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Montesquieu’s Political Science

A Cure for Machiavellianism?

Janet Dougherty

In The Spirit of the Laws Montesquieu develops a radically new political sci-
ence by combining Descartes’s standard for science in general with Machi-
avelli's understanding of political things. The aim of Montesquieu’s science
i1s to secure Jiberty without resorting to “machiavellian” means. Although
he allies himself with Machiavelli in his disdain for “imaginary republics”
and unattainable or rarely attainable perfections, Montesquieu repudiates
both force and guile.! He educates his readers to recognize that the variety
of laws that govern human beings leaves us free to act and to judge for our-
selves. Moderate and, for the most part, indirect governments that allow
for a distribution of political power acknowledge and enhance this ability.2
The distribution of power is most visible in a constitutional government
like that of England but may be discerned, for example, in a nation like
France in which intermediary powers have established themselves histori-
cally? setiing limits to the power of the monarch. Moderate government
prevails over immoderate government as it promotes social contact. The
inore human beings interact with one another, the less they succumb to
the overwhelming passion of fear and the more they can see that they are
fundamentally akin.

Enlightenment undermines the prejudices that keep men and women
from rationally pursuing their true interests. Montesquieu displays the
height of enlightenment in the comprehensive account of laws that consti-
tutes his political science. His interest in writing The Spirit of the Laws is to
help people “cure” themselves of their prejudices,* especially the crude
machiavellianism that rigidly divides humans into princes who conquer by
force or by guile and people who can do little but submit. Montesquieu
draws on Cartesian science to help discern the role of nature in governing
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g?:ﬁ; affiirs. His science of politics incorporates the laws of
possibi‘ﬁf Yt Oaftla}lt;ferctt hunglan beings in particular with a view to clarifying th
iberty under moderate gover istori ¢
possi of ty . government, Historically, the [
Mo :fff;;eu p; pglltlcal Sctence promotes has supplanted the gsrfeateesth;)c?lr'[ty
- Having accepted Machiavelli’s associati i "
a ‘ . ciation of political vi
suith ;lflef art of war, Mont.esqmeu substitutes for the love ofE)rirtue th: iy
suit anrtehe l:l:ade, 1crtlclud1ng the free exchange of ideas, from which pui]
at 1s good for human beinss, B I o
! . But com i
Lably promets s g g merce by itself does not re-
Thi
liticailsscpjae];er has four parts. The first concerns in general Montesquieu’s
cat endc; and tfhe educathn that promotes liberty. The second outliﬁg
sophicievjsj ce ? Monte_sqmeu’s political science on Descartes’s philo?
on or science in general. The third focuses on English liberty,

commerce, and slavery. Finall i
nerce, ‘ . v, I give an accoun i
tesquieu’s teaching to Machiavelli’s, tof the reaion of Mon

