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Montesquieu's Political Science

A Cure for Machiavellianism?

Ianet Dougherty

lnThe Spirit of the Larri Montesquieu develops a radically new political sci-
ence by combining Descartes's standard for science in general with Machi-
avelli's understanding ofpolitical things.lhe aim of Montesquieu's science
is to secure liberty without resorting to "machiavellian" means. Although
he allies himself with Machiavelli in his disdain for "imaginary republics"
and unattainable or rar€ly attainable perfectior]s, Montesquieu repudiates
both force and guile.l He educates his readers to recognize that the variety
oflaws that govern human beings leaves us {iee to act and to iudge for our-
selves. Moderate and, for the most pan, indirect governments that allow
for a distdbution of political power acknowledge and enhance this ability.,
1te distdbution of power is most visible in a constitutional government
like that of Dngland but may be discerned, for example, in a nation like
Fralce in which intermediary powers have established themselves histori-
callt3 setting limits to the power of the monarch. Moderate goyernment
prevails over immoderate govenment as it promotes social conl-act. The
more human beings interacl with one another the less they succumb to
the overwhelming passion of fear ald the more they can see that they are
tundamentally akin.

_ Enlightenment undermines the prejudices that keep men and women
rrom rationally pursuing their true interests. Montesquieu displays the
heiSht of enlightenmenr 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,4 especially the crude
machiavellianism that rigidly divides humans into princes who conquer by
rorce or by guile and people who can do little but submit. Montesquieu
araws on Cartesian science to help discern the role of nature in governing
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acel and which allow him to formulate laws that comprehend an unlimited

uariety of e*amples. only the most ambitious thinkers will try to follow the

example Montesquieu himself sets in writlngThe Spirit of the lalrs. His corn-

orehensive knorvledge ranks him among the philosophers, and in his work

ire presents a challenge to the greatest ofancient and early modern thinken'

Buihe writes for every reader, especially those who concern themselves with

Dractical 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 oneseli Montesquieu indicatet
comes caution, and even the love of "one's dutieq one's prince, one's fa-

therland, one's laws" (St Preface) unless these conflict with one another'e

While facilitating progress, Montesquieu's political science discourages rev'

olutionary activity and in general the striving for perfection in human

things.
Montesquieu begins with a quick account (sa l'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 ofsolitary life. With society de-

velop occasions both for conflict and for the dwelopment of reason, and

thus taw (SI I.3). "taw, in general, is human reason," Montesquieu says lr-
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 lear seems to arise entirely by nature, without the intervention
of education and law.

Fear characterizes the subiects of despotic governments. Similarly, the
forces ofnature arc despoticwhen 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.l0 Although the principle of honor is,

"in a certain fasl.rion, 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 bizaffe or irrational codes ofbehavior, those who submit
to them serve iror.rically to moderate government that miSht otherwise
dominate excessively. When nobles rule without a monarch they must ex-

hibit at least a low sort of virtue: moderation is "*re soul of these govern-

men$" (St IIL4). Aristocrary is both one of many kinds ofgovernment and
in a senie the generic model for government in The Spin t of the Laws' R^ther
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selt not on first principles that the thinker derives from the works ofothers
(especially the ancients or the Bible) or from the senses Descaftes's proof
of the existence of G od h The MediL'ttions (Medintion lll) is in fact a demon-

stration that what is thought unequivocally has being or truth; it is not in
any way a proof of the separate existence of a providential or merciful be-

ing.ro *" radical limitation set by the standard of unequivocal thought

does not require that the scientist regard humans as mere automata' Simi-

larly, Montesquieu is no thoroughgoing determinist The passions to which

human beings are subiect need not determine our behavior. As we have

seen, this is evident in Montesquieut accounl of the laws of nature that af-

fect human beings.17 In The Pmsions of the Soul Descartes sets a high stan-

dard for the control by each of us of his or her passions and their physio-

logical consequences. We are capable of striving toward virtue, Desca es

asserts, and 10 practice virtue is "never to lack the will to undertake and ac-

complish all things that one decides to be best" knowing that nothing re-

ally belongs to one but "the free disposition of one's will."18 The emphasis

here is on "decides." The good in itself is neither knowable nor meaningful.
Rathet, there are a variety of things and circumstances that human beings

experience as good.
lnThe Passions of the Soul Descartes exhorts his readers to strive to control

their passions even to the point of retraining the physiological responses

that constitute them as a means of facilirating the pursuit of the things we
experience as good.re To know what we can control and what is beyond our
ability is indispensable to a satisfactory life, much as to recognize what is

knowable and what is not knowable is indispensable to the develoPment of
a science. Montesquieu's political thought completes the Cartesian ap-
proach to the study of man in The Passions. While The Spirit of the Lows

demonstrates Montesquieu's respect for a wide range of political phenom-
ena Descarles neglects, Montesquieu interprets these phenomena in accord
with Cartesian science. Human virtues are a modification of the passions.

