirations or desires of the self.

Effects. In each 1nstance, the sameness or ditference of the other may potentially have
positive or negative consequences tor the self. Both the conformity of the self to a wider
order, and the philosophical coincidence of self and other, potentially enable the self to
appropriate or reinforce a coherent identity, by providing a framework within which it can
identity and articulate its selthood, and authorize and stabilize its thought (B2). However,
cach may equally have a negative effect upon the self. When the self locates itself within a
wider order, it potentially faces the curtailment or contradiction of its subj ectivity, as the
external structure imposes a form upon 1t (B3). When its thought coincides with that of the

other, however. it finds that its boundaries begin to dissolve, and that it loses its integrity as

an independent entity (B1).



The difference of the other, likewise, may have in both its forms either benefits or drawbacks
for the self. Social or cultural alterity may act as a defining other, identifying through its
difference the position and boundaries of the self (G1). However, its difference may equally
be experienced as a threat: as a subversion of, or challenge to, the perspective of the selt
(G2). The withholding of the other may in certain circumstances benefit the selt; which 1s
able in its absence to construct an 1imagined i1deal relation with 1t (G3). More commonly,

however, such an elusiveness leads to frustration and to a painful sense ot exclusion (G4).

Response. In the works I have chosen to discuss, the sameness or difference of the other 1s
always experienced either 1n positive and negative terms at once (most noticeably 1n
Montaigne) or in purely negative terms; never in positive terms alone. As a result, the self 1s
always compelled to modify its relation with the other in order to secure a coherent or stable
identity. This modification may take a variety of forms. The selt may first ot all withdraw;
whether from a circumscriptive wider framework (C1), or from the threat ot the cannibal or
witch (H3). More commonly, however, the selt seeks to negotiate with the other, and to
redefine its relation with it. When the self-other relation 1s characterized by sameness, the
self most commonly attempts to preserve its position within the wider community, but to
negotiate either a degree of difference from the other (if 1t finds that its boundaries have
begun to dissolve), or to secure a degree of autonomy (1f it has found itself subject to
circumscription) (C2). The self constrained by a wider order may alternatively reject

negotiation, and seek instead to dismantle the structures by which it 1s trapped (C3).

When the other is different from the selt, the self may choose either to control, or to
eliminate, that difference. If the former, the other may become subject either to demonization
(the cannibal interpreted in terms of interiority and absence, the Protestant/Catholic in terms

of heresy) (H11) or to exclusion (H111). It the self chooses to eliminate the difference of the
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other, it commonly reinterprets the other’s position such that it reinforces, rather than
undermining, the beliefs, priorities, or philosophical coordinates of the self (H21). In this
instance, the other is changed only in the mind of the self. Alternatively, the selt may seek a
more substantive colonization, in which the behaviour of the other, as well as 1ts conceptual
significance, is dictated by the self (H2ii). The self may also, more rarely, seek assimilation
to 1ts other (H211). The self which envies the privileges of a different social category may
seek not to convert the other to its own terms, but rather to reinvent itself 1in the 1image of that
other. The selt which encounters an other characterized by difference may finally establish
communication with it (H2111). Less appropriative than the other available responses, this is

most frequently the project of a self 1solated or separated from a wider social whole.

These responses are not, of course, exclusive. In some instances, the self performs one
operation in preparation for another. Thus the demonization or discreditation of the other
may be an end 1n itself, but is often a preliminary step designed to ‘legitimate’ a subsequent
colonization. In other cases, the selt may be led by the failure of one response to consider or
attempt another. If the other resists an attempted assimilation, the self will generally seek to
control through demonization the ditference it 1s unable to eliminate. Some responses may

also conflate two or more forms of negotiation. Demonization, for example, is often, but not

always, a form of marginalization or exclusion.

Locus of transformation /Results. Each of these responses to the problematic self-other

relation may meet 1n the short term with either success or failure. If the other is the projected
site of transformation (if 1t, rather than the self, 1s to be changed in the process of negotiation)
(D2; J1). then the self’s success or failure will take the form of submission or resistance by
the other (E3. E4; K1, K2). Resistance may be carefully plotted, but it may equally be
unconscious, or even involuntary. If the self 1s the locus of transformation (J2), or if neither

the self nor the other is to be changed in the course of negotiation (when the self withdraws,
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the relationship between the two terms shifts, but neither is transformed in itself) (D1; J3).
then success or failure takes the form of an achievement or failure by the self of its
anticipated end (E1, E2; K3, K4). In most instances, the process of negotiation comes to an
end at this point. If the self succeeds, it establishes the relationship, and appropriates the
identity, for which it has been seeking; if it fails, it returns to the problematic relationship
indicated at level B or G. However, in some cases, the situation 1s more complex than this. It
1s possible that success may lead to disappointment rather than fulfilment. When the selt
seeks to colonize a mysterious or exotic other, for example, or to be assimilated into a
privileged or desired community, it may find that success leads to demystification and
disillusionment rather than selt-realization. In these situations, the self may accept the new
relation, or 1t may enter into a new series of projections and negotiations designed to recover
the lost allure. In other instances, withdrawal from an other, or the explosion of a framework
which circumscribes the self, does achieve the liberation tfor which the selt was looking, but
at the same time pitches the subject towards self-loss. Once again, therefore, further
negotiation is required. There may also, finally, be unexpected consequences for the self
which tails to attain the relationship it seeks. In certain circumstances, the self which fails 1n
1ts negotiation with the other does not simply return to 1ts former, unsatistactory relationship,

but finds 1tself subject 1n addition to selt-fragmentation or erasure.

