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Passionate Liberty and Commercial Selfhood:

lvlontesquieu's Political Theory of Moderation

Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de la Bride et de Montesquieu, is cen-

tral to many histories of modern liberalism. His analysis of the causes,

contexts and consequences of human action, howeve4 takes him far be-
yond conventional liberal claims of freedom as the absence of interference
or silence of the laws. Instead, rather like John Locke, Montesquieu con-
sidered the propriety or: quality of action to be central to its derivation as

free. Because of this, l.re discussed political liberty as a form o{ regulated
conduct, and free agency more generally as appropriate and self-directed
regulation o{ the passions. To act freely we must be aware of, and attempt
to balance, the competing passions that move us to act within spheres of
action that are nevertheless constrained by numerous forces beyond our
direct control. Such constraints, or indeed structures, include the various
types of laws that govern action (divine, political and natural), alongside
more obviously human relations that spring from physical, intellectual,
and passionate causes.

Given this requirement of balance alrd the reality of multiple and con-
flicting demands upon us, any form of constitutional engineering must
navigate around a problem; although there are immutable natural and
physical laws, this fact has no direct analogue in the political or social
sphere. For although there are laws, contingency and uncertainty, failures
of understanding and interpretation, and a complexity that stands little
chance of rational explanation, defines political and social life. There can
therefore be no idea of political or individual perfection, because'per-
fection does not concern men or things universally'. There are only ap-
proximations to it, and then only in particular contexts when cultivated
by a wise and pr:udent legislator.' As what might be termed 'composite
creatutes', we have passions that, for Montesquieu, may be more or less

reasoned, but our reasoning capacity is limited, just as Pascal alrd the

Jansenists had suggested.2 ln fact, Montesquieu conrinues the relative

1 Montesquieu 7989, 5. 24. 7, p. 464; 11964, p. 700: 'cal la perfection ne regalde pas
I'universalit6 des hommes ni des choses'.

')Pascal 1966, no. 110, p. 58; see too Krailsheimer 1962, chs.6-7; Krause 2006,
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sires and the requirements of a modern commercial society But success ls

,',r" in rroliti.s, "nd 
the argument suggests that political liberty is a form

,.,i.onalo., appropriately regulated both by individuals and by citizens'

To put the point another way, this is why political liberty appears to

b" a fotm o{ propriety once more' precisely because it requires modera-

,ion lrtrd t.gJ"tion. In order to show how all this fits together, my dis-

"usion 
tuk", each topic in turn, beginning with Montesquieu's analysis

of justice.

JUSTICE

Montesquieu opened De fEsprit des Lols with the general claim that

the'laws of nature' cleady'derive {rom the constitution o{ our being"6

In fact, the vety first sentence declared that when 'taken in the broadest

meaning', laws'are the necessary relations deriving from the nature o{

things; and in this sense, all beings fwhether divine or secular, human or

animal] have their laws'.7 These laws provide the framing conter'rt within

which justice can be discussed, and claims of justice will have to find a

way of appropriately balancing the demands and values of these differ-

.r.,i rph.i.t. Th. problem is not wholly dissimilar to rnore recent claims

aboui justice and complex equality.s For Montesquieu, in fact, this prob-

lem interestingly included a scalar conception of taxation and liberty'

The more liberty one has, the heavier taxation can be, whereas the fiscal

trade-off for living under despotism is rhat one pays lower taxes'' But

even here there is to be found a natural balance or appropriate relation

between things, a contention that mirrors the earlier and celebrated ac-

count of justiie expressed in his Lettres persanes of 1721. Assuming God

exists and is just, it follows that

Justice is a relation of suitability fConuenance] which one actually

hnds between two things: this relation is always the same, whichever

being considers it, whether God, an Angel, or finally a Man.

It is true that men don't always see these relations: often even those

which they do see' they turn away kom ls''loignentl; & their own

interest is always that which they see best. Justice raises its voice; but

finds it hard to make itself heard amongst the tumult of the passions'"

6 Montesquieu 1989, t 1.2,p.6;1964,p 531; cf Montesquieu 1989,5 26 6,pp 498f;

1964, p.712.
7 Montesquieu 1989,I 1 1, p. 3; 1964, p. 530
3 \Talzer t9'r4, esp. pp. lSFf-
e Montesquieu 1989,2.L3 12,p 227 1964, pp. 6101.
t0 Montes<1uieu 2004,I-etter 81, p 359:'La Justice est un rapport de Convena ce, qui

se trouve r6ellement entre deux choses: ce rapport est toujours le m€me, quelque Etre qui le
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Much scholarly ink has been spilt in trying to determine exact sources
and influences of this claim.lr For my purposes, the interconnection be,
tween justice and the passions is crucial. It suggests that justice writ large
pertains to a general relationship between things, whatever their nature,
independent of human law. Justice under human law, or justice writ small,
however, must have its foundations in 'the existence and the sociability
of reasonable beings'.r'z When justice is put in these terms, Montesqureu
seems to be developing a much broader tradition of natural jurispru-
dence, out of which he synthesizes at least three positions about justice
and natural law. First, he is very close to something like the notorrous
clause in Grotiusk De lure Belli et Pacis, which observed that rational
agency, natural law and natural sociability would still have force .ever.r

were we to suppose' (etiamsi daremus) that God did not exist.13 Although
the assumption of divine existence presupposed for Montesquieu claims
about God's perfection and justness, he nevertheless has Usbek say that
even if there were no God, we'must always love Justice; that is to say ro
make an effort to resemble this being, of whom we have such a wonderfr.rl
idea'.ra His self-proclaimed novelty was to take such natural jurispruden-
tial arguments and to apply them to the realm of civil or positive laws.
Thus it was that he saw his text as a creatjon wirhout l mother, ancl as
creating a 'modern' theory of natural law.15

Montesquieu's theory of law and justice as a rappott de conuenance
certainly connotes a relationship grounded in thin theories of sociability
and rational action. A second point of synthesis, however, stems from the
search for what is proprium to human relationships. Montesquieu, like
Locke before him, seems to cultivate the Ciceronian account of olfteidsij,
which was also important to both Grotius and Pufendorf.l6 As sonre rrr-

considere, soit que ce soit Dieu, soit que ce soit un Ange, ou enfin que ce soit un homme. Il
est vrai que les hommes ne voyent pas toujours ces rapports: souvent m6me lors qu'ils les
voyent, Jls s'en 6loignent; & leur inter€c est roujours ce qu'ils voyent le nieux. La Justice
6leve sa voix; mais elle a peine i se {aire entendre dans le tumulte des passions,.

I'Macdonald 2003, pp. 112ff.
12 MontesquieLr 1955f, esp. pp. 1J9, 161f: 'la Justice n'est pas d6pendante des lois hu-

maines, qu'elle fond6e sur I'existence & la sociabilit6 des 6cres raissonables'.
t3 Grotius 2005a, vol. 3, p. 174B; cf. Grotius 2005, vol. 1, \ XI, p. 89. Grotius,s discus-

slnns of mare liberun and marc clausum wete equally well known to Morresqurer.r. See BN
N. A. F. 12837, fo. 3, (= lvlontesquieu, Collecablarrs, vol. 1); Lewis 1995, esp. pp, 307, 314.

ra Montesqr.:ieu 2004, Letter 81, p, 360: l\insi qtand il n'y auroit pas de Dieu, nous
devrions toujours aimer la Justice; c'est i dire {aire nos efforrs pour ressenbler i cec Etre,
dont lous avons une si belle id6e'. Cf. Montesquieu 2004, Letter 81, p. 359, for the claim
that if God were not perfect Jn his jusoess, he 'would be the wort and most imperfect of
beiLngs lle plus maur,uis & Ie plus impatfait de tous les Ettesl,,

lj Courtney 2001, esp. pp. 45f; cf. Ehrard 1963, vol. 2, p. 498; Tu ck 1990,pp.99-22;
Monresqnieu 1964, p.874 (Pensie\ no. 191).

t6 Grotius 2005, vol. 1, esp. pp. 80{; cf. Tuck 2005, p, >cxix n. 34; 't999, pp. 172-7G.
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element of his conceptual synthesis. Montesquieu based his terms .politi_
cal State, and .Civil 

State, most 
,explicitly on-e.;;;";;il;;ty, wherethe former is the u nion oI,att indtuidua !rr""g"ri]','riiJrli"jl'rr., * .n.'union of these wiils'.23 He did so less fo, a;il;;#;;i"i"j] n,*.,..,than for his rejection of unitary 
"nd 

indivirible-rJue..igirr, i",r"r"r. 
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man the cognate account o{ general and particular witt, t . .outa fina nHobbes's De Ciue, which seeins in facr ,, fr"". p"".J rfr.'i"ii.. or"r-seau's later discussion.2r There, Hobb.es h"d {;;r;; l" ,lJ*U;..,i."by each nan of ,his wiil to the:u t of_a;;ri".ii.i t i"i,i, )ntus1, to
*.:j,,_tn1 ":,* 

one Man [Hominis.] o, oi on arr"liti[Crrrtbr*1,rn such a way dlat whatever one uills on mafters .rr.*llt.a it 
" 

.o__mon peace may be taken as the 
.will of all 

^-nd 
e^ch 1o*nei nt-singut4,.us"ch a- union resurts in the civrl person of the commonwealth or sratebeing formed, since,the will of each,i,ir;; ;;;;;il;"alil'i ,n" *u,of the commonwealth in all matters),. This makes the individual will ,free

whenever it so.wishes,, for it is,not.blic";-l;;;;;ii)i}i, r"r rncivil laws are the laws of a commo,nwealih, and if it *.r" oliigrt a uythem,,it would be gijigitga to itself,and no .r..""**f,fr"."i fr.,"lrrgated ro a,citrzen'.27 This was compatible *irt Uo"i.ffir;r'a.f.rr..ot honour, though the absolute :
commonwealth haa ,o u. l..i..rlll 

umtary sovereignty of the Hobbesian
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:*lllt 9:O ma,,, o, the_ 
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are common to persons in general, can equally be understood as'par-
ticular causes'. In so arguing, Montesquieu was part of a well-explored
linguistic and conceptual transformation of the divine into the civic, even

though he rather tempered the mathematical exactitude of Malebranche
in favour of the rough proportionaliry in justice suggested by others like
Aristotle.2e Similarly, in terms of its phrasing, the analysis recalls Locke's
old intellectual sparring partner in matters Hobbesian, the third Earl of
ShaftesburY.3o

It has long been known that Montesquieu drew from contemporary
travel literature, as had Locke and Shaftesbury, precisely to undermrne
claims of moral universalism. We also know that he incorporated some-
rhing o{ Shaftesbury's neo-Stoic form of innate moral sense, to argue {or
dre possibiliry of an appropriate balance between virtue and the pas-
sions.rr Montesquieu's awareness of and proximity to Shaftesbury's ideas
rvould be buttressed with a wide variety of concerns, somc of which
could have been clarified still {urther during his stay in England from
t729 to 173I. For example, this visit allowed him to develop in private a
view of England as the exemplar of a liberty gleater than that of Venice
or Holland.32 At this time he was extremely close to the \Vhig circle o{
Bolingbroke and the secretive Club d'Entresol, and could engage rvith
the debates between writers like L6vesque de Pouilly (friend of Boling-
broke, theorist of moral sentiments and apparent plagiarist) and Nicolas
Fr6ret.3r More generally, though, Shaftesbury's language-a'thousand
other Springs, which are counter to Self-lnterest, have as considerable
a part in the Movements o{ this Machine'-is highly suggestive of the
various /essorts to which Montesquieu alludes when discussing the pas-
sions and actions of the human 'machine'.ra Added to this view was an
idea of suitability that Montesquieu seems to take almost directly from
Lejbdz's Tbdodicie.3s There, through a critique of Hobbes's account

z' Riley 1986, pp. 111, 113f; Nelson 2004, esp. pp.769-76.
ru See Klein 1994.
It Crisafulli 1943, esp. pp. 3721f, 37 6 80, 382ff, 386f.

'Montesquieu 1964, pp.331-34 ('Notes sur I'r\ngletere'); 1964, pp. 326-31, esp. p.
330 ('Hollande'). For the generaL connectiors, see ShackLeton 1988, esp- p. 14; Keohale
1980, pp.376-91. Cf. trIontesqrieu 1964, pp. 1035ff (Peaslas, io. 1805); and for Dutch
readings of Montesquieu, see Israel 2006, pp. 359f; Veiema 1997, pp.44 63.

rr On Pouilly's alleged plagiarism, Nadel 1967, esp. pp.439t',441{f; more broadly Ras-
kolnikoff 1992, pp, 1,49lf, 152f{, 41946,712; also Pocock 1999, pp. 156f,226ff; Ehrard
1963, vo1.2, pp. 555f, Cf. Fr6rct 1758; while Golden 1951, remains the standard Alglo-
phote account of Pouilly. On the Club d'Entresol, see Childs 2000.

ra Shaftesbury 2001, vol. 1, part 3, g 3,p.72; 
^lsoyiner 

1972,p.70.
r5 Desgraves 1954, no. 405, p. 32; no. 1532, p. 112, shows the editions owned in Mon,

resquien's library catalogue; discussion in Masor 1975, pp, 21,22 n. 45,24,28, l78tl;
CrisafLrlli 1937, esp. pp. 77 4f, 777.
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of freedom and the will, Leibniz described a ,kinrl of justice which has
for_ its goal neither improvement nor example, ,ro, .uan redress of the
evil. This justice has its foundation only in-the fitness of rhings, which
demands a certain satisfaction for the expiation o{ an evil acti"on,. This
punitive and'avenging justice,, which he claimed drat ,the Socrnrans,
Hobbes and some others do not admit', was certainly recognized by
Montesquieu.r6

Leibniz's account of the relationship between justice and causality of_
fered to'de{end Aristotle against the cavil of Grotius' (and presumably
Hobbes too), by arguing that.Justice (particular) is a virtue servlns the
mean in tJle affections of one man toward another, the a{fections o"f en
joying or harming, or those o{ good will and hate. The role of thc rrrean
is to gratify another (or mysel{) as long as this does not harm a third
person (or another)'.37 Montesquieu could have said much the same with,
out distorting his own theory, even though as a young man he found
Leibniz s cririque of European politics andrepublicanisi less than sa.rs,
factory.'u He wa\ more sympatheric, one imagine,, ro I eibniz.s platonisr
metaphysics. This was sffuctured around an account of cosmic harmony
and the equivocal character of causation, and led him to the proposition
that justice is the 'charity of the wise', a universal reladonship as^ well as
a virtue that structures social interaction.3e \(/hilst on its o;n Leibniz,s
work could not do everything Montesquieu wanted, in combination and
synthesis with the other elements of his work already outlined it created
a vast and complex lens through which io see particular problems of
justice.a0 It structured dre answers to a variety of questions that intrigued
him, rarrging from probability and contingency, chronology and evidence
(in politics and morals as well as natural science), througl to the nature
of classical history.

. Montesquieu continued to suggest that just as there are physical and
invariable laws that determine mafter and motion, so too a..ih... irru"ri-
able laws that govern the .intelligent world,. And although agency as self_
oerermloed acnon_ could play a part on this stage, once again it is irupor_
tant to note that the intelligent world is,far from being aiwell governed'

16 Leibniz 1952, g 73, p. 161.
t'1-Leibniz 7959, pp.75f; cf. Goyard-Fabre 1993, pp. 85_89, 91.ri Montesquieu, Letter no.352, to Baron von Sreiq Ocaober 17, 1729, in Moltesqureu

1998a,pp.406-9.

