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This story tells itself: I’ll leave it to the doctors to explain. 

Two days ago, I saw a baby being paraded around by two men and a wet-nurse who claimed 

they were the child’s father, uncle, and aunt. There was something strange about the way the 

boy looked, and his guardians were trying to make money off of it. 

At first glance, the boy seemed normal: he could stand, walk, and talk like any child his age. 

But he refused to eat anything that didn’t come out of his wet-nurse: when they tried to feed 

him something else, he chewed it and then spit it out without swallowing. And there was also 

something strange about the sound of his cries. He was around fourteen months old. 

Below his chest, he was stuck to another child. This second child didn’t have a head: he 

seemed to cease at the top of his spine, but the rest of him was all there. One of his arms was 

shorter than the other, broken, it turned out, at birth. They were joined facing each other, and 

it looked as if a smaller child were hugging a larger one. The area where the two became one 

was about the width of a hand, and if you lifted the imperfect one up, you could see the belly 

button of the “normal” one revealed beneath him, meaning they connected between the 

normal one’s nipples and belly button. The imperfect one didn’t have a belly button at all, 

although he did have a belly. The rest of him—his arms, buttocks, thighs, and legs—dangled 

freely, down to the knees of the other. The nurse mentioned that he could pee from either of 

his alternatives. On the whole, the extremities of the imperfect child were as healthy as the 

normal child’s, only smaller and thinner. 

This double body, these multiple limbs reporting to a single head, might make a good omen 

for a king who maintains the multiple parts and pieces of his state beneath a single set of laws. 

But we’d do better not to read too much into this, in the event we were wrong, as we only can 

really predict the past: “Once things happen, interpretation supplies a prophecy.” That was 

Epimenides’ fame, prophesying in reverse. 

I just met a shepherd in Médoc who is about thirty years old: he has no external genitals. In 

their place, he has three holes he pees from, constantly. He has a beard; he knows desire; he 

wants women to touch him. 

God and man call monsters by different names: God sees the fullness of his creation and the 

variety of his works; man sees the limits of himself, rejects what seems too far removed from 

our self-image. God’s wisdom admits of what is good, shared, unwavering: man can’t 

reconcile the apparently incongruous. “We are blind to the everyday, ignorant of the wonder 

in the ordinary. Novelty gets our attention, is taken for prophecy.” 

We call the unfamiliar unnatural. And yet, nothing is unnatural, no matter how unfamiliar. If 



only the faculty of reason we all possess could drive out the wild delusions that novelty 

breeds in us.i 
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We have no respectworthy evidence that the human being has morals. He is himself the only 

witness. Persons who do not know him value his testimony. They think he is not shallow and 

vain because he so despises the peacock for possessing these qualities. They are deceived into 

not regarding him as a beast and a brute, because he uses these terms to disapprovingly 

describe qualities which he possesses, yet which are not possessed by any creature but 

himself. [...] 

However, moralless man, bloody and atrocious man, is high above the other animals in his 

one great and shining gift—intellectuality. It took him ages and ages to demonstrate the full 

magnitude and majesty of his gift, but he has accomplished it at last. For ages it was a mean 

animal indeed that was not vastly his superior in certain splendid faculties. In the beginning 

he had nothing but the puny strength of his unweaponed hands to protect his life with, and he 

was as helpless as a rabbit when the lion, the tiger, the elephant, the mastodon and the other 

mighty beasts came against him; in endurance he was far inferior to the other creatures; in 

fleetness on the land there was hardly an animal in the whole list that couldn’t shame him; in 

fleetness in the water every fish could excel him; his eyesight was a sarcasm: for seeing 

minute things it was blindness as compared to the eyesight of the insects, and the condor 

could see a sheep further than he could see a hotel. But by the ingenuities of his intellect he 

has equipped himself with all these gifts artificially and has made them unapproachably 

effective. His locomotive can outstrip all birds and beasts in speed and beat them all in 

endurance; there are no eyes in the animal world that can compete with his microscope and 

his telescope; the strength of the tiger and the elephant is weakness, compared with the force 

which he carries in his mile-range terrible gun. In the beginning he was given “dominion” 

over the animal creation—a very handsome present, but it was mere words and represented a 

non-existent sovereignty. But he has turned it into an existent sovereignty, himself, and is 

master, of late. In physical talents he was a pauper when he started; by grace of his intellect he 

is incomparably the richest of all the animals now. But he is still a pauper in morals—

incomparably the poorest of the creatures in that respect. The gods value morals alone; they 

have paid no compliments to intellect, nor offered it a single reward. If intellect is welcome 