The principal trajectory I shall map out through exploring these negotiations in Montaigne,
Proust and Woolt 1s one of increasing detachment from wider orders and frameworks, and an
increasing perception and installation of the self as a source and agent in the construction of
its own 1dentity. The self which begins by demanding that self and other be fashioned
together into a coherent order that provides the self with a stable set of co-ordinates and
identity, ends, after a series of transpositions and shifts, by negotiating a relationship in
which the wider community or individual other triggers and enables self-expression. but

remains essentially external to the process of selt-construction. However. I also wish to insist
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upon fundamental continuities between the visions of the writers I am considering. In each of
the chapters which follow, the self is determined to protect or to negotiate an identity
consistent with its own integrity or ambition. Thus even the self which takes up a place in a
wider order or community is careful to construct that order in such a way that it legitimates
its own point of view, or makes provision for a degree of personal autonomy. At the same
time, however, each writer makes clear that the self remains dependent upon the other. The

selt which approaches autonomy most closely also tends towards self-loss.

[ have also, more briefly, sought to sketch out a counter-trajectory. While at one level Proust
and Woolf move away from the situated self elaborated in Montaigne, and pursue his
commitment to individual subjectivity 1n increasingly radical directions, at another they
express a longing for the integrated orders and coherent relations which the Essais describe,

and examine the extent to which it possible to recuperate such a stability and relatedness.

The first of these trajectories 1s 1n a broad sense supported by Charles Taylor’s discussion of
modern inwardness in his monumental work on the development ot modern identity.
Beginning with Plato, for whom the self properly governed by reason participates in an
inherently-meaningtul cosmic order, he traces first the transition to Descartes -- for whom
‘tdeas’ and meanings are located 1n the mind, and the world 1s a disenchanted mass of pure
matter -- and from Descartes the evolution of the selt-responsible modern individual,
governed by ideals of freedom and self-mastery.” This progressive internalization of ideas
and moral sources finds echoes 1n my own discussion, which at a ditferent level also depicts
the (attempted) appropriation by the self of the power to construct and confer. rather than
simply to acknowledge, identities and meanings. However, the complete disengagement from

the world described by Taylor moves tar beyond the partial impulse to self-regulation

** Charles Taylor. Sources of the Self: The Making of the Modern Identity (Cambridge: C. U. P.. 1989).
For Plato, see pp. 115-206 (in particular, pp. 120-24); for Descartes, pp. 143-58 (pp. 143-49); for the
selt-responsible modern self, pp. 159-60. 167-74. 185.
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expressed in the texts I am considering; in which self-articulation always depends upon either

the submussion, or the inspiration, of an other.

Elsewhere in his account, Taylor explicitly establishes a link between Montaigne and modern
subjectivity; identifying him as a crucial figure in the tradition of selt-exploration which
develops from Augustine’s elaboration of a ‘radically reflexive’ stance (that intimate selt-
presence in which I am aware of my own awareness, and experience my own experiencing).
This tradition, in which identity is mapped through probing the contours ot individual
interiority, 1s seen to anticipate the modern commitment to individual particularity and
difference,”’ and it clearly would be possible, therefore, to link Montaigne with Proust and
Woolf in these terms. However, this tradition of self-exploration excludes, rather than
focusses, the self’s relation with the other, and it therefore has little in common with the
terms of my own discussion. While I shall have occasion in what tfollows to consider the
self’s inner depths, 1n particular the jealousy and desire examined so exhaustively 1n the later
volumes of A la recherche, I am concerned only with the ways 1n which these emotions and

desires motivate or generate the selt’s relationship with its other.

The thesis breaks down into three main chapters; each of which examines a series of self-
other dialectics, and each of which concentrates upon one of the writers I have chosen to
discuss. The opening chapter considers the Essais, and focusses most closely upon two of
Montaigne’s most famous essays. In ‘Des cannibales’, the European self 1s confronted with
the cultural difference of the New World native; an otherness which it seeks to interpret and
dissolve. I shall suggest, in a different way than other writers of Montaigne’s time. In the

Apologie de Raymond Sebond, Montaigne explores the relationship between man and God,

- Tavlor discusses Montaigne, pp. 177-84, and Augustine’s radical reflexivity. pp. 127-42 (see
especially, pp. 129-31).
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and my discussion examines the tensions in the text between a desire to locate the self within
the framework of Christian theology, and a counter-impulse to autonomy. Before turning to
these two essays, however, the chapter looks in a less detailed way at three other self-other
relations 1n the Essais. Two of these dialectics -- between the self and classical antiquity, and
between the selt and the supernatural other -- feature strongly in other Renaissance
discussions of otherness and self-fashioning, but are reinflected, once again, in important
ways by Montaigne. The third dialectic, between the self and wider social communities,
articulates more openly the sense of curtailment which remains beneath the surface ot the
Apologie, and seeks to negotiate an independent identity for the individual selt. The chapter
closes with a short discussion of scepticism in the Essais; looking at both the ways 1n which

it 1s exploited 1n the Apologie, and its employment elsewhere 1n the text to explore alternative

ways of responding to the other.