_. 
rv Mercer 2001, pp. 174,77 5 n. 5,I7G,I7t, cf. pp. 209, 361; see also Leibniz 1969, pp.

74J: 'It is very improbable that the rerm cause expresses an unequivocal concept to cover
efficient, material, formal, and 6nal causes,. On Leibniz,s polirical th.rgfr, *"ri g"r**rry,
see.Riley 1999, esp. pp.30ff, j7f; Leibnjz 1988, esp. pp. +ZA, f_"ifr"iiflii", 

"r"p. 
p. zr;Leibiiz 1988b, esp. p. 171i Hunter 2004, esp. pp. 681_89.

ao Nelson 2004, esp. pp. 146-54,
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as the natural or physical wodd. This upholds his rathet deflationary

account of the importance of reason (as rational calculation) in human

affairs.nl The intelligent world, he wrote, 'does not follow its laws con-

sisrently' even though such rules or laws are a 'consistently established

relation'. This is because'every diversity rs unifonnity, every change is

constuutcy'.4z As a physical being, man is 'governed by invariable laws

like other bodies'. As an intelligent being he is'limited' by his'narure',
often makes poor use of his reason, and is fallible because he consistently

makes bad use of the 'thousand passions' to which he is subject'43 And

in a rhetorical move that subverted standard accounts of the relationship

between character and virtueJ Montesquieu sugg€sted that the'man of
spirit', that is to say, an individual who is moved by passions, is unrver-

sal. Given the variety of factors that affect a person's character, however,

the'man of spirit' who is also a man of'character' is extremely rare.aa

Universalism and particularism here combine to show how complicated
moral and political judgements are, and how infinite their variety can be,

as infinite in fact as our individual responses to questions of beauty or
aesthetics. All judgements are based in our passions and desires, and the

variety of our judgements is once again an illustration of the 'weakness

of the human condition lfoiblesse de la condition fu7aa4ina)'.45 Because

Montesquieu's analysis once more inplies an account of inclinations and
judgements rooted in our soul, it suggests a rather aesthetic apprecia-

tion of politics.a6 That claim rings true in his assessment of Plato, along-
side Sha{tesbury, Malebranche and Montaigne as the four greatest poets

rather than political thinkers.aT

Vhat unites all of these thinkers into Montesquieu's synthesis, how-
ever, is the requirement of moderation in the face of worldly uncertainty
and confusion, constancy (a central theme of early-modern politics de-

rived from Tacitean commentary) amidst the turbulence of the passlons,

and recognition of the complex relations between the wodds of nature

aLMontesquieu 1989, I. 1. 1, pp. 3f; Nlontesquieu 1998, p. 7:'Mais il s'en faut bien que

le Monde intelLigent soit aussi bien gouvern6 .lue le Monde physique'.
a2 Montesquieu 1989, I. 1. 1, p.4; Mortesquieu 1998 {Velsion imprim€e), p. 6:'Ces

r6gles sont un rapport constamment 6tabli . . . chaque diversit6 est uniformiti, chaque

changement es! cot stdn ce'. Emphasis in original.
n'Montesquieu 7989.1. 1, 1, p. 5; Montesquieu 1998 (Version imprinde), pp. 8f:

'I?homme, comme Etre physique, est, ainsi que les autres Corps, gouven6 par des Lorx rlr-
variabLes. Comme Etre intelligelt, il viole sans cesse les Loix que Dieu a 6tablies, & change

celles qu'il6tablit lui-m€me . . . il devient sujet ) mille passions'.
aa Montesquieu 1955i p.419. For discussion and translation, see Richter 1976,pp. L32-

38; Mortesquieu 1976,pp. L39-62,
{5 BN, N. A. n 717 [Arltographes XV-XI]( Siiclesl fo.29'
{6 Thomas 2005, esp. pp. 75,77f; aiso Shacklelon 1988c, esp. p. 104
a? Moncesquieu 1964, p.1073 \Pensdes, no,2095); cf. Casabianca 2008.

l
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mercial society, Montesquieu's focus on the importance of religion to
the development of Roman law and society offered another synthesis,

this time of Machiavellian prudence and contemporary social and po-

litical thought.56 It was then filtered through the lens of a companson

between Greece and Rome as imperial powers,57 Thinking the Romans

more'tolerant' of other religions than the Greeks {using the treatment of
Socrates as an example) but harsher in their educational requirements,

Montesquieu first assessed the practical utility of Roman religion. In so

doing his presentation mirrored the language of contemporary transla-

tions of Machiavelli, and the opening line suggested that neither fear,

nor pietl', but'necessity' was the basis of religion in general, but Roman
religion particulady.18 Indeed, just as Machiavelli talked of the founding
of a great city and then empire as a matter of. great fortuna, whrch uirti
could only try to maintain, Montesquieu had long thought the founding
of Rome was based on the luck of having a Numa in the tight place at the
right time.je Like most of Montesquieu's work, his use of such ideas had
both an historical and a contemporary purpose. First, it suggested parity
between climate, religior.r, laws and maxims of government, moeurs and
manners as explanatory variables 'mutually related to one another', and
which together determine the'general spirit' or character of a state.60

Equally, however, just as Machiavelli proceeded by subverting his classi-

cal authorities, so too did Montesquieu use the developing and unmask-
ing language of Tacitean political writing to overturo conventional con-
temporary thoughts about political prudence. This was clearest in his
analysis of universal monarchg which in turn buttressed a still further
analysis of Rome.6r

During 1734, Montesquieu had composed his Considiratiors sur les

causes de la grandeur des Romains et de leur Dicadence for publication
in Holland. This was nearly seventeen years after his initial paper on
Rome to the Bordeaux Academy, and he conceived of it as a separate

i6 Mye$ 1995, p.47; Bayle 1702, esp. p. 19.59, note E.
j7 Montesquieu 1955a, pp. 45, 48; Mortesquieu 7964c, p. 41. For MontesqLrieu's ac-

count of Greek imperialism, see Volpilhac Auger 2002, pp. 49-60, on thc folly oI conquest;
see too Mu11er 2002, pp. 64ff.

js Montesquieu 1964c, p. 39: 'Ce ne fut ni la crainte ni la piet6 qui 6tablit la religiol
chez les Romains; mais ia n6cessit6 oir sont toules les soci6c6s d'en avoir une'. Shackle'
ton 1988d, pp. 120f, notes thc similarjtjes with Testard's contemporary translations of
lvlachiavelli.

5' Machiavelli 1989, bk. 1, chs. 1-3, 9, pp. 192 202,217-20;Montesquieu 1964c, p. 4B.
60 See Oake 1953, pp. 553f, 5J7, 549, who notes that for Montesquieu religion rs a

'social Iorce which has parity rvith o.hers'. Quotations from Montesquieu 1,964, p. 948

\Pensdes, no,645); cf. Montesquieu 1989, 3. 19. 4, p. 310; 1964, p. 641.
6t Soll 2005, esp. pp. 95ff, 120, and more broadLy pp. 59ff; cf. Robertsol 1993, esp. pp.

353,372.
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nine of Montesquieu's thinking about moderation, which would dampen

,o"L rug., is to be found in rhese early texts. It is therefore unsurpris-

ine to find him beginning by focusing on the problems faced by Europe

as the heir of the Roman Empire.70 Rome was motivated by a passion

for conquest through military honour and glory, and that singular focus

(which might well be an exaggeration but which was Montesquieu's view

of the general Roman spirit) exemplified why it could not be a model for

any society with an awareness of multiple causes and myriad passions,

all o{which might make some claim to legitimacy. It was'morally imper-

mrssr|.le' lmoralement iupossible) to follow Rome in the modern world,
where new modes of warfare based upon the equality of men and states

had triumphed over earlier models of aggressive territorial expansion. In-

deed,'today victories con{er only sterile laurels' (lawtiers st'iriles) as well
as being politically and financially problematic.Tl

Similar problems applied to an excessive valorisation of the Greeks.

As a nation of warriors and athletes, they too were moved by a singular

species of passion, rooted in severity and anger. Modern European socre-

ties, subject to contradictory fortunes, to l.novements of spirits ald to a
'variety of passions' that 'continually change circumstances', were clearly

unlike Greece and Rome. Yet these monarchies were disadvantaged com-

pared to republics governed by'views of the public good', because their
own turmoil reflected internal favouritism and ambition.z Paradoxically,
that which was designed to oil the wheels of the monarchical machine
was becoming corrupted, both in terms of the pursuit of universal mon-

archy and in terns of a general decline in respect for the monarch upon

which such authority rested. But although one should reject the Roman
model, the contrast between monarchies and republics still had contem-
porary purchase, because both were threatened by luxury.Tr So while
Montesquieu rejected Machiavelli's celebration of republican frugality
and empires for increase as inapplicable to commercial societg he rec-

ognized the truth of the claim about the nature of republics in general

and republican virtue in particular.Ta His own analysis suggested'that in

70 Mortesquieu 2000a, pp. 5, 322. See too Montesquieu 1964, pp. 192-97; Rahe 2005'

esp. pp. 59f, 67 n. 70; KuhlluB 1987, pp. 281, 287f.
7! Montesquieu 2000a, $ 1, pp. 339-40.
72 Montesquieu 2000a, $$ 2 3, pp. 341, 343f: 'L'inconslance de la forrLrne,la rnobilit6 des

esprits, 16 variet6 des passiols, le changement coltinuel des circonstances, la difference des

causes font naitre mille obstacles'. Therefore,'Les Monarchies ont sur-tout ce desavantage

qu'on s'y gouverne tant6t par les vlles du Bien public, tant6t par des vuEs particuLieres, &
qu'on y suit rour i tour les interesr des Favoris, des Ministres & des Rois'.

?3Spector2006,p.138;ingeneralseeMontesquieu1989,211.6,p 165;1964'p.590j
cf. Montesquieu 1989, L 5. 7, pp.50fi 1964, p.547. Cf. Machiavelli 1989, bl< 3' ch. 33,

pp.502I.
7a Montesquieu 1989, L 5. 3, pp. 431; 1964, p. 545; cf. focock 2003a' esp. pp. 484,



72 ot Chapter 2

republics where wealth is eoually divided, rhere can be no luxury,, so that
.ll_:.5: !1"" lh"re is in a. repu_blic,,rrr. _",. p.,i._ ii;i:ii1".,,, _r,arways proportionate to the inequality 

"f .f"rirln*r il o ,ii, onrr*..-ous precisely because it fed on

f jljlTil:f *"p[;;;;f;x,ff i:;Tg'i"J#:.r*T::?J*i:tr
-1il:ll,a'rhe 

more they feeJ arisen *itf,i" rh.,r, the i"rr'.?."ff *""-
:iT':;J:'fi['::',llHi.'3:'"' Luxurv'produces this .-"f,i.t"tio,"

'""r.r'.a .J*i'rii';;; 
" 

#;:"T^",:archv' 
such problems had'also to be

vanity and h";;;:: j,";.*;J:i:::1 '"::*:h.v could use this natural
economicary acrva","r;";;;j;ff1?ju]in::f"T* which was both

, Montesquieu's analysis was "i , ;i.*';iJh*;1i'irora., contrast be_

p,fli=,Tffi,',;'.?"j"HlTil,rffiH,TiJi{;*::,:,*;:;
As well as being a deluded att
irh, a d.rir. fo, ini;.;i;;;,1:ro' to ape either Rome o' tr.re Span-

onto European politi."l .ultur. ll/-te;embt1 rhe ilJegirimate t"g'niting
great emprres of Asia. For Eo.. 

ut ' despotic rule more familiei to thi

:"Tp*.,{. or -"ny;.,, il;h ;if ,Xili,,";:[H::::'i::.",ru::.;
lo,9e,unfike 

Rome, even if rhe attractions 
"f r-p..i"_ 

"r. oiiiou..r,And rhere is something about trre g'p oi the imperiuffi Romdnum thatrendered Mon tesq u ieu.s arrack
moftarct)1a untuersalis p"rriaol".l]l9n 

rts most- recent manifestatton as

tt'. no-n,', i,,,"1";;;fi;-i:it:I,1T:.i:':"8 He remained in tJrrall to
their porirics. rd.r" ;i;'r;i;;;,rf':1lc the contemporarv relevance of

il:nl'i,t#lTf ii".,t.',il|:i#;:"'.'*,i 
jqifffi ;lUmf ;

R-om.a n r m p i re..rh; ;;; ;; ;; ; J;il ilHt;T, i: :i',; n::#rj #;j;
liltaj.jl,:i,l:llical association, open to criticism r,o- .udi."r, 

",.,a

Montesquieu Fc 73

rary Europe. That could only foster bankruptcy, decline, or even both,

and none were in the interests of a Bordeaux wine seller.81 In this at least,

his r.r'as clea y a traditional vision of Enlightenment as progress.82 Yet on

such grounds, Montesquieu suggested that only in'free nations' could

citizens maintain their liberty, because they are prouder lswperbes) than

those who can 'more easily be vain'.si There are echoes of Machiavelli
here, but it is equally important to note the direction in which Mon-
tesquieu pushes the argument, and its implications for his account of
monarchy. By reworking early Greek discussions of liberty as requlnng
sornething like a combination of equality in property and the rule of
the wise, into a modern-sounding compound of economic redistribution
under conditions of inequality and rule by elites, he was part of the grad-
ual transformation of the language of republicanism for modern political
theory. In turn, this development requir-ed an account of the separability
of commerce from nobility. For the moderns, 'commerce is the profession
of equal people' so that when nobles become merchants, the decline of a

republic is imminent. Indeed, Montesquieu clearly thought it'is against
the spirit of commerce for the nobility to engage in it in a monarchy', just
as it is'against the spirit of monarchy for the nobility to engage in com-
merce'. Thus, the'usage that permitted comm€rce to the nobility in En-
gland is one of the things that most colrtributed to weakening monarchi-
cal government there'.84 Against the mercantilism of French monarchical
policy, Montesquieu seemed to be suggesting that'the spring of interest is
exclusively the spirit of constraint', so that constraining behaviour for the
better pursuit of interest requires moderation or propriety, not overbear-
ing political speculation and aggrandizement.8r

All of this rendered Montesquieu's critique of universal monarchy
doubly intriguing. He first suggested that defeat by the Spanish at the
Battle of Blenheim was a blessing in disguise for the French, for if Louis
been victorious, the infrastructure required to support and supplement
his newfound position as sole European monarch would have been un-
sustainable. Better now to be prirnus inter pdres. Second, there is a schol-

!'Montesquieu 2000a, $ 1, p. 340. See also Hont 200.5, esp, chs.2,4; Mason 1996,
pp.73tf,81,tf; Montesquieu 1955h, pp. 263-73; Larrdre 1997, pp. 103-16; cf. PRO
30124/47/35,Locke's papers on viticulture, which were collected in Locke 1720. See also
Lough 1953a, pp. 54,58f. Richard Ashcraft made much of this for a decoding o{ Locke's
politics, but see the criricisms jn Goldie 1992, esp. pp. 563fi P. Milton 2000, esp. pp. 5J1f,
6s6f,664tf.

3']Mason 1996, esp. pp- 66If; Ehrard 1973, vol,2, p. 493.
3r Mortesquieu 1989, 3.19.27, p. 332,1964, p. 650: 'Les nacions libres sont superbes,

les autres peuvent plus ais6ment 6tre vaines'.

'" Montesquieu 1989, 4. 20. 21, p. 350; 1954, p. 655.
35 Spector 2006, pp.204,206 n. 1,207; quotation on p.396r 'le ressort d'inr6ret est

exclusif de l'6sprit de contrainte'.