One of the implications of Descarrest scientifically based ethics is that
choices that vitiate the pursuit ofvirtug namely despotism ofany sort, must
be repudiated. After all, to exert self-control one must be free from extemal
compulsion; one must have the libefiy to direct one's actions in accord with
one's will. Montesquieu's political thought facilitates the pursuit of the
Cartesian species of virtue by promoting both the liberty ofthe citizen and
fiee trade. The diversity of things men and women experience as good re-
places the hierarchy of goods that characterized ancient ethical and politi-
cal thought.

Without denying any of the characteristics that distinguish superior indi-
viduals, Montesquieu reinterprets virtue of any son as part of the diversiry
of behavior accessible to humans. All accomplishment is evidence of the
greatness ofthe species. In comprehending the human variety that includes
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of England is not in every respect moderatq although the constitution of
Eneland does display liberty "as in a mirror'."?i Montesquieu's discussion of
Dnglish government and sociery has several parts. I will focus first on book

XI, chapter 6, the most famous p art of The Spirit of the Laws.

Book XI treats "the laws which form political liberty in its relation to the

constitudon." Book XII continues rhe study oflibertt this time with respect

to the citizen. Il XI.3 Montesquieu contrasts liberty with "independence;"

liberty is "the right to do all that the laws permit." For there to be liberry
'power must arrest power" (SL XI.4). The anangement ofpowers 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 XI.6). Although it is very different,
French government has a common historical origio Montesquieu claims,

ivith the English s).stem. In the last books of The Spirit of the Laws, Mon-
tesquieu iakes pains to show that France too has inherited a system that
moderates the power of the king. But moderate Sovernment in England is
self-perpetuating.

In Montesquleu'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 qstem of government ready rnade. Just as the system inher-
ited from the early Cermans was modified over the course of English his-
tory the American system has its own character22 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 Bdtish
rule.2r They were especially impressed by what Montesquieu calls the dis-
tribution of power among Iegislative, executive, and judicial authoriries.

Montesquieu warns that there would be no libeny if the power of iudg-
ing were not separated from the other two powers, Even rnore emphatically,
Montesquieu claims that "[e]veryrhing would be lost if the same man, or
the same bodv 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 X[.6 Montesquieu praises
execudve veto powet advocates the iudgment of the accused by his peers,
and indicates the superiority of representative govefnment. The army must
be led by the executive power although the executive may only consent to
the levy offunds, which is primarily the responsibility ofthe legislature. The
body ofthe people must have the power to legislate because "in a free state'
each man is considered able to govern himself But Montesquieu condudes
the chapter by indicating that the government he has been describing aims
at "extreme liberty." I-lg by contrast, believes that "the excess even ofreasott
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they indirectly promote the common good and even the lnterests 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 dangel, Montesquieu

emphasizes history and contmetce.2? 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 worh whereas he ignores
theorelical examples. He thinks that no lawgiver who ignores the collective
history ofhis subjects has much hope ofsuccess. But history demonstrates
in general the development and the benefits of commerce.?8 With the avail-

ability of a wide range of goods for men and women to choose, a more or
less natural ranking ofgoods becomes manifest. Montesquieu appears con-
fidert 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. Whele 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 zirri as Machi
avelli understood it. the goal ofthe 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 respect this is the most artful pa']" of The Spirit of the latrs. 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.lnvocation), 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 preiudices" ()<X.1). He acknowledges with
Plato that it corixpts 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 natiolts to compare their
wa)rs. From this much good results "as we see every day" ()o(1). Mon-
tesquieu attributes to the spirit of commerce a tendency to promote peace