The second chapter, on Proust, examines first of all the extended struggle between a series of
bourgeois selves and their aristocratic other in A la recherche. Deeply envious of the
nobility’s social distinction, these characters seek to assume an aristocratic status and
identity, and my discussion considers both the extent to which this project 1s realized, and the
consequences for the selt of its tailure. The second part of the chapter turns to consider the
relationship between the antisemitic self and its Jewish other. Variously cast in terms of
religious, cultural and racial otherness, the Jew 1s subject in turn to strategies of assimilation,
demonization and exclusion, and I have explored the ways in which, and the extent to which,

it 1s successful in resisting these attempted appropriations. The chapter finally examines the

relationship between the subject and object of desire. The self is impelled by a compulsive
jealousy to seek knowledge and control of the other’s movements and thoughts, and my

discussion explores the series of paradoxes which first prevent, and then render hollow, such

a colonization.
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The tinal chapter begins with a discussion of Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, and the dialogue 1t
stages between the female self and the patriarchal order. Contrasting the cautious
negotiations of Mrs Ramsay, who remains largely complicit with the patriarchal regime, with
the more radical response of Lily Briscoe, my account considers different forms of social and
spiritual community, and the extent to which they make provision for female self-expression.
The second half of the chapter turns to examine the plight of the isolated modernist self, first
in Mrs Dalloway -- which expresses a longing for reintegration, but scepticism about the
possibility of achieving such a communion -- and then comparatively in To the Lighthouse
and A la recherche. The latter texts, which treat the question more systematically, both

propose that a degree, at least, of resolution may be achieved through art.
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MONTAIGNE

‘[B] Qui que ce soit, ou art ou nature, qui nous imprime cette condition de vivre par la
relation a autruy, nous faict beaucoup plus de mal que de bien’." The Essais articulate, time
and again, the threat which the other poses to the self. The authority of the other constrains
the self, its alterity destabilizes the self, its eloquence overshadows the self, and the demands
it makes displace the self from itself. In every instance, it appears, the other undermines the
integrity, impedes the realization, or challenges the position of the individual subject.
However, there is also in the Essais -- for all the vocabulary of inwardness and the claims of
self-sufficiency -- a consciousness that the self depends upon the other. It 1s in relation to the
other that subjectivity is defined and expressed, through the mirror of the other that self-
consciousness 1s claimed, and through negotiation with the other that beliets and values are
authorized and affirmed. These contradictions are not the result of an unstable subjective
perspective: the famous flux of human being. Rather, they express a paradox whereby the selt
1s at the same time both threatened by otherness and dependent upon it. Each other which the
subject encounters brings both the promise of self-realization, and the threat ot
circumscription or selt-loss. I wish to suggest in what follows that this paradox 1s resolved 1n
cach instance by binding self and other together into integrated orders which retlect or
accommodate the values and ideas of the selt. Either the selt takes up a place in an existing
moral or spiritual order (often reinterpreted to accommodate 1ts own priorities), or it
constructs ‘communities of beliet’, assigning apparently alien cultural and religious others
significances which resonate with its own. Betore turning to ‘Des cannibales’ and the
Apologie de Raymond Sebond, 1 wish to argue for the wide resonance of this paradox and

solution by considering in a less detailed way their articulation elsewhere in the text.

' Michel de Montaigne, Euvres complétes, ed. by Albert Thibaudet and Maurice Rat (Paris: Gallimard,
1962). 11I: 9; p. 932. All references are to this edition, and are hereafter cited in parentheses after
quotations in the text. The letters A, B and C indicate the edition in which the passage quoted first
appeared; referring respectively to the editions of 1580, 1588 and 1595.
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Self and classical other

The experience of being dependent upon, yet also threatened by, the other is repeatedly
expressed by Renaissance selves in relation to the classical past. Exemplary and
authoritative, ancient authors and texts provide on the one hand models for understanding
and responding to the world which inspire and ground Renaissance writing and thought.
Plato, Plutarch, Cicero and Seneca offer frameworks and contexts within which the
Renaissance self can think, and in relation to which 1t can develop its own 1deas. At the same
time, however, exemplary classical others often appear to leave no room for the self.

Saturating the self’s intellectual space,” they cast seemingly inescapable shadows which

threaten to envelop it.