. m rts_ place, Montesquieu,s post_Machiav.ellian political econonry re_Iected rhe posirive correlation between *a.f"r. nri 
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,. ,r::'riiil:H;:l 1e8e, t 7. r. pp e6L ied4, pp. 564r; c{. Montesquieu 1e8e, r. 5. 8,
7- Mason 19q6, esp. pp .63t,69f,7 21.

,." ff.'j'r'r}',i:i i|;llJ.r' ,il ji,,'#;ifl; cr' Montesquieu 1e64, p. e1t tpenstes,
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In rejecting both Bossuet and Huet' Montesquieu had more sympathy

for F6nelon, even if he was ambiguous about the nature of the qwi1tisme

implied by true devotion to the love o I Christ, ot pur amozr.e2 And while

F6nelon did not go as far as the Jansenists, and Montesquieu in turn did

not go as far as F6nelon over questions of religion and grace, the implica-

tion that action be either interested or disinterested not only chimed well

with conternporary debates about self-interest and selfhood more gener-

ally.e3 It also had clear implications for understanding the history o{ com-

merce.ea Because of it, some in England even modified F6nelon in dread-

{ul doggerel for the purposes of defending English liberties over'partial'
Rome.e5 In his own discussion of the Troglodytes, however, Montesquieu

had firmly rejected a F6nelonian utopia, where the people'are entirely
free from pride, vanity, deceit, and all desire of extending their territo-
ries', as surely as he had reiected Hobbesian sovereignty. In its place,

Montesquieu proposed retelling a history of progress from savagery to ci-

vility through the growth of private property and monarchy.e6 Only once

this history was understood could a re{ormed F6nelonian Salentum be

presented as an allegory for the rule of James II, and this narrative could
draw the moral of his story out effectively. It implied that with an appro-
priate moderation of property relations and constitutional engineering,

trade between enemies (France and England) could lead to prosperity
and peace.eT Property was therefore only one element in a stadial history,

which focused on problems of honour and monarchy'e8
Yet the major cited source on which Montesquieu drew for his early

account in the essay on Roman religion was Cicero, in particular De
Diuinatione. Frcm it Montesquieu cited well-known justifications for the
close interconnection between religious sentiment and Patriotic attach-

incorporate the discussion of Rome ilto his'liure du commetce' Cf. Whatmore 2009, esp.

oo. 56f.62 65.
e' See Montesquieu 19 64, p.988 \Pensdes, no. 1080)j Riley 1986, pp.63f,68f,7 5 n,26,

76; Sonenscher 2008, pp. 231-48. F€nelon's defence o{'free quietism', against Bossuer, is

visible in his Letters to Bossuet of March 8, 1695, and December 7, 1695, jt Fdnelon 1976,

toI.4,pp. L5f,47f,

'r C. J. Coleman 2005, esp. pp. 3041, 312-15.

'a Force 2004, pp. 183-200; Holmes 1995,esp. pp 42-68
t5 Duke of D- 1709, p. 3, written 'in allu8ior to the Archbishop of Cambtay's

'6 F6nelon 1994, pp. 113, 110:'Do they [richer nationd enjoy greater liberty, tranquilliry,
and conteltnrent? On rhe contrarS they must be jealous of one another .. siace they are

enslaved by so many false necessities'. For the context, see Hont 2006, esp pp. 404ff; Sher

1994,pp.371-74. On progress, see also Montesquieu 1989,I. 3.4, p 25:' 1964, pp. 5371;

cf. Montesquieu, lellres persanes,Letter 106, in Monresquieu 1964, pp, 117f.

'7 Sonenscher 2007, p. 1,77;2008, pp.207ff,

'3 See Hont 2005, pp. 183f; Meek 1976, pp. 31-33, 131ff, 171ff; Spector 2006, pp. 67If
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presented a dialogue with Laelius over the legacy of their mutual friend,
Scipio. After rehearsing various standard presentations of the topic, Ci-
cero concluded that'the first law of friendshrp' (prima lex amicitiaeJ rs to
'ask of friends only what is honourable', and to'do for friends only what
is honourable',10a

The true foundation of friendship is in virtue and honour, not utility or
vanity. Thus, as Peter Brunt has noted, Cicero (and Augustine in part a{ter
him) clearly thought it was right, indeed a duty, to'subordinate' claims of
friendship to the needs of the state.105 Developing this line of argumenr,
Montesquieu clains that particular duties or obligations always yield ro
moral universals such as an attachment to the state.t05 Thus understood,
political life might look like an extended form of friendship. In any event,
according to Cicero nature has provided for the fact that like will be
friends with like, so that the good are always friends with the good.107

His definitive answer stands in contrast to the more ambieuous Platonic
dialogues on the subject.los Relationships berween friendi are based on
openness, honesty, and truth.roe

Misguided ambition is presented as one of those traits inimical to
friendship so understood. At the same time, however, Montesquieu rec-
ognized ambition as a natural human trait rooted in the very source of
human agency, namely the soul. Therefore he tried to separate out in
his discussion the political effects of ambition and despotism from their
natural role in human motivation. The excessively ambitious and the des-
potic seem to avoid even the veneer of moderation necessary to both
friendship and to political freedom. Conversely, the ideal of the citizen as

Irank speaker and friend, or Parrbasiastes, was updated to make it rel-
evant for Montesquieu,ll0 Frank speech is important for the modern man
of honour, but this is not because of an interest in truth or even sincer-
ity. Instead, the modern Parrbasiastes shines in social situations, appear-
ing daring and manly, an emblem of vigour (and one presumes virility).
Montesquieu's occasional connection of virtuous and free action with
sincere action, for example, equally recognized that sincerity was ofren
misdirected by self-interest.111 He therefore examines a form of sel{hood
that is genuinely rooted in natural sentiments, but which is made apprr-t-

r0r Cicelo 1996, 13, pp. 154ff;44,p. 189.
ioi Brunt 1988, p.40; cf. Brunc 1988a, esp. pp. 454f; Augustine 1979, pp. 79f, 83, 88.
106 RiLey 1986, pp. 142f, 148f.
r07 Cicero 1996, 5-r5, esp. pp. 127, 130fj 14, p. 163.
r03 Plato 1997a,21Oc-d,213, 213b c, 215a-b, 220e.
to' Crcero 1996,24-25, pp. 197-203.
Lrd On pdrardsid, see Monoson 2000, esp. pp. J4-57; updated by Montesquieu 1989,I.

4. 2, pp. 32f; 7964, p, 541 , into che monarchic al virtne ol t!,e hrLnnite h omme .

'rL Monresquieu 1955c, pp.63,65.
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priate to the needs of commercial society unrler a moderate monarchy.
Much.as Locke had suggested before him, for Montesquieu this vision of
tf,e crtrzen was educative and exemplary. His analysis in {act of tJre place
o{ education under different regimes serves * 

" 
f-.iUf. ,.*;"a". ot,t i.

connection between politics, persuasion and emotion.112
Ambition then served a twin role in the analysis. If unchecked in their

ambition, individuals are unlikely to be rru; fr:iends or ffusrworthy
citizens. In both cases, unchecked ambition can distort judqement andpromote hypocrisy, making it a central issue for politics.r', Ii rlisrortrng
judgemenr. the-ambitious might scorn others andiaugh at rhem, thus ex_
empttryrng the'suddarne glory'tJrat threatens civil peace by bursting the

-?o"nl"rl:t 
ot decorum or magnanimjry.Ira lndeed. rhough Monresquieu

rnougnr rha t 'hu mour rs rhe passion of the spirit.. a gifr from Cod iusr like
rood and aryour-propre. it had always ro be appropriate, even (or rspr.trl]{1.r: rh. case of.parody. a rool J\4ontesquieu wielded'frequeltly and
weJt.'" 6ecause passjonate selfhood was unavoidable, its excesses had to
be tempered if moderation was to be achieved. This could i.ri-1. aon.
under a moderate governmenr that promotes political lilertf. lolrti."l
Iiberry requires 'buman ingenuity in contriving a balance between theporlcat ambrtron\ of variou,, inreresls.. lt therefore becomer, in facr, the
'moral crirerion by which a_ny pulitjcal sysrem is ro be judged..' :Orher
rorms ot ru te tha I ta rl ro delend ir were implicir ly de_legirim ized, in an a r_
gument that had an immediate take-up in transiarion ind then a lengthy
intellectual 

_afterli{e.117 However, although this view might ,."_ to a.-
pend upon hypocrisg and present self-propriety simply either as a mask

:l,rt, T9"l for someLhing like posseisive iniividual;sm. Montesquieu
drd nor think rhat it dld; and even if it were true, it is not clear that he

" ^l'j 1t'::._t1" 1?&, bk. 3,4, 1276h1" (on vi{ue and the constiturion)j \11,4, 12766.1,1.277a1,1277bI, bk- 6, 1140a, 1142b-1143a (on practical wisdom and 
'deliberatior;; 

cl.Monoson 2000, pp. 56, 60f, 174f.
11r Thompson 2005, pp.210-14.

_ _ 
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Lerrer.to tr,,mas Nugent, parjs, Ocrober 19, 1750, in Montesquieu 19J5j,p. 133J; alsoShackleton 1978, pp. 248-59. Cf. Montesquieu 1750; Monresquieu riSbli .i. ej_ aaa\4\s.,40. /5e. vol.4,esp, fo\. tj4. t56...r;d Molresquie, log;.n0. Z,Off,-,"lal,f"*.,
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would have minded. For although many have castigated hypocrisy, this
ordinary vice is one that writers from the early modern period recognize
as absolutely fundamental to societies where moral or political virtue
is a concern secondary to propriety. Its veneer promotes peaceful ex-
change, and the radical truth-telling frank speaker is transformed into the
p€aceable citizen who is moderately sociable, free to pursue honour and
self-interest, but willing (or forced) to respect the rights of others under
the law.118

These issues attracted Montesquieu's attention because they had con-
remporary relevance to his analysis of despotism and tyranny. The prin-
ciple of fear upon which despotism is based is stationary or static, and for
Montesquieu this rreant that it was contrary to nature. Despotism cannot
cope with diversity, and to the extent that the ancient wodd could not
deal with diversity and faction in its search for political uniry it had to
be rejected.lle Equally, under conditions of s/asls and uncertainty, politi-
cal argument could easily become immoderate and radical. The transfor-
mation of the political language of virtuous moderation into despicable
unmanliness under such conditions, recounted in Thucydides' discussion
of Corcyra, was a classical example, Monfesquieu needed to steer a path
between both extremes.12o On the one hand. his vision of desootisnr was
contemporary, a term of abuse fol the last years o{ the reign of Louis XIV
that had also been investigated by Bayle.1'?1 Its high political import was
obvious. Yet not only could the term both explain and justify the oppres-
sion of foreign peoples, it also embodied a linguistic attack upon tyranny
that related back to classical arguments from both Plato and Aristotle.122
In advancing the term despotisme Montesquieu was promoting a signifi-
cant evolution in political language, which allowed him to run together
these meanings whilst also rejecting a simple-minded application o{ clas-
sical political theory to contemporary political realities. It permitted a

separation of tyranny and despotism, whilst recognizing the threat posed
by monarchs as well as rnerchants.t2l

Thus although notions of despotism or tyranny formed part of a classi-
cally Polybian cyclical schema, Montesquieu did not account for tyranny
in constitutional terms alone. Tyranny could refer either to the'violence
of the government' (as in Polybius's degenerate democracy) or to roprn-

ion, which is felt when those who govern establish structures that run

'rs Shklar 1984, esp. p. 77; Runciman 2008, pp.1,211,3741,202f.

'i'Berent 1998, pp. 331-61; Maflicas 1982, pp. 673-88; Ehrard 1963.vol.2,pp.497t.
r'?o Thucydides 1972,IIL 82; cf. Fuks 1971, pp. 48 55.
r21 Desgraves 1954, no. 1538, p. 113.

"z Venturi 1963, esp. pp. 134f, 138; cf. Kassem 1960, pp. 97, 104, 108, on the Aristore-
lian, a' well rr Platonic. debr. o' Mo rte.quieu.

1'?r Koebner 1951, esp. pp. 300ff; Boesche 1990,esp.pp.741ff,753-57.
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counter to a nation's way of thinking',r2a Despotism, by contrast, creates
uniformrty and promotes inequality, and because it is ihe only regime in
Montesquieu's typology based solely on the passions, it produced a rragic
irony. Its prevalence meant that Montesquieu's pre{errei and .moderate,
regine was an exceedingly rare ,masterpiece of legislation that chance
rarely produces and prudence is rarely allowed to produce. By conrrasr, a
despotic governmenr leaps to yiew, so to speak. It is uniform ih.oughout,
because only passions are needed to establish it, antl everyone is good
enough for that'.12j His allegiance to Aristotelian argumenr is important
in understanding this difference too. Aristotle had sien desporic rule as
outside the properly political realm, in its arrempr ro rransform politics
into something akin to household management. Despotism purrrred a
process of de-politicization because it gave free rein to the p"rrionr. F.o.
although the passions are rhe source of agency, they need to te controlled
for moderate politics and hence political libeity to flourish.

The tyrant, in Aristotle's account, rules like the head of a household
rather than the head of a state. Montesquieu's tyrant literally transforms
the public realm into an ol,&os, turning citizens into slaves and makine
government the expression of an arbitrary power. It all ,comes down to
reconcilin-g political and civil government with domestic government, the
officers of the state with those of the senglio [siraill'.126 The subversive
impiications were not lost on critics of the French monarchy, and in rts re-
making of lhe \rate as a seraglio, rhe ryrannical ru ler o,. r he desporic socr_
ety was bothmorally corrupt and polirically sick. The largurge, of.urrrr.,
recalls the celebrated attack on princely sel{-absorption riell"known from
F6nelon's Til1maqwe, as well as the power-ftil parody of a bankrupt and
venal courtly system in the Lettres persanr", -hi.h ,.it.r"tetl viewJabout
Louis XIV the'grand magicien' that were too licentious for dre censors rn
Rome.127 The conclusion to that book, with Roxanne,s revolt, her claims
of independence from Usbek and for a society of many lovers, as well as
her poisoning of the eunuchs, illustrates a radical (and erotically chargeo/
response to despotism, And that once again des Montesquieu back to

- 
r'za Polybius 1922-27,bk.6. pp.28711; Montesqujeu 1989,3. 19.3,p,309;1964, p,641.

See too Millar 2002, esp. pp. 2B-36.
rzr Montesquieu 1989, I. 5.1,4, p.63;1964, p. S53.