and a "sentiment of exact iustice opposed . . . to too rigid a sense of moral
virtue" ()(X.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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tween honor-loving princes and rhe 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 assessment of facts for the admiration of extraordinary
qualities. Montesquieu purportedly offers an objectivg scientific account of
all the laws that govern humans. His science reveals a continuum among
humans who are always more ot 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 justi$ absolute mle.
In writing The Sttirit of the Laws, Montesquieu's primary motivation is to

promote scientific education and to elucidate its implications for the be-
havior ofcitizens. Enlightenment accrues to individuals and even to nations
through peaceful exposure to a manifold of particulars. ln The Spirit of the

hrus, Montesquieu guides readers by aniculating 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 interyrets the words uirtue and honor in true Machiavellian stfe, al-
though not in Machiavellian terms. I-Ie 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 descendenl of Machiavelli, who denounced "imagi-
nary republics" and those who prefer to live in their illusory domains. His
work owes much to Machiavellit project in that it is a model of indirect
Sovernment 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
fundamentally 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-
liShtenment that obviates machiavellian virtue requires not the philosoph-
ical grasp of the truth but the awareness ofwhat is possible and the hope-
ful attachment to one's own good. lt is in fact a further dwelopment of
Machiavelli's proiect.

Montesquieu 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 too high a standard of viftue on
their fellow citizens. Montesquieu challenges even the distinction between
princes and people. Some men understand the nature of things more fully
lhan othe$, 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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The success of the American Founders was in part based on the cultiva-
tion of a common animating spirit, however eroded we find it in the
fiventy-first century. At the same time they persuaded citizens that reason
combined with self-interest could rule, they engendered awe and reverence

for the declaration of independence and the U.S. Constitution. This was a

demonstration ofexemplary statesmanship demanded by the current crisis.
But "the idea of rights" and the awe ofthe founding documents has worn
thin.3a By disparaging political virtue in the highest sense, the success of
Montesquieu's political philosophy mars and undermines the Founders'
work. The scientific and egalitarian tendencies he endorsed and promoted
are at war with the reverence that gave Americans a common spirit and
therefore a sense both of security and of liberry.

CONCLUSION

Montesquieu's anti-machiavellian political science is an endorsement of
liberty based upon the enlightenment of citizens. It presumes that self-in-
terest can promote the common benefit ofa nation as long as the power of
each group is limited. li relies on commerce to sort out the proper value of
goods and ideas. It supe$edes Machiavelli's thought by treating even the
virtue of a prince as imaginary As Montesquieu sees it, science alone can
rule moderately and well.

Although Montesquieu rejects "machiavellianism," he is a genuine fol-
lower of Machiavelli in his pursuit ofgenerally realizable rather than exem-
plary virtues; for like princely power, widespread enlightenment displaces
the pursuit of the highest human goals. But free trade of all sorts does not
suffice to soften harsh mores, especially when they usurp the names ofpiety
and virtue. The political education Montesquieu offers in Tfie Sptrit of the
laurs demands that the reader broaden her view of humanity beyond the
teaching of any regime, however exemplary In its breadth Montesquieu's
inquiry into the variety of regimes is a model for further inquiry It does not
allow us to rely upon the sort ofpolitical activity that requires an assertlon
of excellence difficult to integrate into society in general.

While a new founding would indeed require princely virtue if Mon-
tesquieu is corect the vision of a goal high enough to keep extraordinary
virtue alive runs the risk of undermining political moderation. Cartesian
political science moderates Machiavellian vinue by recognizing the laws
that govern continuous adtustments of power to preserve liberties already
auained. Moderate rulq similarly, dispenses with a rigid set of principles
that reflect and encourage virtue in favor ofseparate powerc in constant mu-
tual tension to limit the effect ofeach. Ancient oolitical vinue and Machi-
avellian princely virtue demand that liberty and power, separated in liberal
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tS. SLX\1.7, see also l{XIV'l, 3.

16. In a lecrure delivered at St. John's College in Santa Fe in September 2006, I

develop fully this reading of Descartes's "thid MAllitatiott. Others have acknowl-

edged in passing Descanes's influence on Montesquieu. but I do not know of any

thorough account ofthis influence. See Anne Cohler; Mortes4uieu's Comparutive Pol-

iics ond tlle Spirit of American Constitutiondlism ([,awrence: Univetsity Press of l(ansas,

1988), 35j see also Simone Golard-Fabr6. Lo Philosophie du Droit de Montesquieu

(Paris: Librairie C. Kliencksieck, 1973) on Montesquieu's Newtonian tendencres.