This anxiety-dependence dichotomy emerges in various configurations over the course of the

Essais. 1 wish to consider two of them here; the first at the beginning of ‘De 1’ institution des

enfants’:

|A] Entreprenant de parler indifferemment de tout ce qui se presente a ma
fantasie et n’y employant que mes propres et naturels moyens, s’1l m’advient,
comme 1l faict souvent, de rencontrer de fortune dans les bons autheurs ces
mesmes lieux que j’ay entrepris de traiter, comme je vien de faire chez
Plutarque tout presentement son discours de la force de I’imagination, a me
reconnoistre, au prix de ces gens la, si1 foible et si chetif, si poisant et si
endormy, je me fay piti€ ou desdain a moy mesmes. Si me gratifie-je de cecy,
que mes opinions ont cet honneur de rencontrer souvent aux leurs; et que je
vals au moins de loing apres, disant que voire. (I: 26; p. 145)

On the one hand, the coincidence between the thought of the classical other and that of the
self reinforces and affirms the ‘propres et naturels moyens’ of the individual subject, which

appropriates the authority of the ancient other to legitimate and validate its own thought. At

Throughout the thesis. French texts are cited in the original; other languages in translation.

* The phrase is Jeanneret’s; used in his description of the ancients’ threat to Montaigne: “T'hey are
omnipresent, they saturate his intellectual space. Their books fill up his library; their mottoes are
engraved on the beams of the ceiling; their examples haunt his memory and, when he sets himself to
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the same time, however, the superiority of the classical articulation poses a threat. Its

eloquence and excellence expose the deficiency of the subject’s thought, which appears

‘foible’, “chetif’, ‘poisant’ and ‘endormy’ in comparison. The classical other authorizes and

undermines the self at once.

Later in the same essay, different tensions characterize the relation with the classical other:

[A] Qu’1l luy face tout passer pas I’estamine et ne loge rien en sa teste par
simple authorité et a credit; les principes d’ Aristote ne luy soyent principes,
non plus que ceux des Stoiciens ou Epicuriens. Qu’on luy propose cette
diversité de jugemens: il choisira s’il peut, sinon il en demeurera en doubte.
[...] S"1] embrasse les opinions de Xenophon et de Platon par son propre
discours, ce ne seront plus les leurs, ce seront les siennes. [C] Qui suit un
autre, 1l ne suit rien. Il ne trouve rien, voire il ne cerche rien. Non sumus sub

rege; sibi quisque se vindicet. (p. 150)
Once again, a doubleness becomes apparent in this passage. On the one hand, the encounter
with the classical other is seen to enable the formation or realization of individual identity:
the child 1dentifies with, and appropriates to himself, values and ideas which are articulated
or formulated for him by the classical authors he comes into contact with. Plato and
Aenophon hold up a mirror through which he is able to recognize and claim as his own a set
of philosophical coordinates and values. His subjectivity is realized, and his identity

tashioned and formed, through the internalization of ideas and ideals expressed by the

classical other.

However, there 1s also 1n this passage an undercurrent of anxiety about the status of
subjectivities fashioned in this way. The insistence that ‘Qui suit un autre, il ne suit rien’
suggests a fear that the presence of these exemplary forbears may lead to the erasure or
absorption of the self which identities with them. Invested with authority and priority. and

occupying the same theoretical space as the self, they threaten to obliterate it altogether. A

A T - R "

write, their words, their ideas flow from his pen.” Michel Jeanneret, ‘The Renaissance and its Ancients:
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comparable anxiety also hovers around the margins of the first extract above. The self which
begins the extract proudly declaring its independence and originality is reduced by the close
to a follower-after; murmuring ‘hear hear’ as it trails in the wake of the exemplary ancient
author who has already expressed its ideas. The problem is more acute, however, 1n this
second instance. The commitments of the self are now forged through, rather than prior to,
the encounter with the other, and the authenticity of the self which 1t produces thus begins to
be called into question. A fear of self-alienation and absence lurks behind the insistence,
throughout ‘De I'institution des enfans’ that the self which appropriates the thought of
another tashions an authentic subjectivity: ‘S[1 1’enfant] embrasse les opinions de Xenophon
et de Platon par son propre discours, ce ne seront plus les leurs, ce seront les siennes.’” A
related fear 1s that the classical other may constrain the self, or limit its horizons: ‘[B] Nostre
ame ne branle qu’a credit, liée et contrainte a I’appetit des fantasies d’autruy, serve et

captivée soubs I’authorité de leur lecon’ (p. 150); ‘[C] Obest plerumque iis qui discere volunt

auctoritas eorum qui docent’ (p. 149).

There are at least two contradictory relationships between self and classical other 1n the text,
therefore. The superior ancient text authorizes the 1deas of the self, but the gap between their

present expression and the earlier, more eloquent articulation demonstrates the inferiority and
weakness of the self. Identification with a classical other, however, while it forges and

clarifies subjectivity, also carries a threat of inauthenticity, restriction and the loss of

individual integrity.