^ -126 
Montesquieu 1989, I. J. 14, p. 60; 1964, p. 551; see Krause 2001, esp. pp. 2401f,

r'?7 Montesquieu, ferrres percanes,Lerter 24,in Moncesquieu 1964, pp.74_7 S; cf. Mon_
tesquieu 1964, pp. 9361 lPens1es, nos. 595_96). See also Riley 1986, p;. 1a8, tj:, for the
argument that bad legislators in the Lettres persanes are similar to Malebranche! pogo,
deities. For a reproducrion of the text that placed Montesquieu,s book on the Index in 1762
see Mac6 200J, pp. 57f! see also p.49 n. 3.
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the ideas of Bayle and Epicureanism.l2s Equally, his claim that society

could be despotic, but that legal tyranny or slavery could ensue under the

auspices of a nominally'free' or democratic government, would go on to
have significant impact. This was so particulady in terms of the idea of
'self-recognition' in British political thought, and, somewhat ironically,
English propaganda aiming to 'raise the resentment' against the French,

could also use it successfully.l2e

Crucially, however, for the comparative utility of Montesquieu's typol-
ogy, this was not just a French symptom.lr0 Rather it illustrated the con-
stant 'flux and reflux of empire and liberty'.rrr Thus, although Montes'
quieu's case for making moral judgements abo[t politics stemned from
the 'legitimate desires' of human beings for security, society and knowl-
edge, connecting despotism and current policy was designed to show the
inapplicability of ancient heroic politics to modern, commercial societies.
That was an outdated form of'superhuman transcendence'.13'zBuilding
on his earlier analysis, Montesquieu even claimed that the Roman Em-
pire was the 'head of a body formed by all the people of the world', in
the per{ect image of a globalized Leviathan.l33 Its fall, at least on this
reading, was the result of both corruption and luxury. Even philosophy
did not escape, and when the Stoics had advanced amour-propre to such
a degree that suicide could be justified as the true 'love o{ our being'
(l'arnowr de nofte A e), tlTe die was well and truly cast.134 While the Sto-
ics might make good laws, good rules and perhaps good citizens, and
even if the ideal Stoic polity was theoretically conceivable, Montesquieu
kner.v its citizens'would be an unamiable lot', completely out of place in
the modern world. This is due to the fact that the'inherent disharmony'
between man and nature makes perfection impossible, and only balance
and equanimity can provide (temporary) satisfaction in the face of this
misalignment. Vhile he appreciated the Stoic vision, indeed numbering
the destruction of Zeno's sect as'among the misfortunes of hurran kind',
Montesquieu lound such virtue inapplicable to modern politics. What he
surely wanted to show people was the sort of austere example that virtue

t'z8 Gilbert 1994, p.58; Hundert and Nelles 1989, esp. pp.236 42; Schaub 1995; Spector
1997; Mosher 2007, pp. 109ff.

'" Gunn 1983, esp. pp. 1sff.,35, 38-40,239; IAnor.l 1756, p. 1.
rro F6nelon 1994, esp. pp. 332f.
lrr Montesqurieu 1964, p. 1011 lPensies,no. 147sJt'Voila, comme ily a toujours en flux

-r "-d,,-.1'--^i"- -..1- 1,1--.";
t'Krause 2006, pp.222f; Starobinski 1953, pp, 54,28.

'rr r\{ontesquieu 2000, ch. 6, p. 140: Ainsi Rome n'6toit pas propremenr une Monarchie,
ou une R6publique, mais h Tete du Corps form6 par tous les Peuples du monde'.

ira Mortesquieu 2000, chs. 11-12, pp. 160, 162f, 181.
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required for the making of good men, citizens and emperors, in orcer not
only_to proye the power of the example, but also to show how grear was
the distance berween the ancients and the moderns.r3r C"rtrinli -oU".r,
:r-T:r:uJ sociery could nor proceed according ro such criteria, for the'world ot thar time was oot like our world today,, and modern forms of
policy and commerce make the grand sch.rrre, of th. ancients ever more
difficult to envisage.lr6 Only in England, it seemed, -", n., upfroprlut.
combination of physical, moral, political and intellectual motiria'tion but_
tressed by a political form germane to the maintenance of commercial
kberry, and even_ English ljberty was a contradictory compound. And in
any case) the self-same political liberty seen in England had to stem, as I
now hope to show, from his much broader accorirt of the fundamental
causes and consequences of human action iq the passions of the soul.
This vision underpinned his entire synthesis, and i'f the political conse-
quences of natural arnbition could result in despotism, ie had first torhow how rhis ambirion Iay at the roor ot human agency it.elF. irr or.der
rhen lo harnesr ir [or dif{erent ends.

THE PASSToNs oF rHE SouL AND THE AcrIoNs or, tne MecHrNs

Although Montesquieu did not pursue a direct and extensive dialoguewith D-escartes, cornparing rheir accounts of tJ.re passions of the soul
blngs Monresquieu's conceptio[ oI agency into sharper focus.l3z In his
work, there is an intimate connecflon between ambition and the soul
as rhe_source o[ self directed agency. for lhe soul dj1eq15 our passrons
loward\ actions we freely choose. h rhis way Monresquieu operr, up
a space for thinking about human_freedom, in a world'governed by a
multiplicity of laws, which locares him in wider debares iborr, ,h" pur_
sions.r38 Put simply, the soul is the source of Montesquieu,s challenge to
determinism. Our happiness and the passions of the soul nr. -r.r*ma.For example, he nored pith-ily rhat thire are, in general, two ,ortr'of,orr_
rorlunate people lgens malheureuxl,, those who have some .failure of the
soul, which they can do nothing about ldefaillance de tLme, qwi lait rien
ne M remuel ) and rhose who simply ,want what they can t have ldesire.,. toul .cp qui'ils ne peuu(nt pas auoirl,, This second sorr of person is
desnned ro be unhappy, being afraid of dearh bur equally scared of Ljfe,

- 
LrShklar 1979, esp. p. 317, provides rhis memorable assessrnenr of rhe,unamiable lot,.

leerVoruesquieLL 
I e89,.5. 24. t0, pp. 465i; 1964, p, 700; though .._p",;d;-.;;;n,,,",.

.ynrca.lcnrrcrsm! ol 5ro cirr ir Monrc.qu,cu lqi5c. q5p. p.61.
'6 Monresquieu 2000. pp. )6lr. d scur.jon in RJhe 200s,pp- 7 (t.

1r7 Monresqtrieu 1955d, p. 112.
t3t Cf. Sonenscher 2008. o. 228.
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while rhe firsl is obtiou.ly limited l he que'tion for Monte'quie-u' then'

;;i.; ;il.;st"nd tht relationship between the passions of the soul

and rhe promotion of happiness'''o

Haooiness requues the capaclty to act freely' and is ther€fore.a prop-

"#";i;';;;tjil-"e*,t' i" fact' 'human actions. are.the subiect of

l.Jar:, "..it *r".h rie can'submit to conventional laws'' Similarly' our

'machine' (a Lockean-soundmg combination o{ perceptions' pa^ssions

and sentiments; 'accustolns our soul to think in a certain. way''1ao With

such language, N4ontesquleu seemed to be developing the classic but

iri-rrj, .liti.J"*lysis o{ Descartes's treadse, Les p'ssions.de lame'con

*t".i .ii" a*f.gue with Princess Elizabeth and ultimately published in

ii+\ie .*' ln th"at work, Descattes had presented a fierce and complex

ittu"k or.t tt"ditio"al accounts of the soul by the'ancient' metaphysrcrans'

ih";;;f ;;tr Cartesian claim is that the soul is action in the body' vet

#u;;;tly separate from it' The body is moved by 'animal spirits"

*frl.'ftlr.l..it"s.ation of heat and motion in the form of blood pushed

"t"rilil ;; from tht he"rt' and which are therefore nothing but

mini.:rr ure'material bodies""'f(i,ttin 
,tt. ,."r, from a basic list of six fundamental primitive passrons

r"a-irniior], to* und hare, desire' joy and sadness)' an indefinite^number

;'i;,;i;;;"i;;;1..h .*: uil of *hl'l' bring equar benefit to the

soul,1a2 Actions are understooo as desires or volitions' which could be

i.."*a r" ".it.t,f* 
rool o' tht body, *hi!e the passions.are'those kinds

of p"r..ption or forms o{ knowledge which.are found in us' because Ir

t ;ft*r;;;;;; to"i *hi.h makes"them what thev are' but our bodv

il;.';;"d Geptions, then' can be caused either by the soul or bv

,'#"uJ, ;ijf"il;.. caused ei.the,r bv external 'l'i':" *1"t,:: il:
bodv. o. bv internal appetites of the body that mosrLy depend upon tnc

""^1.t. 
,ft." thev are pioperly passions of the soul' Descartes was em-

rirr,l.',rt"i t"l.i'"", oi ,t i to't are ro be under'tood as'the percePiions'

fiil;;i;;;a;;;1, o,.-otio"' of the soul which we relate specificallv

to it, ini which are caused, maintained, and fortified by some movement

of rhe soirits'. oa Their force was engineered quite precisely in Lhe t in1 pi-

".ri'-rr"t 
a.'t.",J 

"t " 
tidpoin' beiween re hrain and re heart' which'

:;;;;;i;;;;i by the soul, or by such other cause', then'thrusts the

lr,Montesquieu1964,pp'915f(Pensies,no.549)l'Lepropri6tairedecetteineesttou-

tou'' a"n, t, 'angueur '. - ii n'a'n'e par la'"ie' mas i' crrinr le mo't'
'";; i;;;;.;;' 1964, p. 9J s (lerales, no 597)' 'l'es actions humaines sont le sujet des

a"uoi^_i._qoitou" toumettent €ternellement aux lois d'habitude''*- 
'ii 6f t6i 1,u.t*.ound to rhe treatise, see Gaukroger 1997' p 387

'at Levi 1964,PP 274ff.
ta3 Descartes 1967, vol 2,art'17'p 340

"' 1."."r,* lsaz, ttf. 2, art 27' p 344; Desca es 1955' art' 27' p' 86'
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-,,its which surroun_d^rt.towards,the pores of the brain, which condusl

;?ll:i 9;"'3;;;if: 
irto tre muscres' bv which means it cause' 1r61fi'j

arj;;;;", people feel differenr passions in differenr wa1s, and drroueh
""1 -.. rhev leaTn convrnlonat and appropriare..soonrcr,hat stif.1tj1l;; rhroughout tleir lire.-ra"Qu1 capacity ro ii.criminare be-

"1r^'.. urriorr feelings r. 
lr]:I.r-Lly 

'm,arked on rhe body'. This means. for
de'".a. rhar 'we do not need lo ma ke a ludgemenr in order ro feel thar alllli]"i r, frishrening; lf.,'f llr lxnerience 

ir. as frighrening'. a capac_
.iro.1'", i, borh ratronaL ano cenlral lo our relf.interesr. a- Ir also rnq2nr,
nl::,i:r;,&ar our iudgement about the worth of an obiect will srructurs
ofcri.pon* ro ir. which,is ro.ay agairr rhar our inrellecrual passions
out ,]jnsmenrs of value Lnal we culltvate over rime. From rhis it [ol-

|te-.)"rf,it ircI\edu, I li::,-.it,:t*.tt judgements about our knowlecge
ldtrj'i,or,t.r of particu lar 

,o 
hjectsj indeed, the usefulness of ethrcal or

of r"i rysorf 
js that lt teacnes us now experrence can come to regulate

6ota' ,'ii 16e movemenrs ot these animal spirits can .represent 
to the soul

drslr::-.rs which stimulate_the senses,^or the impressions occur.ring in the
,t"a o?tln ,Ui.h case rhey'have no influence on the will'. Or they -cause

brarn*r;on, or rhe,bodily mol:menl,: wh.ich accompany rhe pasriorrs,,
the,v,I.r"fore dirrcl ly rnliuence Ine wrll --Inconclurion.thisimpliesrhai

uto.'^'^n as our soul a Lwa ys nat,,n. 
T:11^t "t 

ttuppiness within itsel! any-
-as lo''!.'l)rnal is powerless ro harm it 

"/'0,yi2e-'," rore perrinenr ior Lhe developmenr of Monresquieut accounr of
E'-:, howeveL wa_\ ue:calle:s rnelorrcal re;ecrion ofthe classical lan_

ybettl'^1 1lne divided coul splrt Detween reason and desire.irl Instead, the
*tq: -i: ;" feeL when reflecting.on rhc passions of tle sou L a re confl icrs
ionlr'-j ,6Lrl and body. anc nol.betwcen parts of the soul. The useiulness

U"rl"t-"rlonr is that'they incite and dispose their soul to desire those
of the Prir- 

wn,cn rhey prepare rheir body'. " Wirh rhese poinrs made,

,ltiSiri rhe passions ol the \oul are presenled a\ mosrly'passive per-

Att' ,oe? '^t 
).11. 14.D.J4l,

" D*',1:::":"t3;i:p ooi i*'' ino*. o , ,: tarneq res7, pp. q8,.

',):fr")[, ;'i"r. w' 10 ]fr' 107i on 1ov i' Descartes, see Jan'." rllz, p. 97; Gaukroger

'*!; i!,ii1.tj,rr,,r1l3,lr. ,* or. o. r \ r, see ,oo rame. roo7, 0 161 .

*D"t,"l^1", te97, p.404. A\ Levi 1964.p.272.Dut\ir:,or.i,r"1",o, onc.. p;rsions
* 

"r:::;; .;" .LrccesFu)Jy. halr rlre flqw oJ .pi,i,, whi, h """,;. ,r,.rrl. ,"j 1,, - ,,,
.n ro lar,"-'rsgisr conscnttng lo lnore acrlors \ hlch are soiictted frum rhe coul oy rq( ouLry

", nn" ,"" - order to beflaster orones passtons one requires, therefore, streneth ofsoul,.

',,; *f il, ;;.: i\:i :ii, i,l,:,: l".ii j;; li'l 
see uo rame'' qe7. D 2 s 8

"'Descaltt" 
- -
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' ^t k^,-lilv motions', this reciprocal unity of body and soul is the

*Pti:,",i'i:::';ilrJi'l .'g.",' relationship between the passions and

kty:]l' tl lI'ii.i"rb"r.".,i', puttions are'good in their nature and we

nt' ",*l;*i.**;i;m', ;:xtir,',:"i::ff ; ;lx' j xi;?

;:ii:,ff ::!ii:t;i,rri::tri;iiti;:m;n;":;iz;:::t,
l'ffi i.:jiilr*:t :," ff *iff:: jil J" :i:,:TTi :lT':[",:";
..rt rvill u'hat one snouru. rrut'

,hi.dlsc.'ssionotgenelosltytasccminglyChristianvirtue)wasofferedas
i,Til", "".. 

i", thle 
,disrurbances of the passions' and rhe key to all the

other virrues' Grineroste tres t"" iree will to the capacity to choose well'

ii.iifrr r"ta.g ro promote vi'tuous action' or at least actions that it ls ln

our polver to conffol as tne onry uasis for calling them voluntary ot free'

Bv so doing, we mrght acnlevv a gcneral remedy t- 
11-1]t- l]"-"*tt 

tt

IL p",,i.'i r. .' nJ:, t-l: .l-"il^',u# $:l;;:ru;::'iJ::f i'ff 'j
fonifying and perpetuatrng rn tne I

"r...l"ii;"a 
*hi"h *ithot't thnt might easily be effaced from it"r58 The

illl i*,',',',"[:3ru'$:H'"ffif:;]'eu suggested that one coutd'ac-

.";t;;;';";i t;;l ti exa'ine rhings as thev are" and rhat rhe passit'ns

*.*i*1.ffi:','1ft :u*tu;:,;:*ff 'H:,1i:?'"""""1!l;"i:?'
fiil;;;fiile red"uced to rhe power of the soul even if libertv and

;J;;;.: ;;;f,-kable without it' lnstead"man is equallv com-posed of

;;;;;; ;;;t;""."t' of bodv and soul, and each in 'flux and,reflux' acts

r" rit u[t1""ii"f 
"nion'160 

A relational unity is once again rhe key' Like

;i;l;-t iltc.; world more generally, body and soul have their own rules

rilil

ltx

iil

I

l

j

'

rrr Tames l9q7,PP B7fI,94' 1061

' 
, iee t evi rqo4, pp. 2r'0 6 tr \h.,oin 2000. pD. l l l-54

lJ'Descartes 1967, vol. Z,art.211'pp 425l
r16 Gaukroger 1997, P.404-
"' Descarr; 1957, v;I 2, arts. 155, 161, pp 402I' 405; c{ Rodis-Lewis 1998' pp 186t;

lr'\t 1964, pp.282ft.
r$ lJescafl er t,)6/, \ol. 2, arr. 74. p. \64.