nature along

MONTESQUIEW'S SCIENCE OF LIBERTY AND THE LAWS

Mon ieu’ : .
like Ct;;s;:‘ﬁ:l tshgeélgp’ hefte}ls us in the Preface to The Spirit of the Laws, is
the workfis ve sﬂgr}lo his work. ‘The design may be difficult (o discern—
tesquieu’s politircyal etailed and complex—but it is not hidden, In Mon-
relate o svorn oo sc1'encbe, laws of nature combine with laws that govern or
souls” Capabgofrncfmfa Ile aspect of human life, for humans have “free
Imposes o 1 o Ces;sung in r?monal and orderly ways the laws that nature
tion, lead to passi Orpc;real beings.® The laws of nature, or of matter in mo-
or despotic iel:z‘ider:rri’f;)’ zttjcegassl:fﬁl(;?g - m}? S hetive humans.” Strong
their . pose their will on a limited domain;
erate I;;‘ggi:i;ﬁiefrt}eraéland depends upon the ability of one man to oblit-
of Momsmuiew S ;ﬁtl‘. € enilghFenmept of many. By contrast, the power
reduction of o!istipol lt}Il(-:al education arises from his ability to combat the
rules. He docimerf?s \ H-lc[gs oa few Decessary and supposedly inescapable
and women. A malt ei.‘e\_u ¢ variety of identifiable factors that govern men
1o set of them com F lcflty o law., both natural and political, prevails, but
The more men ad fv etely determines human activity (SL I.1; see also XIV).
to unalterable facts 0<Ijn en know, the more they can both adjust their wills
acknowledging laWSa:lllatr i;ielfs;?gpheréﬁmena in accord with their wills® In
1eg1‘f/flating for more or less free ciI:ioztens.a nge; we enhance the possibility of
o .
whosen tgerig?fe';srffffﬂg", nany eXal‘ﬂpl'es, but he rarely points to a leader
strives to discern lji opre Eml‘llanom, Rather, just as modern science
has sousht oo an amculaFe universally applicable laws, Montesquieu
ght principles from which all else in human affairs follows (SL Pref-
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ace) and which allow him to formulate laws that comprehend an unlimited
variety of examples. Only the most ambitious thinkers will try to follow the
example Montesquieu himself sets in writing The Spirit of the Laws, His com-
prehensive knowledge ranks him among the philosophers, and in his work
he presents a challenge to the greatest of ancient and early modern thinkers,
But he writes for every reader, especially those who concern themselves with
practical matters. All readers, Montesquieu thinks, can find in his work the
means to educate themselves as citizens, seeking out means to temper the
authority of any dominating power, human or non-human. Not exemplary
virtues but moderation most effectually produces the greatest benefits for
men and women in society.

Moderation engenders both liberty and the acceptance of limited con-
straints. With a fuller understanding of oneself, Montesquieu indicates,
comes caution, and even the love of “one’s duties, one’s prince, one’s fa-
therland, one’s laws” (SL Preface) unless these conflict with one another.”
While facilitating progress, Montesquieu’s political science discourages rev-
olutionary activity and in general the suiving for perfection in human
things.

Montesquieu begins with a quick account (SL 1.1) of the “laws of nature”
in which he replaces Hobbes's description of the state of nature. Natural
man is at first timid. The desires for sex and society partially overcome nat-
ural timidity and put an end to the equality of solitary life. With society de-
velop occasions both for conflict and for the development of reason, and
thus law (SL 1.3). “Law, in general, is human reason,” Montesquieu says. Ir-
rational passions demonstrate the power that the laws of nature describe.
Nevertheless, the same passions that resist reason must provide the springs
of government, both moderate and immoderate. Virtue (the love of equal-
ity), honor (the love of distinction), and fear are the primary political pas-
sions. Only fear seems to arise entirely by nature, without the intervention
of education and law.

Fear characterizes the subjects of despotic governments. Similarly, the
forces of nature are despotic when given free reign. Montesquieu’s image of
despotism is a seraglio guarded by eunuchs. At the other extreme, virtue and
therefore republican government, at least that of a democratic republic, re-
quires an unnatural sort of discipline.!® Although the principle of honor is,

“in a certain fashion, bizarre” {SL IV.2; V.19), it is easier than virtue to en-
gender among those who desire to distinguish themselves. While most men
and women resist bizarre or irrational codes of behavior, those who submit
to them serve ironically to moderate government that might otherwise
dominate excessively. When nobles rule without a monarch they must ex-
hibit at least a low sort of virtue: moderation is “the soul of these govern-
ments” (SL I11.4). Aristocracy is both one of many kinds of government and
in a sense the generic model for government in The Spirit of the Laws. Rather




232 fanet Dougherty

than describing a best regime,'? or even distinguishing good and bad forms
of government, Montesquieu contrasts moderate with immoderate goverp.
ment. All moderate government s characterized by the assertion of a stan-
dard that elevates the citizens above base subservience to nature’s laws,