Dismembering and Devouring’, MLN, 110 (1995), 1043-53 (p. 1043).
' Similar statements are also scattered through the Essais as a whole. See. for example, ‘De la

presumption’: ‘[A] Les plus fermes imaginations que j’aye, et generalles, sont celles qui, par maniere
de dire, nasquirent avec moy. Elles sont naturelles et toutes miennes. Je les produisis crues et simples,

d’une production hardie et forte, mais un peu trouble et imparfaicte; depuis je les ay establies et
fortifiées par I'authorité d autruy, et par les sains discours des anciens, ausquels je me suis rencontré

conforme en jugement: ceux-la m’en ont assure la prinse, et m’en ont donné la jouyssance et possession
plus entiere’ (II: 17: pp. 641-42).
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The text employs various strategies to resolve the difficulties it identifies in each of these two
relations, while seeking in each case to preserve the benefits of the relationship with the
classical past. The anxieties engendered by the superiority of the classical other are tackled
through a reworking of the Renaissance doctrine of dissimulation; according to which the
imitator should conceal his borrowings from classical sources, and display only his own
refashioning of their ideas: ‘This 1s what our mind should do: it should hide away all the
materials by which it has been aided, and bring to light only what it has made of them.’* Thus
Petrarch, writing of his young secretary, Giovanni Malpaghini, writes: ‘I am confident that he
will strengthen his thought and expression, forging a personal style from his extensive
reading, not necessarily avoiding imitation but concealing 1t so that his work will not
resemble anyone else’s, and appear to be bringing from the writers of old something new to
Latium.”> The threat posed by the distinguished ancestor is overcome through the suppression

of his presence in or behind the words of the self.

Dissimulation 1s also discussed 1n “‘Des livres’. It 1s exploited by Montaigne, however, to a

difterent end:

[B] Es raisons et inventions que je transplante en mon solage et confons aux
miennes, J’ay a escient ommuis parfois d’en marquer 1’autheur, pour tenir en
bride la temerit€ de ces sentences hastives qui se jettent sur toute sorte
d’escrits, notamment jeunes escrits d’hommes encore vivants, et en vulgaire,
qui regoit tout le monde a en parler et qui semble convaincre la conception et
le dessein, vulgaire de mesmes. Je veux qu’ils donnent une nazarde a
Plutarque sur mon nez, et qu’ils s’eschaudent a injurier Seneque en moy. Il
faut musser ma foiblesse souz ces grands credits. (II: 10; pp. 387-88)

Montaigne declares that he practises the dissimulation urged by Seneca, deliberately omitting
to signal what material he has borrowed and where he has taken it from. However, in

announcing this concealment, he effectively exposes it: where in Seneca and Petrarch the

* Seneca. Ad Lucilium: epistulae morales, trans. by Richard M. Gummere, 3 vols (London: Heinemann:
Cambridee, MA: Harvard University Press, 1953), I, LXXXIV, pp. 277-85 (p. 281).

> Petrarch. Rerum familiarum libri, XXII - XXIV. trans. by Aldo S. Bernardo (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins
University Press, 1985), XXIII. 19 (to Giovannm Boccaccio); p. 301.



theory and practice of dissimulation are kept apart, and thus do not compromise the
dissimulations they envisage, Montaigne combines the practice and annunciation of
concealment; in what appears to be a self-frustrating move. However, it 1S a manoeuvre
which makes sense in the context of, and as a response to, the complex relation of self and
classical other he 1s seeking to resolve. The unacknowledged dissimulation tfor which Seneca
calls only partially responds to this paradox. While it removes the threatening shadow of the
imitated text, 1t also erases the other as a stabilizing force, able to justity and support the
thinking of the self. As Pigman observes, in the ‘thoroughly dissimulated transtormation [...]
the relation between text and model disappears’.® The benefit is lost with the threat. In the
extract above, by contrast, the advantage of the ancient other 1s preserved, and only the threat
disappears. The concealment of the other prevents the exposure of the inferiority of the self,
as 1t does 1n a conventional dissimulation. At the same time, however, the declaration that
classical writers have silently been incorporated 1nto its tabric lends the text the authority ot
these 1nvisible others, and since the locations of these borrowings are not announced, this

authority 1s effectively extended to every part of the text.

The second paradoxical relation ot selt and classical other -- according to which the other
facilitates the subject’s self-constitution as a self-conscious category, but also threatens its
authenticity and independence -- demands a different response. The 1ssue 1s no longer the gap
between the thought of the self and that ot the classical other, but rather their identity, which
lcaves the self without an independent space in which to stand, and which raises questions
about the authenticity of the identity it appropriates. The self must find a way, if not to depart

radically from the classical other, at least to make the ancient’s thought its own; to ground it

in, and to make it express, its individual subjectivity.

°G. W. Pigman III, "Versions of Imitation in the Renaissance’, Renaissance Quarterlyv, 33 (1980), 1-32
(p- 12).




This appropriation of the thought of the classical other is envisaged by Erasmus's Bulephorus

in terms of a transformative imitation:

All that you have devoured in a long course of varied reading must be

thoroughly digested and by the action of thought incorporated into your

deepest mental processes, not your memory or word-list. Then your mind,

fattened on fodder of all kinds, will generate out of its own resources not a

speech redolent of this or that flower or leaf or herb, but one redolent of your

personality, your sensitivities, your feelings, and the reader will hail not

snippets abstracted from Cicero, but the manifestation of a mind packed with

every kind of knowledge.’
The digestive topos mobilized by Erasmus here envisages the other broken down and
absorbed by the self, and made to express 1ts own nature and thought.8 This eftectively
guarantees the integrity of the self’s identity. Where the simple interiorization of the classical
other constitutes the adoption of an artificial mask, its transformation through digestion is a
natural process through which the self 1s nourished and fed in preparation tor its selt-
realization through self-expression.” The other continues to be a vital source of individual

subjectivity, but ceases to tformulate, eclipse or constrain 1t, and the problematic doubleness

of the selt’s relationship with 1t 1s thus essentially overcome.