"'Menn 1997, esi. pp.17f,29f; seelvilliarns 1978,pp' 167tf'145-54;2006a' pp 2J6t;

Levi 1954, p.282.

'to Montesquieu 1964, p- 874 lPensies' no 183): 'I-orsque les m6decins et les auieurs

tor"u*i."i,.* a". p"rsiorrs, ils ,,e parlent ja-ais la m6me Langue: les.noraux trop sur le

compte de l'ime; les autres, trop surielui des corps; les uns regardent plus l'homlne comme

un esprit; les autres, plus comme La machine d'un arrisan Mais l'homme est Egalemeflt

cornpos6-L{es deux substances, clui chacune comme par un flux et reflux, excertent et souf-

frent L'empire'.
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:jr.::11*f,1 :nsdgemenr. 
b The general .machine., or unified bodyano sout! embraces connecLions berween moral, physical and inrellecLual

relations that are part and parcel of the f"b.t;; ffi;;;"]#n... o"arle closest Montesquleu gets to any form of determinism about this ma_

::,1:^:j: sa) rhar,'goodnes\ and bad_rre"s consi5t in a certain diopo:irionor organs, tavorrrable or unfavourable.. tr is simply accidenral rhar one
p-er-so^n is rrch and another poor, one person ambitious an<r another indo-
'rT.l: 

^.. 
y,"j, i-l".T.randtn€ 

oi vice and virtue, however, is determined by
::y,:iT- -1?p":]trons' 

depend upon the.mechanism, of our body ani
:?r:::rt-p...11."t]y. 

'lusr as,human yirrues and vices are ordinariiy the
errecr, or.tbe-passrons. and rhe passions an effect of a certain state of themachine',-\4ontesquieu himself .speak[s] of the materi"l of tlr. pu"rror.rs,
and not ofthe forms, which is to talk oiit .,uri"f".rlo,, LiiUrifr.r"f i"following rhe moyements of its machine'.r.a He nored ,fr", ."'."riu U ,fr.vlrtues are a particular relation of. one specific man with another,, usingideas of friendship, patriotism ancl pity L ;ffrrtr"t. ,fri, ,.p"f"ri"* ,"r,importantly jo1 m1 ow1 story, he also 

".r.a ,fr", 
:;".ri.i*J n'g.r,..ntrelation', and therefore that those apparent .yirtues that destroy thrs gen_eral.relation arc 

'ot.really 
virru.r,.ii Ir, 

" 
.t"i- tt.r", *o,rtJ t.r"*. ..rrarntramlncd ons for wrirers like Smirh and Mill. Monrcsquieu nored that, asa word,' justice is often extremely e quivocal,.rto ffr"i f".f. "i,i*ifi.i,yslmply mirrors the idea that whar constitutes the ,majority oi.irrt."ai._

lions 
of ma,Lis,lhe fact that physical.a"a -o."t ,"rroo. 

".J 
,ro.'u"t*"y" in

agreement'.r67 He also claimed that the foundation of jus,i.r_u. 
" 

eai,rg

16r Montesquie' 1964, p. 985 (pens6es; no.996): 'or, on peut accoutumer son ame aexaminertec.chooe(re c<oLr'rlrer"orr,.Cr.Vonte,qu,zurcsoii.i.-,;i;,;;,",n",",
1998, p. 7:'Mais il s,en faut bien cue le Mona. ,*.ff ,g*, *i, 

"ur.j frliIl ,j""#. O* *Monde physique'.

,16?Monresqnieu1964,pp.975l(pensies,rro.594)r.Lebonheuroulemalheurconsistentdan. unecenainerl:sposrrior d orgare,. fuvoroU'* o, a",r"or"Uf.:. " '"'"
",.\4on,lesquieLr lq64-p.9lBtpensies,no.rqTJ:,C.esri.iquebphysrquepourrair 

rrouver place dans la morale. en rlous {aisanr
veraus humaines d6pend"rrc do -6.oni.-.,1o'r 

comhine les c|sposrrions par les vices et les

- - 
'c Monresquieu 1964 , p, B74 (pens6es, no.183): .Comme 

les vices er les vertus humarncssonr ordnairemenr l,effet des passio's, et les passions l,effet d,un certai, er", a". i, -*lfr"- je parle du mar6riel des pussiorrs, er non pas au fo...l, .,.rt_a_ai..-J. .i* ."*,"*f.lance l'ame sent A suivre les rnouvemencs de sa machine,,
L6r Montesquieu 1964, p. 995 (pensies, no.1214): ,presque 

toufes les vertus sorr unrapport particuliires d'un ccrtain homme i u., ortr"; pu, ."._p1., f,".lri6, itr".r, a. Upatre,,la piri6, sont des rapports particuliires. Mais la justice esr u"-."opjt S?"era. Or,lotrtes.les ven us qui derrurirent 
"e r.aupon grnerat ne \ont pas des ven us,.

".t":'i'#H::fi;;:4' 
p 

re48 
(P?ziLs' no 647)"Le mot de iusti'e est souvent trEs 6qui-

167 Montesquieu 1964, pp.99Sl \pensAes, no. 
.12 

08 ): 
,Ce quifait la plupart des contradic_
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of resentment against injustice, or rather a desire for'vengeance' against
those who have offended us, and not always a claim rooted in'reason'.i68

Two major implications flow from this argument, one of which has

already been noted, namely that perfectionism is irrelevant to the politi-
cal life of human beings. Instead, something like moderation or propri
ety is required for happiness, justice and tranquil civic life, for it is an
artifice that reason can only explain after the fact. One cannot hope to
fully quit the world for the contemplative life, nor can one reasonably
expect to dominate others, because both are ultimately despotic solu-
tions to the problem of selfhood. A second and related claim is that it
is impossible to understand these relations between physicalr moral and
intellectual causes if one does not use both history and philosophy to il-
luminate particular contexts; a wry aside concerning the philosophy of
Thales, for instance, illustrates his point.16e History, for Montesqureu, rs

the best expression we have of human reason and human {reedom acting
in time, but those expressions receiye their clearest distillation in phi-
losophy. Thus, a better guide to understanding the 'laws and morals of
the Greeks'is found in Plato's'two Republics'and Aristotle's Politics.To
think that one could find this understanding in the historians would, he
said, be 'as if we rvanted to find our own in reading about the wars of
Louis XIV'.i70 Once more, theory drives the historical explanation, whilst
history (as action in time and place) is simultaneously granted autonomy.
Such an approach mapped onto his study of the passions, and might be
illustrated in his projected, though never completed, history of the idea of
jealousy, as distinct from claims about jealousy o{ trade.t71 The idea was
taken up by some later authors in explicitly Montesquieuean fashion,
but to a large extent it still remains an unwritten, possibly an unwritable,
history.172 Its most famous claims appear as clich6s today, where jealousy
is'necessary in hot countries; liberty in cold climates', a claim to which he

tions de I'homme, c'est que la raison physique et la raison morale ne sont presque jamars

i63 Montesquieu 1964, p.990 \Pensles,no.1102): 'I-e but naturel cLe la vengeance est de
r6duire un homme a ce sentiment de d6sirer de ne nous avoir point of{ens6'.

!6e Mortesquieu 1964,p.1009 (Pensles,11o,1463):'quand un philosophe nous dit que
le principe des choses est 1'eau, nous voyone bien que nous n'avons qu'un mot, et quc nous
ignorons le sens',

r70 Montesquieu L964, p. 1007 (PensAes, no. 1452): 'I1 faut r6fl6chir sur la Politique
d'Aristote et sur les deux Ripublique de Platon, si 1'or veut avoir une juste id6e des tois
et des rnoeurs des Grecs. Les chercher dans leur historiens, c'est conme si nous vouillDns
trouver les n6tres en lisant les guerres de Louis XIV'.

t'1 See Sonenscher 2007, ch. 2; Hont 2005, esp, pp.267-324; lH.ont 2007, esp. pp. 261-
64, 278; cf. Joseplr Addisor l?l 1729, pp.292 96.

12 Mills 1772, esp. pp. 122t,126f,181L, see also Hont 2007a, esp. p. 393 n. 11.
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appended a mixture of reasons fron-r physical and sexual maturity to the
differential strength of reason. It also bolstered his explanation of why
despotism and servility begin with the drowsiness (and jealousy) found
in hot climates.l73 For although Montesquieu left only fragmentary notes
about how this history might be written, in them he once again justified
its interest by claiming that that'it is not always reason and nature that
governs men, but o{ten pure chance'.174 Only history could show this fact,
and though he {ailed to complete his project, in his myriad illustrarions
of the passionate causes and cor.rsequences of free human action, Montes-
quieu brought out the implications of his approach for what one might
call the politics of soulcraft.

MoDERATToN AND Sourcnepr: Tns AcrroN or
Pessrouane Serpnool

In my account of liberty as propriety, free agency requires two things:
First, that one be able to control the passions that motivate actlon rn
order to deliberate effectively, and second that one identify u'ith and be
responsible for such passionately or affectively grounded actions, because
one can be judged according to conventional standards ofjustice. In order
to act with political liberty, the passionate self has to be able to pursue
its ends freely, but to desire those ends that are of common benefit. This
requires moderation, or propriety. Indeed, because freedom on this ac-
count derives principally from persons and their capacities, not just from
choices and options, political liberty accords with self-regulation, moral
responsibility and appropriate action under the law. For most writers of
the early-modern period, the obvious starting point for such argunents
was to be found in discussions of the nature of the soul, and Montesquieu
was (again like Descartes) no exception. The soul, he reiterated, is a'com-
bination' of ideas that is separately moved by moral and physical causes,
and which'su{fels when it is not occupied', feeling as if something has
'menaced' its very existence,lTr This occupation is the pursuit of agency
{or our happiness, but in order that this free agency might be made to

I7r Montesquieu 1964, p.989 lPens6es, no.1087): 'La jalousie me semble n6cessaire dans
les pays chands; la libert6, dans les climaces froids'. Cf. Montesquieu 1989,3.14,13, p.2431
1964, p. 617:'Servitude always begins with drowsiness'.

i'a Montesquieu 1964, p.920 (PensAes,r'o. 57 9): 'On verra dans l'Histoite de Ia Jalousie
que ce n'est pas toujours 1a Nature et la Raison qui gouvement les hommes, nais le pur
hazard'.

175 Montesquieu 1,964, p. 916 (Per?s;es, ro. 551J: 'Notre 6ne est rne suite d'id6es. Elle
souflre quand elle n'est pas occup6, comme si cene suite 6tait interrompue, et qu'on mena
gdt son existence'. See also Starobinski 1953, p. 32.
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accord with political liberty' its ends haYe to be either forcibly checked or

."r"tutty -""lp"t"ted. Forthat reason, political liberty-is neither democ-

i".v r.roi tt...i,oi.e. It is, instead, doing what one should want to do, the

hatlmark of which is moderation'"-Th" 
l"ngu"g" is again revealing when this thought is applied to the

.oul. Lit.b.i.ottef Montesquieu considered it important that to be

irppy th. soul 'need' ro have an obiect, becau"e il i\ a medn\.ofBiving

l;; i; .* action'. It 'becomes more important according to the nature

oi the object which'{urther occupies our soul"tt6 Both in his P'rrsees

"ra 
i" ftl. published works, Montesquieu presented the soul as a form

of o.tiua, eiren creative energy and certainly as the source for what my

lwn rtory thittk" of as free agency.rTT In a striking formulation, he iaid it
do-o th"t th.'roul' of the economy matches the souls of the individuals

in a particular regime, so that 'the economy of the state, which always

iollo-s the frugality of individuals, gives its economic conmerce a soul,

so to speak'.17sHis language, though qualified by the'so to speak', is not

accidental. Just as he synthesized various Platonic clain.rs in his jurispru-

d"lr.., th. ilti-"te 
"n"logy 

between the individual soul and the sorrl of

the state is also Platonic, and Montesquieu's soul can search for higher

pleasures than those of the body alone. The implications had clear politi-

ini i-porr. For example, under a moderate government a slave- u'ould

i.el both int.rnully and externally excluded from society' He could have

no security, which is the very premise o{ liberty and thus while-'his mas-

ter', so.tl cat.t expand '.. his own soul is constantly constrained to sink''

ihe soul is'debased without ceasing"lTe Politics and soulcraft are closely

inrertwined in rhe pursuit of modcration or propriety'

These verv specific tecommendations were part of Montesquieu's at-

,"trrpa to -ou" b.yond the confines of overtly mechanistic explanations'

Once again, 
"r.td 

iort as Locke had been, Montesquieu was urrcomfort-

able wiih the deterministic (as well as political) implications of what was

raken to be Spinozist or Hobbesian materialism' He seems instead to

have adopted the Cartesian idea that perceptions lsentimens). of the mind

are'ahnoit always a result of all the different movements which are pro-

duced in the diverse organs of our body'. On this reading, virtue and

vice are'the effect of the passions', and therefore themselves'the effect

of a certain state of the rnachine' (/es pass ions I'effet d'un certain etat de

Ia machine). However, precisely because 'machine' here seemed to me an

t76 Montesquieu 1964, p' 916 \Pens6es, no 551 [1675]J: '?our etre heureux' il fa ur avoir

nn objet, pa.ce'qu c'est le moyen de donner de la vie i nos actions Elles deviennenr mdne

plus importuntes s.lon la nature de I'objBt, et par li, elles occupent plus notre 6me'

177 Desgraves 19 95, esP. PP 65'70
t7s Montesquieu L989, 4. 20. 17, p. 34 5; 1964, p 653'

'7'Montesquieu 1989,3. 15 13, p,256;1964,p' 622; c|'\$I1lliams 2006' esp l13ff

l-i
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body and soul in combination, his analysis ended up looking strongry
materialistic. Indeed his critics argued that Montesquieu's asselsment of
the laws made the biblical Commandments little more than a parucu_
lar modaliti of a particular set of relations, and hence far too 

'clo". 
to

atheistic materialism.rso That is why many thought him rather too close
to Spinoza lor his own good.18r In his replies, Montesquieu fought hard
to_ rebut the politically loaded charge, polemically accusing Spinoza of
falsely treating liberty, and e{fectively making human beingl little more
than insects, with no free will to speak of.rs2 But Spinoza Lad similarly
claimed that 'the best commonwealth is one in wh-ich men live in har_
mony', that'citizens are not born, but rnade,, and that.men,s natural pas-
sions are the same everywhere,so that their effect on the commonwealth
will be relative to the qualiry o{ the laws enacted. Ir is surely possibre mat
Montesquieu's public refutation of rhe charge was purposefully sceptical
(or even ironic). r81

This was, after all, the same Montesquieu who chose to celebrate con_
tingency whilst noting ffanshistorical similarities in human narure. Ac_
counting for the rise and fall of Rorne, for example, he wrote that men
have had'at all times the same passions,. Therefore, althoueh.the occa_
sions which produce grear changes are differenr'. clearly.rhe cause\ are
always rhe same'.r34 Th is cen rra I distillation forms the backdrop to the {a_
mous (but somewhat gnomic) claim that law is an exact relatjon between
things. The particular character of those complex .relations, (rapportsl
that make up the spirit of laws are mirrored in the particular reladon_
ship between body and soul, and together they structure the conditions
required for purposeful human agency.ls5 Liberty as self_directed and ap_
propriate agency is the action of this.machine, in history, and while the
soul is partly independent of the body, it is somewhat like a faculty that
helps to regulate passionate excess.186 Alongside Descartes, Montesqureu
thoughtthe soul was clearly affected by its perception of natural, external
objects, but that it also nevertheless u.t, 

", , -idi"to, to our initial ner_
ceptions and the passions that they provoke. This allows o. t,o,t ,o r.iu-

_ ^ 

rs See Montesquieu 1964a, pp. 809$,814, 821; Goyard-Fabre 1993, p.127; Oudin
lq I l. pD. 65.69: Spe. ror 200 t. p. Jqr L) n. h t977. pp.487_s00.