17. See Sl L2 and the first part of section one ofthis paper See also XIV esp€-

cia,ly xlv.5.
18. Rene Descartes, Les Passions de I'Ame, Ilat lll, article 153.
19. See Descartes, les Passions de l'Ame,1,5O.

20. Tocqueville, Democracy in Afiaica, trans. Harvey C. Mansfield and Delba
Winthrop (Chicago: University ofChicago Press, 2000), 11.ii.5.7.

21. st xt.6; cf. x1.4, 20,
22. For examplq the Llnited states as established by the consiitution is a federa-

tion of republics, an arrangement Montesquieu endors€s (Sl x,t).
23 . Af€r€nder Hamilton, James Madiso n, a:d.d lohn lay, The Federalist Papa s (Neyt

York Modern Library), no. 1.

24. Monresquieu's indirect government is gentler than Machiavelli's version. See

M^.hra1Jelli, The hince, XL
25. sl XxlV7. See also XIx.6 and IV6,7. Foundings tend to produce "singular"

institutions thar impose on humans a standard that they cannot long attain without
subiection. ln lV6 Montesquieu explicitly links William Penn with Lycurgus in the
'ascendanry they had over dreir peoples" and "the passions that they subjugated."
Montesquieu admires the genius of founders even while cautioning that the politi-
cal virtue they instill is contrary to liberty and d:e spirit of commerce.

26. See St XVIII, especially 3, 7.
27. See St lll.3.
28. Catherine l,artCle, "Montesquieu on Econornics and Commerce," in Mos-

trsquieu's Science of Polihc$, 356; see also 366.
29. The lowef case 'm' seerns to me to distinguish the vulgar version ofMachi-

avelli's teaching ftom those ideas that Montesquieu adopted from Machiavelli. For
discussion ofthe distribution ofpowers as a corrective for the Machiavellian prince,
see Michael A, Mosher, "Monarchy's Paradox Honor in the Face of Sovereign
Powe\" it Montusquieu's Science of Politics, 177. See also Manent, Cours Familier de la
Philosophie Politique (Paris: Fayard, 2001).

30. Here Monrcsquieu is exeting a ki[d ofprincely power over his readers, com-
manding agreement that the ownership ofhumans is wrong. Montesquieu is notbe-
ing entirely straightforward. By arousing salutary passions, he means io rulq not
merely to educate. Montesquieu dJaws attemion to his methods in Sl XV.8. See also
two passages in which he uses dre expression 'Cod foftid:" XIL6 and XIX-11.

31. In the "Defense ofthe Spi tof the taw' " I, paragraph l, Montesquieu says that
he wrote Sl in order to rnake Christianity loved (Montesquieu, 'D6fense de l?sprit der
Lok" \n Oeuwes compllu, val.II.l12i-66). ln SL )GlV7 he confirms that religion
speaks to the hean not necessarily to the mind (but see XV.3). In XV.8, however, when
arguing against slavery Montesquieu does nor know whether his mind {esprir.) or heart
is speaking. In )O(V.l2 he discuss€s how to detach dre soul fiorn religion.
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Andrew Sabl

New Models and Orders

Hume's Cromwell as Modern Prince

David Hume spent perhaps a twentieth of his great Hismry of England dis-
cussing the character and conduct of one man: Oliver Cromwell (or
"Cromwel").r One chapter cannot fully erplicate either Hume's painfully
ambivalent ponrait 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 arc linked, how the "biography" that a study of executive power
would fall into ifdivorced from the study 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 ofsettled 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 dornestic ambition and dictatorship that such expan-
sionism was now seen to promote. Cromwell was likenei to Sulla.r Hume,s
particular telling ofthe story became so famous a few decades after its writ-
tng that rival factions during the French Revolution competitively cited
Hume's l/isfory to ta{ opponents as potential Cromwells, or as opening the
door to future Cromwells.a But perhaps the example also provides lessons
Deyond the obvious and partisan ones. What can the successful career of a
prtnce who despised constitutions teach us about constitutionalism?

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

one ofthe most eminent and most singular personages, that occun in history
' . . His extensive capacity enabled him to firrm rhe most enlarged projects: His
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