There were apparently times during the composition of the Essais when Montaigne was
sceptical about the possibility of performing such a naturalization of the exemplary other.
The passage in ‘De la phisionomie’ which retlects upon his transtormation of his sources, for
example, ends 1n the 1588 edition with a suggestive comparison, later cut, which questions

the possibility of appropriating the other and making 1t one’s own:

" Collected Works of Erasmus, XXVIII: Dialogus Ciceronianus (1528), trans. by Betty I. Knott, ed. by
A. H. T. Levi (Toronto: University ot Toronto Press, 1986), p. 402.

; Pigman, p. 8 lists other examples of this digestive topos (following Seneca) in Quintilian, Macrobius,
Petrarch, Poliziano, Erasmus, Calcagnini, Dolet, Florido, Du Bellay, Sidney, and Jonson.

’ For a discussion of how the metaphor of disgestion is used first (in Quintilian) to €nvisage "a process
by which alien. external materials may be transtormed so that they may re-emerge as a function of
“naturc’’, and more specifically of the speaker’s nature’, and then (in Erasmus) to root the transformed
materials more directly in individual subjectivity, see Terence Cave. The Cornucopian Text: Problems
of Writing in the French Renaissance (Oxtord: Clarendon Press, 1979), pp. 37, 42-43.



[B] Comme ceux qui desrobent les chevaux, je leur peins le crin et la queue,

et parfois je les esborgne; si le premier maistre s’en servoit a bestes d’amble,

je les mets au trot, et au bast, s’ils servoient a la selle. (IIl: 12; p. 1667)
A transformation of sorts takes place in the extract here, but it is far from the confident
assumption of possession and the subjective reinvention demanded by the Erasmian
formulation. There is a measure of redeployment -- saddle-horses are turned into pack
animals, and former amblers made to trot -- and a degree of transtormation: the appearance,
at least, of the horses is changed. However, these changes are dictated primarily by the desire
to employ them in a different way from their former master; rather than by the needs or
priorities of the self which takes possession of them. In this sense, the change 1s a self-
conscious, reactionary recoil from the practice of the former master, which continues to
shape, although by inversion, the ways in which they are employed. The superficiality of this
transformation also raises the 1ssue of authenticity once more: the process of dyeing the
horses’ manes and tails in order ‘desrobe([r]’ them smacks of an artifice directly opposed to
the natural self-expression demanded by Erasmus. And to the extent that the self does
transform the horses, it has to deal once again with the 1ssue of inferiority. The poking-out of

the horse’s eye suggests not subjective reinvention, but detormity: as the selt attempts to

make the other its own, it succeeds only in exposing its own deficiency.

Elsewhere, however, the notion of transtormation 1s apparently embraced:

[C] Que [I’enfant] sache qu’il sc¢ait, au moins. [A] Il faut qu’1l emboive [les]
humeurs [des anciens], non qu’il aprenne leurs preceptes. Et qu’il oublie
hardiment, s’1l veut, d’ou 1l les tient, mais qu’il se les scache approprier. La
verité et la raison sont communes a un chacun, et ne sont non plus a qui les a
dites premierement, qu’a qui les dict apres. [C] Ce n’est non plus selon Platon
que selon moy, puis que luy et mo1 | entendons et voyons de mesme. [A] Les
abeilles pillotent de¢a dela les fleurs. mais elles en font apres le miel, qui est
tout leur; ce n'est plus thin ny marjolaine: ainsi les pieces empruntées
d’autruy, il les transformera et confondera, pour en faire un ouvrage tout sien,
a scavoir son jugement. Son institution, son travail et estude ne vise qu’a le

former. (I: 26; pp. 150-51)
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Montaigne turns here to the most widely-deployed image of transformation 1n the
Renaissance. As bees collect pollen from different flowers, but ultimately produce honey,
which is a different substance entirely, so the child must draw upon the ideas of classical
writers, but transform and combine them as he fashions his individual judgement. As 1n the
Erasmian account, the self continues to depend upon the classical other -- which provides the
substance from which it fashions its own ideas -- but its authenticity and individual integrity

are no longer called into question.