._ 
rf' Monresqureu 1964, pp.8744,91st,1035 (p€rsies, ros. 183 [203J], 549 [30], 1798

[943); see too Krause 2 003,esp, pp. Z39tt,Z44ff, 250fi an analysis io wh;h I a; indebterl.

.r3'zMontesquieu1954,p.942\p3ns6es,t\o.617):'Cem6mephilosopheveutbien,elma
faveur, d6truire en moi Ia lihert6,.

-^]'1ft. lli"_"i" 1158, ch. V, S 2, p.309; discussion in Balibar 1998, pp. 66f; cf. Istae\
2006..pp.,279t,288ft,292f, and esp. 824-39, See atso Bayte 1702a, pp .ZiZi-SA,'esp.zttO,
2786ff;I(risteller 1984, pp. 1-15; James 1993, csp. pp. 296_301, ib6-10, 315.

t3a Montes<1uier.r 2000, $ 1, p.91.
13' See Oudin 19'\1, esp. pp. 641,67. 69,74tt,77.128f,134.159.
i36 Brewer 2008, esp. pp. 82, 87.
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some independency of iudgement through the use of our limited reason'

il;-;Iil ,h. ,ool .i-.io redirect our passions towards those things

It.r", "r. 
good to, us. Such reconciliation and redirection between leason'

it.r. p"ttion and the good life was common'r87

A'..ording to Montesquieu, then' the soul is a faculry rhat allows us- to

compare phenonlena and their effecrs upon u\' benehcral otofherwrte'

Ir.n'n* *. are continually stymied in our aclions because of i1' Devel

oplng m.di.ulty inspired argurnents about the movement of liquids and

nit"l "t.""a 
ttt. Uoay (in ierm" of the stimulation by external objects

,t""inlu. th. .oul tensations it can recall, though not reproduce)' N4ontes-

""i",? 
t"**r.a ,ftat the soul'in our body is like a spider in.its web''188 Its

l"ou.Gli g..",.t when the threads or fibres connecting the organs and

,"ir.t ,'.*"iit* *. more tautly bound'rse The naturalistic analogy under-

ri".". 
-ftri 

reiterated claim that 'passions act with great effect upon us"

""Jil", 
fif. is really'only a collection of passions, which are somedmes

lirone.r, ,u..rl*.s weaker'. l ruly 'there is no doubr rhar the comhina

;';; ;i;h.* pas.ions du,ing the whole of a life, combining differenLlv

i^.r.f't -"", is responsible for the great variety of their minds.fespdsl"

ih;;;*;, in what should be recognized as Montesquieu\ €uiding

;;;".;;;; ;i,lo..s and relational Some give a 'spring [ressoru] to the

ibr.r"*hiltt others relax them; anger was but one Aristorelian-inspired

."n-pl.. Uor.ou.r, this language o7 springs, fibres and spirits relates ob-

;i;;;il,. Montesquieu's *i.l.iintttttt in natural science as much as it

ao1, ti th. p.oll.ms of legislation''eo Nevertheless, his understanding of

if-r. prfrir.. '.* *tlcra{t ha'd still to show how liberty both requires and

simultaneously plomotes a modelate or appropriate balance between

oa:sionare selfhood and free action'
'-ift. or*i."t f-r^d to be tamed for the benefit of social and political life

baa".rr. Moltr"rqrrieu understood human nature in terms of a constant

;;;;* of the passions that could easily lead to conflict' Such move-

r.n..rnUoai.a a srruggle {or power' glory and mareria-l gain' bur it was

"l.o -o.. ,hult ,hut. FJialthough he agreed that the sout clearly does take
:d"light in domirl"ting other souls', and that if left alone rhe political con-

sequ'ences of such will to power were likely to end in tragedy' the solution

i"ittoi in ,tt" ,ou.reign power of the Leviathan, as Hobbes had supposed'

ili,;;;h; ;,h" -od"eration of behaviour between the individual and the

rs? 
James 2006, esP. PP.205-10.

'rt 
"frt.r.ri.rqri* ls6ia,."p. pp.4B6I, and r}e cirauon trorn p 48qr 'Limt est. dans

*". .;;",:;;-" ."" 
"roign6.i"ns,u 

toile' For a rransLition' ste Monresquieu 1976'

pp. 141f, 144; see too Shklar 1979' p. 319'
r8e Descartes 1967, vol 2, art. 30, p' 345'

''o lrttontesquer, fig+d, p.498j Montesquier 1976, p 145; for a discussion of Aristode

on anger see Hxrds 2001, esp, pp 94-98'
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:!ul., tlh -".r p1.-ised on a rejection (and misunderstanding in fact) of
Hobbes's analysis of the state of nature,lrl yet Montesquieu-transposed
a Hobbesian concern with self-interested individuals onto somethirrg ap_
proaching a comparative historical sociology of the passions, in ordir io
explain why absolute sovereignry was never going to be the riiht solution
all of the time. Conrext was key, and to prornote the solutioni he wanted
would require something like an enlightened legislaror, about which rr.rore
is said in the following section. In general, though, the supreme difficulty
was that'by a misfortune attached to the human condiiion, great men
who are moderate are rarel and, as it is always easier to foiiow one,s
rrrengrh rhan ro check ir. perhap., in the class of \uperior people, ir is
easier to find extremely vir:tuous people than extremely wir. -a.ri.,- Too
often great men give free rein to their own passions, which leads to tles-
potism and tyranny.

Individuals have to learn how to redirect their passions to things that
are useful and appropriate, in order to truly act at liberty accordmg to
Montesquieu's analysis. The language and his analogies are exercises rn
therapy.ltr In claiming to show how a moderate an"d balanced politics
could be a palliative for the extremes of absolutism or despotiim, his
neo-Hippocratic vocabulary was clear.ly noticed by cor.rtemioraries. rea

Indeed, he contributed to the development of a language of politics that
would remain profoundly important to later political a"nd artistic devel_
opmenrs through the French Revolution, including perhaps most explic_
itly the 1792 patnttng of Hippocrates,Refusing tie- Gifti of Artaxerxes,
by Anne-Louis Girodet.ier pursuing a form of silf_therapy, one could also
Iearn techniques through study and concentration. injicating thar such
redirection is effort{ul and difficult. For example, Nicole had climed that
work through scholarship and education -ua ora *ny to cure oneself
of the self-interested ennui ol everyday life.re5 Montesquieu agreed, and
fornd in study the'sovereign remedy. ro all the ,clisgusts ldigouxl of
life',r" From rhi, idea of moderared selihood. the politlcal imilicarions

r,' Tuck 1999, pp. 185, 197-207;$laddicor 1970, pp. 167ff. Goyard_Fabre 1993, p. 101
conden<e, \4onre,ouieu s v el'-luown c-'r;c:r.ns: Malrorm 2n02, e5p. p p.+tA*,<o I i'.niil.re2 Ivlonresquiel 1989, 6- 28. 41, p. S9S; 1964, p. 747; cf. Monte,,tLri. Lt t964, p. 996
\Pensies, no. 1213):'II est bien moins rare d.avoir un esprrr sublime qo.un" ;_" gr"ia",.

',r Frierson 2002, esp. p. 321; Krause 2003, pp.246lf; peter 1972, pp. 138_76. ano rne
splendid paper by Shklar 1979, esp. pp,3211.

rei See Peter 1972'pp 138-70; shkrar 1979, esp. pp. 316fr For an illustration of his
rhoughJs on rhe scienrifc personalirS see Montesquieu i95Jb, esp. p. 52.

''i Crow 2006, esp. pp. 140-44.
r,6 Nicole 1671, part 2, g 23, p. 287; Nicole 1970c, g XII, esp- p. 429. For disc'ssron,

lames 1972, pp. L09-12.
trl Shklar 1979, p.327; Monresquieu 1964,_p.8.53 (pens6es, no. 4)t.L6tade a 6t6 pour

moi le souverain remed€ contre les d€gouts de 1a vie, n,ayant jamais eu de chagrin qu,une
heure de lecture ne m'ait 6t€'.
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of the analysis could be developed to suggest legislative cures for sickly

oolities. At the level of the individual and the state' it was the general

lra"e for ...ogt.tition that would have to be tempered or effectively ma-

nipulated, and it is here that Montesquieu most obviously reconnected

with Pierre Nicole'
Nicole's updated Augustinianism, one should recall, argued that civil

life was predicated upon self-interest, so that in the secular realm the

itleal of clarity an d the rcality ol amour-propre were'exceedingly similar

in their e{fects even if they were different principles' (conformiti d'effets

en d.es principes si diffirents). The latter was found in particular when

examining such apparently great and powerful passions for admiration,

respect, c;nfidenc; and love.le8 The paradoxical.implications of such an

argument were not lost on later writers like Mandeville, keen to assert the

uriderlying vice behind apparent virtue. But in Nicole's hands, as Locke

had alieady discovered, the 'best traits of mankind' (l'honnAteti humaine)

were to be found in the 'supptession' (supptession) of such self-love,

which was simply'another love within our heart' (un autte amour dans

notre coeur).Iei Yet this all just seemed to modify a more foundational
problem that Pascal had already outlined, namely that the'bias towards

self is the beginning o{ all disorder, in war, politics, economics, in man's

individual body'.200 S(hen such self-concern became conventional and

viewed as natural, as for example when the rich, through their ancestry

and property, deetned themselves naturally to occupy an elevated social

oorit-ion. thii ootcome was only really a triumph of human artifice, much

as Rousseau would later argue.2o1 However, unlike Rousseau, Nicole sug-

gested that this was the result of a natural (and not artificial) need- This

ivas the need for recognition, mutual love and respect in the'commerce o{

self-interest' lcommerce d'amour-propre) that forms the basis of human

civ\lrty (ciuiliti humaine) '102 Recognition was not a problem in-principle,

but iti effects in practice had to be closely monitored to avoid the evils of
flattery and corruption instead of moderation and probity. Montesquieu

concurfed.203
The honn1rc homrue ol Nicole's Jansenism was a synthesis of numer-

ous contemporary and Epicurean ideas of'natural' man and his sociabil-

ity, which coalesced around the problem of how to overcome the excesses

Ds Nicole 1970, pp. 179-206, esp ch l'p. 179; ch.3, p. 1B3 See too C'J' Coleman

2005, esp. pp. 304f, 306,3091.
!" NicoLe 1970, ch. 1, p 180; van Kley 1987, esp. pp. 72fI; Hulliung 1994, p 1r'

'ztu Pascal 1956, no 421, p. 154; see too Keohane 1980, pp 294f, 2961t; Kolakowski

1998, pp, 175-81.

'zor 
Pascal 1965, pp 67ff; Rousseau 2003, bk. 4, ch. 8, p. 142'

rotr Nicole 1970b, ch. i, p. 258
10r Iames 1972, p. 139; lv{ortesquieu 1955c, p. 58; Specror 2003, pp. 23-69.
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of the passions through reason and self,legislation.roa As Domat had reit_
erated, it was a social ethic that masked fundamental human failines. Ni_
cole nonetheless tempered the rigidity of the harshest Jansenist posirion
about moral motivation (which stated rhar actions noi eroorrd.l ,r, .o-
pidity are corrupt), offering instead the weaker thesis thaithe best neoole
can do is try to motivate their will towards appropriate action in; com_
bination o{ voluntarism and reason.r0, Although God still owes us noth-
ing on his account, the connection between our inner life (or conscience)
and the nanner in which we interact with people in the real world be_
comes paramoult to governing conduct. In general, this seems to be an
attempt to allow reason to triumph over rhe passions whilst keeping it
subservient to faith, whilst recognizing that the very real needs of human
beings are not simply expressions of thejr fallen starus,2o. Montesqureu
took a similar approach, except in his case reason really does look rither
more like a slave to the passions. He agreed wjth NicoLe thar it is only by
knowing our own {aults that we are able to overcome the natural vices ro
which we are all subject, and that this self-reform is the very foundation
of justice and the needs (deuoirs) ol civility.roT He could therefore arso
agree with Nicole's conclusions, namely that ,appr.opriateness of conduct
to capacities is the golden rule'.208 Agency requires proprietg and politi_
cal_liberty is designed to produce it even if it is unnatuial. Furtherrnore,
if this is what matters for the individual, it matters at least as much for
the legislator. And how the skilful legislator might balance rhese varrous
passions so as to produce and maintain political liberty under moderate
government was the task Montesquieu set out to evaluate.

Lecrsta'rrve Passrots aNo Ctvrr Rrtrcrou

'If it is true', wrote Montesquieu, .that the character of the spirit and the
passions of the heart are extremely different in the various climates,, then
'laws should be relative to the differences in these passions and to the

'04 Keohane 19 8 0, pp. 2 771, 283,286 ,288|r-fllweatt l9BO, pp, 2t, 24f, 28f, 3 1 , 3 8; Levi
1964,ch,8.

u05 
James 1972, esp. pp. 109, 113, 115; cf. Thweatt 1980. p. 71.

206 For the wider conrext, see Davies 19q0. pp. 4, 22, 26+, 28t, Kolakolvski 199g, esp.
pp.94If.

_'zo7Nicole1970a,esp,ch.XIV,p.237:,Lacharit6nousobligeanticompndrilafaiblesse
de rros frares ec i leur 6ter tout sujet de tentation, nous oblige aussi i .ou, 

"..or.. -u..1.,.",
mais ce n'estpas la charit6 seulemenc, c,est la justice m6me, et la loi6ternelle qui le presciJpt,
comme il est Iacile de le faire voir, tant au regard des tEmoignages de gratituje quia l,6gard
des devoirs de civilit6'; also ch. XI, p.265.

'1oB lanes '1972, p. 121.
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differences in these characters'.?0e Even his apparently {rivolous examples

about sexuality and climate serve to illustrate that, for Montesquieu, wise

l"eislato.s are needed to enact laws that reflect the needs rather than

,h", uj.et protlrored by parricular climares"" Thar is whar derermines

in"',l.st.. of liberty the constitution can support'.2rl One of the central

"i1n, 
of Mot.tr".qoieu's text, which continues to reject the applicability

of Machiavellianism to modern politics, is to prove that'the spirit of

moderation should be that of the legislator', because'the political good,

like th. *otal good, is always found between two limits'.212 In this ef-

fort, he was, he wrote, retreading ground that had been well prepared by

some illustrious forebears' whom he couldn't 'even pretend to compare

m],sel{ with lie ne ltretends pas ffie conLparer A ewxl' .'fhose figures were

Bossuet. Nicole and Pascal,213 Accordingly, moderation in morals as well

as in politics promotes propriety and decorum, and propriety in action is

the h;[mark of sel{-directed agency notivated by the passions. Equally,

ar rhe level of the legislator, moderation is the best guarantee of political

libelty that can allow propriety to deYelop, which is why it is the medi-

cine tor feverish politics
Moving beyond the therapeutic, Montesquieu's language most obvi-

ously recalls Aristotle's doctrine of the mean and of the rough propor-

tionality of justice that requires moderate rule and practical wisdom'2ra

The good iegislator with the political sktll \politihe) needed to rule, as

well as the practical wisdom (phrouesis) necessaly to rule well, can pro-

morc the g;od of the city as a whole.215 Such Aristotelian sympathies

form part of Montesquieu's ffiticism of Hobbes and Grotius, both of
whorn rejected the applicability of the mean to questions of morals and

justice, even though he retained their account of thin sociability''zr6 But

his more important point remains general, and relates fo mediocrity as

r0' Monresquieu 1989, 3.74 1', p.231;'1964' p. 613.