anywhere in the other world, it is in hell, not heaven.ii 
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Two texts, composed 323 years apart on two continents, begin this brief attempt at an answer 

to the question that animates this evening’s entertainment. The first, or, at least, its French 

original, was drafted, in 1580, in Bordeaux, by Michel Eyquem de Montaigne. “D’un enfant 

monstreux”—“Of a Monstrous Child”—was the 87th of Montaigne’s 107 essays, essays united 

in their ambition to preserve their writer’s sensibilities, or, as he put it in the preface to the 

work as a whole, “I have dedicated this book to the private benefit of my friends and kinsmen 

so that, having lost me as they soon must, they can revisit some traits of my character and 

humors. They will thus keep their knowledge of me more full, more alive.” The second text 

was dictated by Mark Twain, in 1903, a fragment chipped from the massive, unfinished 

edifice of his autobiographical project, a project to which he would devote more years than he 

did to any of the finished books that made him famous, a fact bound up no doubt in Twain’s 

metaphysical suspicions surrounding the endeavor of writing one’s own history. As he told 

the London Times, in 1899, “a man cannot tell the whole truth about himself, even if 

convinced that what he wrote would never be seen by others.” Despite Montaigne’s gentle 

confidence that “some traits of [his] character” would be preserved in his work and despite 

Twain’s frank doubts over the authenticity or utility of such a preservation, the two writers 

resemble each other far more than they differ, mostly because of their shared skepticism over 

the capacity that, both agree, sets humans apart from all other creatures: in Montaigne’s 

language, “human reason,” and in Twain’s, “intellectuality.” 

“Human reason is a free and vague instrument” Montaigne writes in another of his essays. 

Free how? “I’ve noticed that usually, when we’re presented with facts, we’re far more willing 

to look for meaning in them than to see the truth of them: we leave facts sitting there while we 

run off in search of their sources.”iii Twain’s sense of that run was of a flight not merely from 

fact but from morality, from responsibility, from decency. We mislead ourselves, both men 

maintain, through the use of the vaunted faculty by which we move through the world, 

forming words and assuming, through their ordering in the air and on the page, that in that 

order is order, is a godly rectitude, when, Twain is clear enough, the Devil is the director of 

that inner theater and its details. We do not think clearly, both men maintain: rather, we think 

we do, and in doing so we think ourselves into infamies that are unthinkable. 
 

And the most basic infamy we stockpile, daily, is the repeated assumption not merely that 

anyone else understands anything we say (much less do), but that we ourselves understand 

anything we say or do. This observation is, of course, a commonplace. “We don’t know 

ourselves, we knowledgeable people,” wrote Nietzsche in 1887 at the start of Genealogy of 



Morals, “—we are personally ignorant about ourselves.” About that ignorance we are 

ultimately as incurious as we are incapable of remedying such incuriousness. Yes, we flatter 

ourselves, we educated few, that what we have come to call “the Humanities” is a country 

which, once explored, once traveled, once charted and surveyed and recorded, provides the 

pith-helmeted Humanist—a latter-day Sir Alfred Russell Wallace tirelessly compiling case 

after case of precious specimens—with proof, in the Cartesian formulation, proof that “man is 

master and proprietor of nature.” 

But if we are honest—and let’s be honest—all that such a visit to such a country yields is 

tourism. One goes to Paris to take a photograph of oneself...in Paris, and then to get back on 

the bus that will flap its magic wings and take us back to the homes in which we can tack up 

the photo that shows how far went to go nowhere. “Travel can be very narrowing,” a friend of 

mine with a Diogenic mind likes to say. Naturally she means, as Hugo Laurenz August 

Hofmann von Hofmannsthal also suggested, and many others with him, that travel takes us 

not into other cultures but, by letting fall that oily drop of self to float in distant waters, allows 

us to isolate ourselves anew in the self’s little prison that language does not describe so much 

as brick by brick and word by word erect. 

That is the Humanities: our description of the cage of being. How freeing, to learn we are, 

each of us, enslaved, enslaved and proud. 

 
i “D’un enfant monstreux,”from Essais, Michel De Montaigne. Translationmine. 
ii From Autobiography of mark twain, volume i, pp 186-187. 
iii From “Des boiteux,” livre III, XI: “Je ravassois présentement, comme je faicts souvant, sur ce, combien l'humaine raison est un instrument libre et vague. Je vois 
ordinairement que les hommes, aux faicts qu'on leur propose, s'amusent plus volontiers à en cercher la raison qu'à en cercher la verité: ils laissent là les choses, et 
s'amusent à traiter les causes.” 