However, the passage above moves beyond Erasmus: seeking to legitimate an identity
between other and selt. Erasmus assumes that an authentic selt will be ditferent from the
classical other it follows: ‘If you want to express the whole Cicero you cannot express
yourself, and if you do not express yourself your speech will be a lying mirror.”'® The subject
must choose between expressing the other and expressing itself. Seneca, likewise, insists that
self and other must be distinct: “we should see to 1t that whatever we have absorbed should
not be allowed to remain unchanged, or it will be no part of us’.'' Montaigne, by contrast,
before he turns to the apian metaphor, claims that ‘La verité et la raison sont communes a un
chacun, et ne sont non plus a qui les a dites premierement, qu’a qui les dict apres. Ce n’est
plus selon Platon que selon moy, puis que luy et mo1 I’entendons et voyons de mesme.’ The
erasure of the distinction between other and selt 1s validated through the construction of truth
as a static and absolute category. If such a truth may be seen to exist -- rather than simply a
mass of relative perspectives -- then agreement with Plato represents not an imitation of him,
but initation into a community which has penetrated through to reality. The 1deas expressed

by the earlier writer are taken from his ownership, and made available to every subject to

appropriate for himself according to his own understanding.'~ Identity is stabilized and

'Y Ciceronianus. p. 399.
' Epistulae morales, LXXXIV, p. 281.

12 Gee Rendall in this context: ‘Truth and reason are common property. [...] In this domain at least, prior
possession is not the relevant criterion of ownership, and Montaigne suggests that all ideas -- even
Plato's -- are appropriated from a common fund. In doing so. he firmly locates literary property in the



solidified by its coincidence with the thought of the classical writer, therefore, rather than
obliterated by it. And by grounding the ‘alien’ thought in the self’s own judgement -- which
expresses subjectivity even as it is itself fashioned in the encounter with the other -- the fear

of inauthenticity is likewise overcome.

Each of the contradictory relations between the self and its classical other 1s resolved.,
therefore, as the self succeeds in authenticating its position within, or participating in, a
community of shared philosophical ideas and beliefs first promulgated by the writers of the
classical past. In the first instance, the gap which excluded the self 1s narrowed or disguised
by the acknowledgement of unspecitied classical borrowings, which thus authorize, without
exposing the deficiency of, the thought and expression of the self. In the second instance, the
appropriation by the selt of the thought and 1deas of the other 1s legitimated through the
negotiation of a category of truth, and the elaboration of a theory of transformation, which

naturalize the philosophies ot the other in the subjectivity of the self.

Self and social other

A second essay which examines the paradoxical status of otherness is ‘De la vanité’:

[B] ‘Regardez, dict chacun, les branles du ciel, regardez au public, a la
querelle de cettuy-1a, au pouls d’un tel, au testament de cet autre; somme
regardez tousjours haut ou bas, ou a costé, ou devant, ou derriere vous.’
C’estoit un commandement paradoxe que nous faisoit anciennement ce Dieu a
Delphes: ‘Regardez dans vous, reconnoissez vous, tenez vous a vous; vostre
esprit et vostre volonte, qui se consomme ailleurs, ramenez la en soy; vous
vous escoulez, vous vous respandez; appilez vous, soutenez vous; on vous
trahit, on vous dissipe, on vous desrobe a vous. Voy tu pas que ce monde tient

toutes ses veues contraintes au dedans et ses yeux ouverts a se contempler
soy-mesme?’ (III: 9; p. 979)

Living with reference to others is here seen to lead to the loss or dissipation of selfhood.

Looking outwards rather than inwards. the subject pours itself out in various directions, and

process of individual understanding or judgement.” Steven Rendall, Distinguo: Reading Montaigne
Differcntly (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), p. 62.
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thus loses sight of its own frontiers. This is a theme which, in various forms. resurfaces
throughout the Essais. Earlier in ‘De la vanité’, it emerges in reverse: interaction with others
1S seen to constrain or delimit the self: ‘[B] Je fuis a me submettre a toute sorte d’obligation,
mais sur tout a celle qui m’attache par devoir d’honneur. Je ne trouve rien si cher que ce qui
m’est donné et ce pourquoy ma volonté demeure hypothequée par tiltre de gratitude, et recois
plus volontiers les offices qui sont a vendre. Je croy bien; pour ceux-cy je ne donne que de
|’argent; pour les autres je me donne moy-mesme’ (p. 944). Elsewhere, it leads to the
falsification of self: ‘[B] Nous nous defraudons de nos propres utilitez pour tormer les
apparences a I’opinion commune. Il ne nous chaut pas tant quel soit nostre estre en nous et en
effaict, comme quel 1l soit en la cognoissance publique’ (p. 932). And in "De mesnager sa
volonté’, social ties are perceived as bonds which lead to the dispersal ot selthood rather than
relations which ground and support it: ‘[B] La plus part des reigles et preceptes du monde
[...] nous pousse[nt] hors de nous et chasse[nt] en la place, a I’usage de la societé publique.
[Is ont pensé ftaire un bel effect de nous destourner et distraire de nous, presupposans que
nous n’y tinsions que trop’ (III: 10; p. 983). The wider community invites the self to
compromise, pressurize, or dispossess itself, and at times itself performs such a
dispossession. As it enters into relations with the social other, the subject finds itself bound

by a contract, or a process of exchange, which in some sense circumscribes its agency.