Moderate governments are distinguished either by intermediary powerg
that maintain a standard the monarch must recognize or by a distribution
of power that prevents any ruler from dominating totally, leaving citizens jn
a certain fashion free. Men and women acquire “free souls” through a senge
of their superiority to and their abhorrence of despotism. Moderate gov-
ernment in general imitates hereditaty aristocracy by asserting the superior.
ity of humans over beasts and natural phenomena in general, Montesquieu
contrasts good modern governments both with ancient, immoderate re-
publics and with religious government that aims toward virtues that most
men and women cannot be expected to achieve. 12 But while liberty seems
to be the opposite of despotism, even liberty can be excessive,

Moderns are educated by “our fathers,” “our masters,” and “the world”
{SL IV.4), and these authorities do not agree. Specifically, religion is at odds
with the teaching of the world, which in Montesquieu’s France promotes
honor (SL IV.2}. A true understanding of the world, by contrast, illustrates
the laws of nature. “Our fathers” must be the priests who teach Ghristian
dogma and support obedience to paternal authority. “Our masters” could
be powerful political authorities but are more likely 10 be the ancients
whose work, in Montesquieu’s time, still predominated in schools, Mon-
tesquiett unequivocally and openly supports scientific inquiry and the
widespread understanding of natural phenomena.’s But nature alone does
not distinguish worthy from unworthy ends. Montesquieu does not simply
reject the teachings of Christianity. He associates Christian teaching with
ancient republics, which he respectfully acknowledges as admirable but
painful, and he almost never mentions Jesus.'4 He borrows from Christian-
ity the egalitarian love of humanity and the belief in the dignity of each hu-
man individual.l5 Nevertheless, modern—that is, Cartesian—science pro-
vides the starting point for the new education that Montesquieu develops
further to include a comprehensive account of political things.

CARTESIAN SCIENCE: THE FOUNDATION
OF MONTESQUIEWF'S SCIENCE OF POLITICS

Montesquieu’s political science rests on a thoroughly modern foundation.
The Cartesian structure of modern science depends upon the recognition
that a very limited set of propositions can be known unequivocally and that
only unequivocal truths can form the foundation of a science. Such truths
depend on nothing but the transparency of the mind of the thinker to him-

M
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1f, not on first principles that the thinker derives from the works of othersf
(espec lly the ancients or the Bible) or from the senses. Descartes 5 proo
(esiec:dience of God in The Meditations (Meditation II1) is in facF a.demo‘n-
;)ti;ﬁfm that what is thought unequivocally has bei'r:}g otr [;Uth;;:etgrﬁ ;:lclhtb 1en
eparate existence of a providential or -
?nylf?hi I;;?i?cfa?ﬁitr};?t;iti?)n set by the standard of unequivocal thouzlgl}t
il%gés not require that the scientist regard huma.ns. as mere auFomata. S;lmcil
o emeh e sabject need oot deiermine our behavion, A+ we have
i are subject need not de .
?{:eﬁat[lllits)?snf:ident in ;vlontesquieu's account of the laws of natut:ie t&u;ta arf
fect human beings.’” In The Passions of.the Soul DeS(Eartes se;s tla1 ‘rg  stan-
dard for the control by each of us g{ hlsfm; t.le.r gafosi\(:;ii a\rylirmeielD fscﬁtes
logical consequences. We are capable of strivin o . rt;ke Cscartes
tts, and to practice virtue is “never to lack the wi to unde : -
:f)s:li;lish all thﬁngs that onefdecigles to.tl:i&e be?;i;g?v;ﬁg”fg?;h Zztgg}fa;
one but “the free disposition o . !
glgeti’:lg:ll %?igzides. ” The good in itself is nfzither knowable n(l)lr meanLng.fluls.
Rather, there are a variety of things and circumstances that human being
i ood. '
ex}l)r?r;"?;c;a?:ifns of the Soul Descartes eth)r'ts his readers. to stfwzi to co;:;z;
their passions even to the point of retraining the thSIF)lO%lt(i;l i}elslrai nses
that constitute them as a means of facilitating the pursuit o . 1‘: i fcgl e
experience as good.'? To know what we can control and what is . ;Zo‘i:hat is
ability is indispensable to a satisfactory llfe, much as to recognll 2t is
knowable and what is not knowable is indispensable to the deve opme !
a science. Montesquieu's political thought completes the' (I]artes}llanL 255
proach to the study of man in The Passionf. While The Spt.n.t olf the s
demonstrates Montesquieu’s respect for a wide range of politica p enc:} n
ena Descartes neglects, Montesquieu interprets thgse ppenomena in acc
with Cartesian science. Human virtues are a ‘mo.cllficatlon of thehl?asgloils.t
One of the implications of Descartes’s sc1ent1ﬁcally. based ethics is u:t
choices that vitiate the pursuit of virtue, namely despotism of any sort,tmnal
be repudiated. After all, to exert self-contro.l one mt{st be.z free. from efdii el
compuision; one must have the liberty to direct one’s actions in acc.:z d with
one’s will. Montesquieu’s political thought fac1lltfates thef [})lursp:' e
Cartesian species of virtue by promoting both the liberty of the ci 1zend nd
free trade. The diversity of things men and woimen experience as gdoo e
places the hierarchy of goods that characterized ancient ethical and po
ca!‘.:’?tcf’:cl)gul:t;ienying any of the characteristics that distinguish ?ul]ieréqr ;::ih-
viduals, Montesquieu reinterprets virtue of any sort as part of the div s 13
of behavior accessible to humans. All accomplishment is eVICIl::nc_e 0l e
greatness of the species. In comprehending the human variety that inclu
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the i
h ex.emplzr_y emperor of China as wel] as Plato, Lycurgus and
quied redirects our admiration into a sober assessment of ¢