'z10 
Montesquieu L989,3. L4. 2, pp. 233l; 1964' pp 613f,

'z1' Montesquien 19 8 9, 1.1.3, p.25;1964' p. 532, wher€ terrain 'doivert se mpPorler au

degr€ de libert6 que la co$titrtion peut suffrir'
2t2 Montesquieu 1989,6.29 7,p 602;19154, p.749; cf. Montesquieu 1989, I 1'4,p'

)-5 n.9;1964,p.532.
r1r Montesquieu, Letter to Mgr de litz Janres, October 8, 1750, in Montes<luieu 1955i,

pp. 1327-29, p.1328.
zla Aristotle 1998, 1261a31'-36, 1'273b5-6, 7284a1-3; also Frank 2005, esp- pp' 97ff,

101,103,108.

']rr Aristotle 2000, 1141b24; cf. Frank 200J, p. 124,
116 Hobbes 1998, ch. 3, $ 32, pp 55i; discussion il Skinner 1996, pp. 323! (ifotius

2005, voi. 1, $ XLV, pp. 118ff; Grotius 2005a, vol. 3, p. 1749; cf Grorius 2005, voL- 1,

$ VIII, pp. 85f: 'Tlrt s ociability, lthi.h ute haue nou' described in genetal' ot tbis C'are af
thaintaining Society in a Manner conformable to the Light of human Undetstanding, is the

Fountdin af Right, plaperly so called'. Enphasis in original.
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Aristotle had presented it, even as it upends Aristotle,s suggestion that
virtue is a natural tendency in the perfection of particular regines. Al_
though virtue is rule for excellence, and although rhar is thi defining
'spring' of republics, according ro Montesquieu, there is nothing narural
about it. It is contrary to nature, as in facr all politics is, and thaiincludes
moderate government. To be an adequate spring for action, republican
virtue must depend upon a strict overcoming of the natural ambition of
the soul, r,r'hose energies must be redirected towards the patrie.lndeed,
all types of free agency that exist under political liberty require this disci-
pline, but his point is that such self-restraint or self-overcoming is never
undertaken without pain. Furthermore. we all want to use our power to
the fullest, and those in power are no different. This makes republics, and
republican virtue, especially tense. Rather like Christian asceticism, virrue
has its limits and requires self-sacrifice, but in so noting Montesqurer
relies on Machiavelli's similar sort o{ claim.2r7 In republics, to conrrnue
his metaphor, the springs are always tighrly coiled because rhe necessary
attachment of citizens to the fatherland is something that can only bi
cultivated artifi cially.2t8

Politics can indeed try to promote policies of self-sacrifice or self-
overcoming, but the best form of government is one where the unnatural
character o{ such asceticism or virtue is not required, and which ailows
the political body to become a less tense. more ielf correcring organrsm.
For this process, a moderate politics based on laws, and *hich 

"11ow,individuals to pursue self-interest and a desire for gain without worry,
is the ideal solution. Moderate monarchy works best {or achievine thrs
self-direction, and in combination with commercial prosperity mighl jusr
allow a chance for'men of state' to concern themselves with doing.good
things'.2le So although moderation is almost always as much a manir of
luck rather than good judgement, under monarchy honour might at least
promote it, because it is both favoured by the passions and {avours them
in turn.220 It is, so to speak, the best expression of divine workmanship
that is possible on earth, because it accords with principles and <Iesires
implanted in us by a crcdtor. EqualLy, because it ser'' oui narural de,ire"
free, it does not require the arduous self-renunciation of virtue,

The extent to which either virtue or n.roderation mieht be cultivateo
politically, then, depends upon the passions of both rhe iegislaror and the
citizen. 'Sometime s', Monresquieu writes. the passions of ihe citizen ,pass

through and are colored [by the legislator]; sometimes they remain tlere

z1? Machiavelli 1989a, bk. 3, ch. 7, p. 1151; Pocock 2003a, p. 491.
' Ral-e 200 l. cso. pp- 7 tf: L a, ,irhe-" 2001. p\p. pp. l2 t{.

u 1' Mortesquieu 1964, p, 873 (Pens6es, no . 1 93 ): 
.C'est dans un siicle des lurnidres o uc

1es hommes d'Etat acquiarent le graod talent de faire i propos 1es choses bolnes,. Cf. Shack-
,erun 19"q, e.p. pp. J t0-t t; Mrss tqljo. esp. pp.41r.46.

':ro 
Montesquieu 1989, I.4. 5, p.36;1964,p, 542.
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and are incorporated"22l Given his general classification of governnents

into .on"..hi.", .epublics, and despotisms, with their cognate isprits of

honour,,rirtua and fear, these characteristics are their'nature', and the

prirl.ipiet that make these political forms move are simply the 'human
'p"rriolrr thut make it act"222 This nature is a form of artifice engrafted

lpon p"rrionnt. individuals. Flowever, moderate monarchy looks to be

rhc mo"t promising candidare for political liberty in commercial society

orecirely tecause it is governed by laws and because power is checked

ihrougti ,h. social implications of honour. Its springs are less taught than

,.prbii"t ot d..potisms, so it has the potential to maintain itself in tbe ah-

se'nce of austere virtue, or a common enemy, or indeed fear' Good citizens

{if not always good men) are plentiful because ambition has'good effects

und., " -on"ichy', though it can be 'repressed' by the sovereign when

necessary. Honout thereby takes the place of virtue, and'makes all of the

oarrs of rhe body politic nove'.lt is, once again, artificial because political

in con..ptior.t, bui even'faise honour' can uphold moderate monarchical

sovernm;nt. And if the principle of honoul is to'demand distinctions" a

todet"te monarchy is its best constitutional form provided that appto-

priate intermediary powers are in place 2'zl This is Montesquieu's defence

of magistracy, as'nothing gives greater force to the laws than the extreme

subor<lination of the citizens to the magistrates'.22a llis claim could also

of course be pressed into both contemporary and historical service' First,

it supported a political critique that Sieyes would later make infamous tn

Franc.e apropos the Estates General, arguing that if the 'legislative body

*"r. ,.roi colrvened for a considerable time, there would no longer be

liberty'.225 Second, it once again challenged the applicability of republican

virtue to modern politics. Addressing those who lauded Italian city-states

for their freedom, Montesquieu asks his readers to take their measure by

comparing them with the English system of liberty, the curious hybrid oI

a republic hiding under a monarchy with its mixture of legislative, execu-

tive and judicial powers. In Italian city-republics 'where the three pow-

ers are united', he claims,'thete is less liberty than in our monarchies"

He continues:

Observe the possible situation of a citizen in these republics. The body

of the magistracy, as executor of the laws, retains all the power it has

given itself as legislator. It can plunder the state by using its general

'21 Montesquieu 1989,2.11'.9,p 168;1964, p.591;1989,6 29 19'p 618;'1964'
p. 755. See aLso Ituause 2006, esp. pp. 214f.

)" Montesquieu 1989, I. 3. 7, p. 21; 1964' p. 536.

"r Montesquieu 1989, 2 11. 3, p. 155; 1964, p. 586; cf Montesquieu 1964, p 538: 'La

nature de l'honneur est de demander des pre{erences et des distinctions''

'z2a Montesquieu 1989,I. 5. 7, pp. 50f; L964' p. 547.

"5 Montesquieu L9B9,2.11.6,pp.162, 161; 1964,p 588.
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wtlls lil peut rduager I'Etdt pat ses uolontis gin1ralesl; and, as it also
has the power o{ judging, it can destroy each citizen by using its par-
ticular wills.2'z6

Laws, provided they are certain, protect honour even when honour is
false, Therefore monarchy best appeals to and supports our natural
vanitg but demands less of us in terms of virtue because of the stabil-
ity provided through security and law. The potentially arbitrary power
of the monarch is similarly checked by the principle o{ honour, which
promotes internal excellence or regulation, and external recognitron as
its validation, and which in pracrice can support policies like office sell-
ing for profit, somethitg of personal importance to Montesquieu.22T In
all of this, Montesquieu certainly presages Adam Smith,s account of the
paradoxical stability and self-sustaining characrer of modern commer-
cial society, using honour (an ultimately selfish passion) and a desire for
recognition to promote the common good. At the same time, his use of
honour seems to update Machiavelli's satirizing of princely clementia as
the true source of political virtue. Like Machiavellian prudence. horrour
could dissimulate, could be relative, could be false and artificial, out rt
was certainly nothing like classical virtue. None of that mattered thoueh
so long as the law was constant.rr8 The utility oI honou rherefore liesln
its capacitv to recaiibrate or redirect agency towards governed conduct
under laws, because the power of the monarch is checked and resulated
by the power of various intermediary bodies. Such a claim also allowed
Montesquieu to insert a rhetorical and conservative defence of honour
into his wider and circuitous genealogy of the French monarchy.22e Hon-
our is appropriate to the ideal of a modern monarchy, which has to some-
how justify vast inequalities of rank, sr.rtus and wealth bur govern well,
and which is incapable of reintroducing (even though it should not even
want to do so) an impossibly demanding ideal of ancient virrue to meet
its goals.23o

2'z6 Montesquieu 1989, 2. 1'\. 6, p. 757; 1964, p.587; aLso Sullivan 200 6, esp. p. 277,
ald n.42.

?']7 Rahe 2001, pp. 77,80; cf. Krause 2002a, pp.42f,45f, 82,98f. Montesquieu defends
offrce selling under monarchy contra Plato, nrgu ing rhat chance r.ill produce.betcer suolects
than the choice of the prince'. See Montesquieu 1989, L 5. 19, pp. 7:0fj 1964, p. 555, crrjng
Plato 1997b, bk. 8,551c. Cf. Hobbes 1998, ch. .5, S 13, p. 112, p(aising ir ior clarifying
issues of succession and transferral of of6ces; cf. Goyard-Fabre 1993 , pp.31,6,7-9,15.

23 Montesquieu 1989, \.3.6-7, pp,261., 1964, p. 538; 1989,I. 6.21, pp. 94f; also Mon-
tesquieu 1964, p, 564; cf. Machiavelli 1997, chs. 16, 18,21; Shackleton 1988d, pp. 116_31.
Cl. Mosher 1984. p. 184.

'?r'Sonenscher 2007, esp. pp. 137,52.
'?ro See Mosher 2001, esp. pp. 200ffi De Dijn 2008, esp. pp. 26-31; Rahe 2001, esp.

pp.9'I*.
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It is unsurprising therefore to find Montesquieu suggesting that the

..,on..tion, betwein law'. Lhe con'ritution of lhe stire and the various

r"rrrio"t of the people, all 'meet [in] the passions and preiudices. of the

i.lJu,ot'. t, *ui 
" 

ilaim that allowed him to present Aristotle and Plato,

li""t1i"u.tti, Thomas More, and James Harrington as precursors of his

"reuln.ot.ttt 
Balance, moderation and propriety stlucture Montesquieu's

loiiti.al thi"king, and he saw the need for it everywhere, whetber in
"teLs of balancing property and political power, or in terms of the need

io lutu".. our naiuralielf-interest with the demands of political stabil-

i o t *"t equally vital, though, that the'genius' of the legislator.recog-

,rL",n" "".i for concision and simplicity in style' Laws should be like

itr"-notrru" Twelve Tables, not the'Nouellde of Justinian' or the overly

,l'r"tori."l laws of princes in the East. They certainly should not change
-'r"ithorrt 

,offi.i.nt reason'.23t They should also sit well with the medioc-

rirv or generaliLy of the middling sorr. as ArisLotle had proposed "'
vihen Montesqoieu insetred the later 'Avertissement' to the 1757 edr-

tion of De I'Espiit des lols, he developed these ideas to relate rhem to

claims about viitue once more. True political virtue, the spring (ressorf)

for 
"ction 

thnt,rr.tites the good man to the ideal republic, is neither moral,

no, Chrirti"n, nor indeJ classical and heroic virtue'234 Only polirical

iib.rtg ultd hence moderation or propriet,v' can foster- the promotion of

political virtue rhrough the arrificial manipulation of natural passions,

and while monarchy might best achieve this aim, part of the human m-

eenuity that makes this arrifice possible stems from the wisdom of the
"l"nirl"iot who knows how to relate religion to politics' Civil religton rs

aiother tool, like honour, for promoting a well-ordered polity' Just as in-

termediary powers help to baLnce moderate regimes by cultivating good

citizens, so too should'religion and the civil laws' aim'principally to
make good citizens of men'. To the extent that one or the other'departs

fr.r- t-his end'. the other force should attempt to counterbalance it' The

more repressive religion is, the less repressive the civil law should be, and

rrr Montesquieu iI964, p. 1073 lPensles,rno.2095).
:3r Nlontescluieu 1989,-6, 29. 16, pp. 612, 614;1964, p. 753; c{. Nlontesquieu 1989. 5'

30. 16, p. 6M;1964, p 754: 'The larvs should not be subtie They are made Ior people of

li*it.i und...i"ndi"il nediocre entendeTnentf'. Montesquieu was critical of Plato's discus-

sion of Greek laws againsr suicide undertaken for weakness of the soul' Because the person

commitring sr.ricide c"an easily evade such laws, and because their mocives can never be fully

known, no-rational punishnrent can be handed out. See also Montesquieu 1989,6 29 16'

p. 616; D64, p.75i; cf. Monresquieu 1989, 6. 20. 9, pp' 605f; 1964, p 653' Finallv' see

Montesquieu 1964,pp.879f lPensies, no. 2J8).

'' tuontesquieu.igsg, 5.25 7,p.486;1964'p, 707; Aristotle 19 98, 1293a40,7294a15'

25, pp.92,94.
r3a Montesquieu 1989,'Author's Foreword', pp. xlif.

-



100 zt Chapter 2

vice versa.235 He added that ,the less we can satisfy our particular pas_
sions, the more we give ourselves up to passions Ior the general orderrr6
This claim appears as part of a diicussion of patriotisni, but is further
rtlustrared wrrh the curious example of a monkish order. The more aus_
tere therules that deprived them of their ordinary passions, Montesquieu
noted, the more the monks would redirect their paisionate attachmenr ro
this law itself.,37 This unnatural form of sel{-propriety is, once more, pre_
cisely what is ger.rerally required o{ the good citizen,'namely an artificial
overcoming of self, which nevertheless allows for the pursuit of a natural
desire for honour and distinction. Taker.r individually,-both Christian and
political virtue are excessive, but in combination, ahay."r, be moderated
and take on the characteristics of honour. That seems to be the best that
can be achieved.238

_ The strict conceptual terms of political liberty are outlined in rhe fol_
lowing section, but it is clear already that political liberty both requires
and cultivates propriety or moderation. This is so in the double sense that
political liherty is appropriately directed agency under law, whilst appro_
priate and self-direcred agency is (in tautologous fashionj the hallmark
ol tree agency, Because agency requires self_regulation, and because rr rs
at best an arrificial afld temporary fix for the problems of otherwrse un_
regulated self-nreresr rnd ambirion, political liberty is a delicate balance
between. sel{-interest and political oider. Insofar as we are individuals,
the passions relate our nature to the question of temporality, or acrion
in time.23e Insofar as we are citizens, political liberty is th. sih.re of a._
tion open to us under law within which we can act on these passions ro
achieve our goals. For those reasons political liberty is best fostered by a
moderate regime, because moderate iegimes (like moderate individuals)
are not- burdened by an overarching, potentially despotic, and unitary
form ofsovereignty. They can deal with passiorrat. diversiiy and differ_
ence so long as all are clear about the naiure of the laws, b.cnu"e 

"1.",laws check and regulate human agency to create a political union of gen_
eral wills out of this_ multiplicity of particular wills. Union b.t-..r, por_
sion and action in the individual machine, therefore, is analogous with
po-litical union in rhe body poliric. Both are a {orm of harmJry where
drtterent pafts of rhe machine (political or individual) balance anrl check
one another appropriately. This explains in part why Montesquieu was

_ _'?r 
Montesquieu 19 8 9, 5 . 24. 1,4, p. 468; 1964, p, 701; see also Montesquieu 19g9,5.24.