The solution offered to these constraints in the passage itself 1s a turning-away from the
world, and a turning-in upon oneselt: ‘Regardez dans vous, reconnoissez vous, tenez vous a
vous; vostre esprit et vostre volonté, qui se consomme ailleurs, ramenez la en soy; [...]
appilez vous, soutenez vous.” To the extent that the subject 1s able to generate and sustain
itself, it can withdraw from the world which threatens to restrain or control it, and live in
accordance with itself. This is a philosophy which reverberates right through the final book
of the Essais: ‘[B] ne vous tenez pas a leur sentence; [C] tenez vous a la vostre. Tuo tibi

judicio est utendum’ (1II: 2; p. 785); "[B] Nous [...] devons avoir estably un patron au dedans,
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auquel toucher nos actions, et selon iceluy, nous caresser tantost, tantost nous chastier. J"ay

mes loix et ma court pour juger de moy, et m’y adresse plus qu’ailleurs’ (p. 785)."

However, the same essays which expose the dangers of the social other also articulate a
dependence upon it which problematizes such an impulse to autonomy. Subjectivity 1s
realized and fashioned at a number of levels in ‘De ’utile et de ’honneste’ in relation to the

social or public other:

[B] Certes, )’ay eu souvent despit de voir des juges attirer par fraude et fauces
esperances de faveur ou pardon le criminel a descouvrir son fait, et y
employer la piperie et I’'impudence. Il serviroit bien a la justice, et a Platon
mesmes, qui favorise cet usage, de me fournir d’autres moyens plus selon
moy. C’est une justice maliticuse; et ne I’estime pas moins blessée par soy-
mesme que par autruy. Je respondy, n’y a pas long temps, qu’a peine
trahirois-je le Prince pour un particulier, qui serois trés marry de trahir aucun
particulier pour le Prince; et ne hay pas seulement a piper, mais je hay aussi
qu’on se pipe en moy. Je n’y veux pas seulement fournir de matiere et
d’occasion.

En ce peu que j’ay eu a negotier entre nos Princes, en ces divisions et
subdivisions qui nous deschirent aujourd’huy, j’ay curieusement evité qu’ils
se mesprinssent en moy et s’enferrassent en mon masque. (III: 1; p. 768)

The dangers of the public realm remain visible in the passage here. The negotiations which
take place in both law and royal courts invite, if they do not necessitate, falsification of and
by the selt, and the demands made upon the self once it enters the public realm are likewise
made clear. However, this extract also demonstrates the vital role that the social other has to
play in the appropriation and realization of identity. The moral dimension of selfthood, in
particular, 1s validated and tested in the public sphere: the selt which wishes to represent
‘truth’ against ‘falsity’ secures such an 1dentity through faithfulness in negotiation with

Prince and people. It is also clear that identity 1s not a private possession, but also depends

" The same position is taken up, although less consistently, elsewhere in the Essais. See especially ‘De
la solitude” (I: 39): '[A] Faisons que nostre contentement despende de nous; desprenons nous de toutes
les liaisons qui nous attachent a autruy, gaignons sur nous de pouvoir a bon escient vivre seuls et y
vivre & nostr’aise’ (pp. 234-35): "[A] L'homme d entendement n’a rien perdu, s’il a soy mesme’ (p.
235); ‘[A] La plus grande chose du monde, ¢ est de s¢avoir estre a soy’ (p. 236).



upon the perception of others: the self which elsewhere wishes to withdraw from the sight
and interference of the world, here invests energy in seeking to ensure that it 1s transparent to

those who encounter it.

The idea of public negotiation also raises the issue of duty; another theme which recurs
throughout the final book of the Essais. ‘De I’utile et de I’honneste’ and ‘De mesnager sa
volonté’ in particular consider public service, and they demonstrate once again that while
such duties clearly involve the constraints discussed above, they also represent an important
part of the purpose and calling of the self.'* Thus while ‘De mesnager sa volonté’ complains
that ‘{B] Les hommes se donnent a louage. Leurs facultez ne sont pas pour eux, elles sont
pour ceux a qui ils s’asservissent; leurs locataires sont chez eux, ce ne sont pas eux’ (p. 981),
it also offers significant counter-statements: the man who knows ‘[B] ce qu’il se doibt, trouve
dans son rolle qu’il doibt appliquer a soy 1'usage des autres hommes et du monde, et, pour ce
faire, contribuer a la société publique les devoirs et oftices qui le touchent. [C] Qui ne vit
aucunement a autruy, ne vit guere a soy’ (p. 984). Even ‘De la vanité’ sets against 1ts
exposition of the dangers of the social other, an acknowledgement of the importance of
public service: ‘[B] Je suis de cet avis, que la plus honnorable vacation est de servir au publiq

et estre utile a beaucoup’ (p. 929).

Like the relationship between the self and classical other, theretore, that between the self and
the wider social whole 1s marked by clear tensions. On the one hand, 1t compromises,
circumscribes and dissipates the self; delimiting or dispersing it through the demands it
places upon it. On the other hand, however, 1t has an important part to play in the fashioning
of subjectivity. The moral dimension of 1dentity is negotiated in the public sphere, and

subjectivity is also realized in part through the performance of social and political roles. The
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