and as freely b{; ignored by others as they see fit
Natural passions lead to the establishment of societi

. . es by bringi
man beings together into associations, and such associa g T

tions in tum Credte

an i iti

Ogde:pgnei}ce.m Political statesmanship, if necessary at times, is onj
%go od ?1 1ts effects, and its effects must include the elimination ;)f the nieaj
( ¥ Upon great statesimen. Similarly, while scientific inquiry is an activ

ENGLISH LIBERTY, COMMERCE, SLAVERY, AND GOOD TASTE

Descar istingui “
pesca gzslilstmguflshest thf: power of “animal spirits” to produce passions
erty of the individual to direct his own aifairs. Similarly, politi-
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of England is not in every respect moderate, although the constitution of
England does display liberty “as in a mirror.”?! Montesquieu’s discussion of
English government and society has several parts. | will focus first on book
X1, chapter 6, the most famous part of The Spirit of the Laws.

Book X1 treats “the laws which form political liberty in its relation to the
constitution.” Book XII continues the study of liberty, this time with respect
to the citizen. In XL.3 Montesquieu contrasts liberty with “independence;”
liberty is “the right to do all that the laws permit.” For there to be liberty,
*power must arrest power” (SL X[.4). The arrangement of powers in the gov-
ernment of England is not determined by a single fundamental document;
it was not explicitly framed by English founders. Montesquieu cites Tacitus
(“On the Mores of the Germans”} to indicate that the origin of “this beau-
tiful system is found in the woods” (SL X1.6). Although it is very different,
French government has a common historical origin, Montesquieu claims,
with the English system. In the last books of The Spirit of the Laws, Mon-
tesquieu takes pains to show that France too has inherited a system that
moderates the power of the king. But moderate government in England is
self-perpetuating.

In Montesquieu’s view, England tends to promote its own form of gov-
ernment among its colonies. Still, while the citizens of the newly founded
United States did have some previous experience of liberty, they surely did
not find their system of government ready made. Just as the system inher-
ited from the early Germans was modified over the course of English his-
tory, the American system has its own character.?? Certain aspects of the
English constitution so impressed the American Founders that they chose
to institute them in the newly established United States in an act as revolu-
tionary, in Hamilton's view at least, as the actual rebellion against British
rule.2? They were especially impressed by what Montesquieu calls the dis-
tribution of power among legislative, executive, and judicial authorities.

Montesquieu warns that there would be no liberty if the power of judg-
ing were not separated from the other two powers. Even more emphatically,
Montesquieu claims that “[e]verything would be lost if the same man, or
the same body of men, exercised . . . all three powers.” Those who make the
law, which embodies the “general will” of the state, must not execute it, pre-
sumably because the law can be too “rigorous.” In X1.6 Montesquieu praises
executive veto power, advocates the judgment of the accused by his peers,
and indicates the superiority of representative government. The army must
be led by the executive power although the executive may only consent to
the levy of funds, which is primarily the responsibility of the legislature. The
body of the people must have the power to legislate because “in a free state”
each man is considered able to govern himself. But Montesquieu concludes

the chapter by indicating that the government he has been describing aims

at “extreme liberty.” He, by contrast, believes that “the excess even of reason
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is not always desirable and [th
- . [that] men accommadate
aln;lost always to middles than to extremes,” themselves betier
ontesquieu returns to the discussion i
: of the English political ¢fj
| . cl
ls)e*:rergl ll1rnes, most notably in book XIX on “Laws in their Relation ;Cr)n :ffe
tinn(ifxpI es ;hat Form the General Spirit, the Mores and the Manners of a N :
ﬂg;}.nat?ofl :I ;:hladpter on lini;gland (SL XIX.27), Montesquieu confirms th:;
uld possess liberty, saying that it “would love jts I3
: DOSS , ove its libert i-
lgigausly tt;::cause this liberty would be true, and . .. In order to defzr!:crlolciltl
ualerf‘} e country would sacrifice its goods, its ease, its interests.” Individ?
essaﬁl;zens would ﬁeason for themselves, even though they would not nec
reason well. The society would te -
: ) nd always to be worked
. . u
x(jﬁza;fsé) an.c: (]‘.:ould iasﬂy be led by its passions: “it would be easy for thosg
I it to make it undertake enterprise inst i i
Such o nation topn 2K | 'Prises against its true interests.”
. e free, would not necessarily be h
6 of the same book, entitled, “ dertake to ey APLEE
f ed, “That one must not undertak
thing,” Montesquieu exho ion i “the T ot ey
/ s caution in altering the law:
s that
: : govern a
’lzamlzzmhfﬁactormgt 1131? pleasantly sociable nation. He is thinking of France
we be left as we are,” he says. If reason i “ '
: : . n indeed “never prod
great effects on the mind of man ” nd the
" why not rely on the passions
d of and the
;g;oizl ;aste that communication among peoples promotes (SL XIX.8)? Van-
Monmn some ways preferable to pride in governing society, according to
e Afiﬁ;ﬁ T}l}d 1;1.:13{ promote not only liberty but even the love of lib-
g ¢ aistinctions vanity makes amon i
( ; men and women ig-
nore merit of the highest sort, this vi : ;
+ this vice may be more conduci happi
ness. A reader may well disdain endencies
1 such an appeal to our b i
if the political climate of E i e et ot
ingland induces uneasiness, i i
state has even worse effects (SLXIV.13). o metcorological
mggeffﬁnerii] spirits of nations differ and, Montesquieu warns, a legislator
Ow that spirit “as long as it is not contr inci
1ow th ary to the principles of gov-
er ‘ ples of gov:
asnr‘?er}t for1 we do nothing better than what we do freely” (SL XIX.5).g]ust
a [1;)1 ;:;c;r;fl 3 mtosl always have greater effects than human reason, so also it
ent to promote liberty by indirect m J i
: . 1 eans than through consti-
Xﬁgg?l r;form.ﬁ‘1 Despite the influence of Montesquien's ideags on the
fme aan ounders, he wogld not have endorsed their radical act in insti-
. Iogv 2 ic;v:;x;n}e?; F]ougdmgds require political virtue, and political virtue,
atheriand and of equality (Avertisse i :
‘ . ; ar. : ment), is rare. Mon-
:esqt}lll.eu associates political virtue with moral or Christian lirtue which set
tﬁﬁ] 1%1;1 a standard for. any society.?> Although he admires tixe highest
thir g;fl at Mmen can attain, Montesquieu believes gentleness is more effec-
ual W];I{(lm?otmg the health _of a political climate than any sort of excel-
Jen , p 111 € ignorance and laziness cause the most harm 26 Commercial ac-
" gei tb e s?‘rt‘tl;at develops new needs and satisfies the most basic ones
, + beneficial. When men and women pursue their private interests,
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they indirectly promote the common good and even the interests of hu-
manity in general. Still, the natural desire for society does almost nothing
to eliminate the danger of crass and narrow individualism. Rather than
looking to corrective political leadership to reduce the danger, Montesquieu
emphasizes history and commerce.?” The general spirit derives from the
particular circumstances of a nation’s history and shapes citizens as parts of
society.

Historical examples abound in Montesquieu’s work, whereas he ignores
theoretical examples. He thinks that no lawgiver who ignores the collective
history of his subjects has much hope of success. But history demonstrates
in general the development and the benefits of commerce.® With the avail-
ability of a wide range of goods for men and women to choose, a more or
less natural ranking of goods becomes manifest. Montesquieu appeats con-
fident that mass culture will not overwhelm good private judgment. Scien-
tific education is the key to good judgment among sensible administrators
who must govern moderate regimes. Where political leaders are necessary,
they must exemplify enlightened self-interest by recognizing that their long-
term benefits depend upon the healthy economy of the nation and even the
healthy economy of its international partners. Their leadership exhibits at
most a vestigial and thoroughly hidden version of princely virti as Machi-
avelli understood it. The goal of the leadership is to avert the crises in which
a machiavellian prince would emerge. Montesquieu remains silent about
what one must do when a founding becomes necessary. Hopefully, the en-
lightened pursuit of common interests will prevent society from deteriorat-
ing into a collection of narrowly selfish individuals or petty despots.

Before beginning his discussion of the laws in relation to commerce,
Montesquieu calls upon the Muses to aid him in his work, signaling that in
some tespect this is the most artful part of The Spirit of the Laws. He closes
his invocation by claiming that the Muses wish him “to speak with reason.”
He calls reason “the most perfect, the most noble and the most exquisite of
our senses” (XXIV.Invocation), an odd categorization. The Muses must ease
his labor and give its product some of their charm. Economics is not a
lovely art, and Montesquieu seems to fear that it will not capture the
reader’s attention. But commerce is the key to all he strives to accomplish:
“Commerce cures destructive prejudices” (XX.1). He acknowledges with
Plato that it corrupts pure mores, but he is willing to tolerate some corrup-
tion, for "the laws of commerce perfect mores for the same reason that these
same laws ruin mores.” It causes men of different nations to compare their
ways, From this much good results “as we see every day” (XX.1}. Mon-
tesquiey attributes to the spirit of commerce a tendency to promote peace
and a “sentiment of exact justice opposed . . . to too rigid a sense of moral
virtue” (XX.2). While the speculations of scholastics led to widespread suf-
fering, by contrast “the avarice of princes [caused] the establishment of a
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thing that places it in a certain fashion outside of their power.” U i
more b”eneﬁcial than destructive of prosperity. Greedy princes -havsu{y .
bhegun to govern themselves with more wisdom than they themsehi:ess lllllcg
; ncziught p‘cljswble. o Welhave begun{ to be cured of our machiavellianismazﬂ
we wil] })e cured of it every day” (XXI1.21). The prejudice Montes ic
reffars to as “machiaveilianism” presumes that the good of on e
quires overt dominance over others, )
MonFesq'uie‘u‘s science leads to trust that when political and econom;j
power is distributed, goods become available for selfish citizens anc‘I) T
tions to shalre. Free commerce is the vehicle of enlightenment. Vanit HEE
lo.ve of fashion promote commercial activity and develop taste; (XIXSi;a;
His §onﬁdence in the benevolent powers of commerce is limited ho. o
by his hatred of slavery. If all could see slavery as a violation of sélf—ewflve
tight, presumably they would abolish such practices. Montesquieu :1 elr:t
_of s?iavery as unnatural. But commerce facilitates slavery, and the comlflea ;
in Ide.as does not necessarily hinder its spread. Shamé is a passion l‘«‘lerce
f:esc;u.leu considers general, but it needs to be provoked and is feit onl 0];1-
individuals conscious that they possess “free souls, ”30 e
Although he allows that the evils of slavery are not always equally grave,

Montesquieu condemns sia i "
PP very, declaring that “[a]ll men are born equal”

nation re-

1

it)s not go](])d by its nature.. It is useful neither to master nor to slave: to the slave,
ecause he can do npthmg through virtue; to the master because ... he accus-
toms himself insensibly to the lack of ail the moral virtue, (XV.1)

ghnstlanii'y is Mcr)'ntesquieu’fx ally in promoting the elimination of slavery
[;Ir]lit(:;rsfhmatﬁs. In attacklr}g slavery where it still persisted, as in the
ed States, e becomes strident. He means to provoke shame, a useful

tool in eliminating prejudices that drown out “the sweet voice o’f nature”
(XXV1.4) and cause us to renounce gentleness and humanity (XV.3).2 Self-
}rlespect, Montesquieu.su_ggests, brings with it a sense of shame a.t tk.xe sub-
i]?unn{,aji treatment of similar beings, Hg expects behavior to follow ideas that
ate our common nature as dignified beings, combating the preju-

dices that support sl
avery, even when these ideas must co i -
row seli-interest (XV.9), mpete with nar

A CURE FOR MACHIAVELLIANISM?

I'n N_lontesqulieu's view political science deters excesses. His anti-machiavel-
Itanlls.,m consists in a rejection of the activity of princes who strive to create
pOlltlcaI. orders, responding to subjects’ claims only when necessary to pre-
serve princely power, For Machiavelli there is an unbridgeable d?;sm be-

: n
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tween honor-loving princes and the people in general, who love security
more than anything else. Like Hobbes, Montesquieu rests his hopes on sci-
ence rather than on princely leadership. Both thinkers follow Machiavelli in
substituting a sober assessent of facts for the admiration of extraordinary
qualities. Montesquieu purportedly offers an objective, scientific account of
all the laws that govern humans. His science reveals a continuum among
humans who are always more or less capable of enlightened self-govern-
ment. However limited and narrowly self-interested, men and women are
rarely so inferior to another of their species as to justify absolute rule.

In writing The Spirit of the Laws, Montescuieu’s primary motivation is to
promote scientific education and to elucidate its implications for the be-
havior of citizens. Enlightenment accrues to individuals and even to nations
through peaceful exposure to a manifold of particulars, In The Spirit of the
Laws, Montesquieu guides readers by articulating his principles or general
rules, using them to organize all the phenomena available to him. To make
himself clear he must invent new words and give old words new meaning.
He interprets the words virtue and honor in true Machiavellian style, al-
though not in Machiavellian terms. He revises the vocabulary of politics so
that the order he sees in widely various phenomena may emerge.

Montesquieu rejects the ancient, specifically Aristotelian, idea of politics
as an architectonic science aiming at the greatest good for human beings. In
doing so, he is a direct descendent of Machiavelli, who denounced “imagi-
nary republics” and those who prefer to live in their illusory domains. His
work owes much to Machiavelli’s project in that it is a model of indirect
government primarily using reason to promote and defend moderation.
Montesquieu counts on the experience of freedom to enlighten citizens,
that is, to inculcate an awareness of the ways in which all human beings are
fundamentaily akin. Without a despot to terrorize his subjects’ souls, he is
confident that the taste for liberty will prevail. The commercial exchange of
goods and ideas gives men and women an opportunity to develop “free
souls” and to abolish their natural tendency toward slavishness. The en-
lightenment that obviates machiavellian virtue requires not the philosoph-
ical grasp of the truth but the awareness of what is possible and the hope-

ful attachment to one’s own good. It is in fact a further development of
Machiavelli’s project.

Montesqguieu acknowledges the need for political orders, but he does not
rely on the virtue of those capable of organizing them. He extends Machi-
avelli's distrust of those who would impose (oo high a standard of virtue on
their fellow citizens. Montesquieu challenges even the distinction between
princes and people. Some men understand the nature of things more fully
than others, but none can set standards for, or rule fully over, others. Just as
“intermediary powers” with a will of their own animate moderate monar-
chical government, any regime that is not despotic must leave room for
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greatest goods for humans is 3 commodity for which on}
taste, but many men and womnen will consider how 1o Promote the free.
doms most can enjoy. At the same time, science replaces princely virsiy, po.
litical science benefits from the compatison of nations that respond in var.
ous ways to human needs. Commerce among nations facilitates 3 kind of
rule that is so indirect (hat no prince is visible,

Nonetheless, religion is a useful means to promote enlightenment. Chiris-
tianity has taught us humanity, Montesquieu says. He endorses the teach.
ing of Christianity without ever making use of the name of Jesus,32 relying
instead on the “voice of nature” to condemn slavery of all sorts, To follow
Montesquieu’s enlightened version of the "true religion” is to acknowiedge
as a fundamental truth that all men and women would thrive under mod-
€rate government and that despotism of any sort is corrupt at its heart. if
prejudice alone can support slavery, it follows that freedom depends upon
the enlightenment that cures readers of their prejudices (XV.3), Religion is

endured despotism, teligion and labor can help mitigate their slavery and
give subjects some experience of self-direction, Montesquieu treats political
orders as schools for the enlightenment of citizens,

There is no single model in The Spirit of the Laws of a good regime. Mod-
erate government differs both from despotism and from the ancient re-
publics that required a virtuous body of citizens, Moderate regimes do not
require political virtue byt leave citizens free to putsue their good as they
see fit. In his distrust of the machiavellian tendencies of leaders to create
radically new orders, Montesquieu implicitly disparages the work of some
of his greatest admirers 33 e reinterprets the love of the good (virtue) as
the love of 3 republic, and in doing so he abandons the political aspira-
tion toward an unequivocal human good that must have sustained the
American Founders, the good of self-government in accord with reason
and choice (Federalis: #1). A written constitution ig an attempt direcily to
shape, not merely to reflect, the general spirit of the people that animates
it. Montesquieu does 10t prescribe effectual means to engender an ap-
Propriate animating national spirit when history fails to provide enough
support for liberty.

While their statesmanlike virtues are not to be counted upon in the
American republic (Federalist #10), the founders do not consider them ob-
solete. Clearly the difference between the situation in which the framers

growth of the history of the American colonies and the enlightened under-
standing of human beings in general,
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New Models and Orders

Hume's Cromwell as Modern Prince

Andrew Sabl

David Hume spent perhaps a twentieth of his great History of England dis-
cussing the character and conduct of one man: Oliver Cromwell (or
"Cromwel”).! One chapter cannot fully explicate either Hume's painfully
ambivalent portrait of Cromwell or the larger institutional and theoretical
lessons Hume drew from his career. But at least one may start by asking how
the two are linked, how the "biography” that a study of executive power
would fall into if divorced from the siudy of formal institutions and pow-
ers links up with the larger purposes of a work centrally about those insti-
tutions and powers, about the development of settled liberty and stable po-
litical order.2 Already by the late seventeenth century, Cromwell's
cautionary lessons had turned English “republican” thought toward an
overwhelming concern with domestic liberty, away from policies of military
expansion and the domestic ambition and dictatorship that such expan-
sionism was now seen to promote. Cromwell was likened to Sulla.3 Hume's
particular telling of the story became so famous a few decades after its writ-
ing that rival factions during the French Revolution compelitively cited
Hume's History to tar opponents as potential Cromwells, or as opening the
door to future Cromwells.* But perhaps the example also provides lessons
beyond the obvious and partisan ones. What can the successful career of a
Prince who despised constitutions teach us about constitutionalism?

Two of Hume's descriptions of Cromwell are separately famous, but in
fact only make sense when combined. In one, Hume describes Cromwell as
a singular study in paradox:

one of the most eminent and most singular personages, that occurs in history.
- - - His extensive capacity enabled him to form the most enlarged projects: His
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