15-16, pp.470\ 1964, pp.7O1{.
236 Montesquien 1989,I. i.2, p. 43; 1964, p. 544 ,moins nous pouvons satisfaire nos

passiorN particuliares, plus nous nous livrons aux g6n6rales,.

]l, f :',0'*y:i1".. *. Krajse 2002a, op. J7i{. o+rr, . r. c. 
""r,rr, t 

q4 l, esp. pp. t.? 2r.-" Lt.lsraet 2006, pp. 177-80.
'zr' Goidzink 2001. p. 84.
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interested in developing a general and secular political theory based on

As7rit ginlrale, alongside a defence of the plural intermediary powers that

mtnntchy pto-oted. The history of the French monarchy and its '{unda-

mental laws' could elucidate and give lustre to Montesquieu's argument'

he thought, because rightly understood, honour actually rules according

ro fundamental laws,2ao Indeed, perhaps the most general expression of
this argument is presented in the forrnulation that honour is found 'only
in the disposition o{ the laws, and especially lmimei ol the fundamen-

tal laws, which form liberty in its relation to the constitution'.24r The

concerns seem to have their loots in an argument begun in earnest by

Pascal, who had claimed that society is a body of'thinking members',

that a'multitude which cannot be reduced to unity is confusion', and

that unity that is'not a multitude is tyranny'.za2 For Montesquieu, as for
Rousseau after him, only a general will of this sort could transform bare

power into legitimate political authority, and only celtain Political {orms

would permit it.'?ar The implications wete clear to both' even if their solu-

tions were opposed, a situation that led Rousseau to offer his famously

backhanded conpliment that the'illustrious Montesquieu' had begun

the scientific study of politics, but that it remained a 'grand and useless

science'.2aa For Montesquieu, however, commercial liberty and human

acquisitiveness could flourish in the modern world, and they could best

flourish under a moderate monalchy ruled by law and governed by hon-
our, As he wrote,'in a nation that is in servitude, one work" more to
preserve than to acquire; in a free nation, one works more to acquire than
to preselve',24J

Furthermore, just as honour in monarchy served to support the laws,

so too was there a spatial dimension to the analysis. If the'principles
of the established government' are dependent upon its size, its 'spirit'

'?{ Israel 2006, p. 279; Keohane 1980, pp. 348ff; De Dijn 2008, pp.24ff; Loy '1977,

pp. 133-92. On the history of the French monarchy in Montesquieu's tex!, see Sonenscher

2007, esp. pp.48f, 129ff, 137f; Kingston 1996, pp. 35f{,57, 175; cf. Carcassonne 1927, pp.

67, 921, 9 5, 6 591; Mosher 2007, pp. 104f.

'1ar Montesquieu 1989, 2.12.1, p.187;1964, p. 598: 'Il n'y a que la disposition des lois,

et mdme des lois londamentales qui forme la libert€ dans son rapport avec la constitutxn'.
On the particular use of fundamental laws in Montesquieu, see Ehlard 2005, pp.2o7f{,
272-75.'Annexe I', pp. 279f, and'Annexe Il', pp. 281-86, whD lists the occurrences of the

terms loi(s) fondamentaLe(t ana canstituti.rn h de I'L'sPrit des lois. Cf. Thompson 1986,

esp. pp. 1110.
2r2 Pascal 1966, nos. 36 8--73 1473,474,480,4831 604 18711, pp. 135f (on thinking bod-

ies), 231f (on unity and multipiicity); see Riley 1985, esp. p. 19.
za3 See Riley 1986, pp.63, 101.
raa Rousseau 1969, p. 835. Thomas Nugelt also undcrtook one of the first EngLish trans-

lations of Rousseaut Ezaile. See Rousseau 1763, vol. 1, pp. 36-5f, for this quotation.
245 Montesquieu 1989, 4.20. 4, p.341;'1964. p.652,
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*ill .lt":q:.g the.,degree to which its boundaries are narrowed or
extended'.2a6 Therefore the .natural tendency, (propri1tA naturelle) ofsmall states is towards government by repubiic, while d."poi, -ill ,ul.
over vast empires.2aT Therefore,.it is in the nature of a republic to have
only.a small teffirory; otherwise, it can scarcely co"rlrrr" ,i-""irr. r_urg.
republics have 'little moderation in spirits,, anj,the con.rmon good is sac_
rificed to a thousand considerationsi.,*r For the moment, tt.'_orr"r.nra,
of France and Spain were'precisely the requisite size, to b. nfri. ,, a.t*a
ther rnrddle-srzed terrjrories effectively, and potentially arbitary power
was tempered by both .ecclesiastics, 

and strict laws. Similarly, Holland,
9:t-1"t "19.,h:.^Syi:t 

Leagues were of appropriate ,ir. ani sc"le a,
reoerat republrcs.."- lndeed, in a paragraph that Rousseau would take up
almost verbatim (but with a significant disagreement aborrt Rom.1, ir..for.r_
tesquieu thought that all states had a particular object or purpose that
drives them.2ro All should nevertheless be *ury of gro-ini fliiby u,.apotentially despotic, from which point it is but a shoristep tJb.gin to ,e.
why England was ro imponanr ro Monresquieu.r. fnel;nJ;p;rr.a to
be a pdradtgmalic illustration of a .moderate.gou.rnrnent. 

and ir is only
in.'moderate governments, (if not always .molerate 

states,) that .politi_

:.af lb:ny is fourd'.2j2 Monresquieu had therefore alro cl"i-.J'ih"r the
b.ngtrsh were righr ro remove rhe ,intermediate powers that formed their
monarchy'in order to maintain their liberty. TLey would be.one of the
most enslaved peoples on earth,without it.2ir He never did outline what
T:i*,:: rf1 

,eincln.al spring of English goyernmenr, but he did saythat'poftical Jiberty' there has a,direct purpose,, which is to balance the
sectional interests of the three different estates in order to maintain the
liberty and the power of the state. yet even if Monterqol.o tt oogl.r, tl.r.
task of politics and legislation was to reconcile all of'thes.-foiirlti"tty

^"'i'^Y:lyt:* 1989, I. 8. 20, p. 1,26; 1964, p. 576; ct. Arisrotle 1998, ,r2s6ae-1L, 
p.98,1296b17-27. o.99

''-Von'erqui"u l98r). l. 8. 20,D. t2b: tv64.p.57b.

, 
'sMorresquieu t989. t.8. tb,pp. tZat.te64,r. i7{,Seralso \lo,lerquiel lqdg. l.9.

.l;l..,lllllt94: p; ttt. clairning rhar smrr, reprrorics a"e de,rroyecl byr roie,gn to-ce.,our
rr rr,s t.rfge. rt rs desrroyed by rn inrernal r.ce..

:a' M-ontesquieu 7989,2. g. 1,3, 6, pp. 131, 133, 135f; 1954, pp. 577ff; also Montes_quieu 1989,I.2.4, p. I8; 1964. o.535,

"^^':I:.i,::l:." 
,nre, 2.-1 r. j. p. t56i 1e64, p. 586; Rousseau 2003, bk. 2, ch. 11, p. 7e.iee Lhrard le8/. esp. Dp.58ff. Monresquicu alro nored rn th.5 (on.rer on rhe imro,rance

or rr.oe and h's contenporrrl cu,role wa" rhar of M;r,eiire,l cf. Monle.qurcu lqgq,4.
20.^5.,p.347; L964,p.652; also Takeda 2006, p p. 707_34; Latrere 2000,.+. pp. Z, S, fZf
, 

r! Montessuieu 1.989,1. 8. 17-20, pp. J 2 sfi I q64, pp. SZsf; l,r".t.,i"""ii liiS, UL. Z,
ch. 6. D. 209.

'" .t4once"quieu I 
q89. 2. I I 4, p. t5 {: I vb4. p. j8u: 5pe, tor 2006. pp. 4 | j,.' Morresqureu 1989. L 2. 4, p. t9; 1964, p. j35j Rousseau Z0O:1, b-k. :, ch. tS, p. rr+.
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divergent interests in their particular contexts, he also knew that it could

nor fiu*." out the commotions and contradictions altogether Thus if
neither republican virtue nor despotism is appropriate or acceptable, then

on" -un,, to know how else the limited and artificial arena o{ politics

might cultivate a moderate liberty to pursue the common good. Part of

the"answer is that it cannot do so directly, and the best hope Montesquieu

5uqgesrs is the chance cuLtivation of liberty that comes about accidentally

*lien monarchies allow individuals to pursue their glory and honour

under laws. Not reason, but chance, does the job, and yet there is still a

cenffal role for politics within this process'

One central issue that Montesquieu continued to focus on therefore

concerned the role o{ the legislator, particularly in terms of the promo-

tion o{ a civil religion. In general, of course, the iaws adumbrated by the

lesislator need to be relative to the principles of governnent under con-

siieration; hence the virtue of the republic, the honour of the monarchy,

and the fear embodied in despotism would always present themselves

in ideal (and hence abstract) forn as the appropriate expression of the
passions of the l€gislator in any given context. These 'relations betu'een

ihe laws and the princip[e tightens all the springs of the government, and

the principle in turn receives a new force from the larvs'.2ra The legisla-

ror must follow the spirit of the lation when doing so is not contrary to

the principles of the government, because, much like Adam Smith, who

would later outline a system o{ natural libertS Montesquieu thought that
'we do nothing better than what we do freely and following our natural
genius'.2Js In general,'laws are conceived so as not to run counter to the

,r"tnr. of things', including relations of 'honour, those of morality, and

those of religion'.256 Moreover, thete are'different orders of law; and rhe

sublimity of human reason consists in knowing well to which oI these

orders principally relate those things that require statute', and which will
not contradict the fact that men are always'governed by diverse sorts of
laws'.257 This is as close as Montesquieu comes to giving reason a leading

role, but the sublimity of human reason here is analogous to the skill of
the wise politician who knows that societies have a multiplicity of virtues

and vices, but that'political vices' are not necessarily 'moral vices', nor

lia Montesquieu 1989, l. 5. 1, p. 42j 1964, p. .544; cf Machiavelli 1989, bk 1' chs. 4, 10'

pp. 202ff,220ff; also bk. 1, ch. 58, p 317; bk 3, chs. 1-2, 29, pp 419-24'493t.
r5J Montesquieu 1989, 3. 19. 5, p. 310; L964, p.642.
256 Monresquieu 1989, 6. 29.76'p. 6L6.7964,p.754
rj' Montesqdeu 1,989, 5.26. 1. p. 494t 1964, p.710: 'Les hommes sont gouvernis par

diverses sortes de lois. . , . Il y a donc diff6rents ordres des lois; et la sublimitd de la ratson

humaine consiste i savoir bien auquel de ces oldres se rapportent principalement les choses

sur Lesquelles on doit statue! et i ne point mettre de confusion dans les principes qui doi
venr eouverler les hommes',
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moral vices necessarily political ones. Knowing this, the legislator can use
religion to cultivate moderation rather than virtue,2js

In explaining the utility of religion to politics in this way, Montes_
quieu also wanted to do more than simply note its instrumental value,
He directly countered Bayle's provocarive thesis about the possibility of
a society of virtuous atheists, seeing it as .sophistry, and faulty moral
judgement,zre Instead, 'religion, even a false one, is the best warranr men
can haye of the integrity of n.ren'.260 This of course led to a {amiliar para_
dox, because'men are exceedingly drawn to hope and {ear, and a religion
that had neither hell nor paradise would scarcely please them'.26r Cor-
relatively,'men who believe in the certainty of rewards in the next life
will escape the legislator', for you cannot constrain rhe man,who believes
hirrself sure that the greatest penalty the magistrates can inflict on him
will end in a moment only to begin his happiness,.252 The legislator, there-
fore, must be possessed of an appropriate, or moderate, riligious sensi_
bility that can be filtered through ro rhe general population. And in this
regard, Montesquieu seems to defend something like M achravelhan uirti;
having separately assailed Machiavelli's own satire on princely clemency
and virtue, Montesquieu now claimed that,a prince who loves and fears
religion is a lion who yields to the hand that caresses him'. He knows his
appropriate limits. By contrast a prince ,who fears and hates religion, can
only be'like the wild beasts who gnaw the chain that keeps them.. For,he
who has no religion at all is that terrible animal that feels its libertv onlv
when it claws and deyours'.263 It is the duty of the state to impose civil
religion in order to promote propriety and decorum by strength-ening the
laws. By so doing, it will uphold political liberty in pursuing a balance, or
mean, between the sometimes contradictory demands of morality, com_
merce and religion.26a Christianity was rhe best illusrration of a relieion
that had not simply tried to'establish a dogma,, but had also directed ir

r53 Nlontesquieu 1989,3.79.10-11, pp. 313f; 1964,p.643; cf.Ehtatd 1963, vor. r, p,
379; Shklar 1979, p. 326; Spector 2006, pp. 1't2,144-49.

'?s' Montesquieu 1989, 5.24.1 \ 6, pp. 459f,4631; 1,964, pp. 698t.
'z60 Montesquieu 1989, 5,24. 8, p. 465; 1964, p. 700; see hrael 2005, pp. 271f.
'z6i Montesquieu 1,989, 5. 25.2, p. 480; 1964, p. 705; cf. WiJJia. lfuibL,rton. L",.". .,

Montesquieu. February 9. l7\4,'.r Monrerouieu l9sij,pp. t488 q\.
r6'z Montesquieu 7989, 5.24. L4, p. 469; t984, p- 701; cf. Rousseau 2003, bk. 4, ch. 8,

?63 Montesquien 1989,5.24.2, p, 460;1964, p. 698: ,Ul prince qui aime la religron er
qui la craint, esr un lion qui cdde a b main qui 1e flatre, ou i la voix, qui l,apaise: ceiui qui
craint la religior er qui la hait, et comme les b€tes sauvages qui mordent la chaine qui ies
empoche de ieter sur ce qui passent: celui qui n,a poinr du tout de religion, est cer arimal
terrible qui ne sent sa libert6 qui lorsqu'il d6chire et qr,l,il d6vore,.

'z6a 
Crisafulli 1943. o. 384.
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as required.265 It therefore seemed to Montesquieu that the type of gov-

emm;nt best suited to a Christian religion is a'moderate' one' because

it 'soften[s] the mores of men' and redirects their honour and ambitlon

towards commonly beneficial purposes. Protestantism, with its rigidities

and self-denying ordinances' is best suited to republics, and Cathohclsm

(unsurprisingly) to monarchies' The general direction given by Christian-

i,y to dog-" concerning the immortality of the soul, in turn, 'makes us

hope {or a state we believe in'and thereby directs or diverts our actions

in ways that Locke could certainly have agreed with.266

Coumrncler Soclerv arql PoLrTIcaL LreFntv

The rise of modern commercial society had prompted Montesquieu's de-

fence of a moderate monarchy, and underscored his rejection o{ Machia-

vellian politics based on reason of state. I{'experience itself has n.rade

known that only goodness of government brings prosperity', then'one
has begun to be cured of Machiavellianism, and one will continue to

be cured of it'. Commerce had similady demystified the arcand impe-

rli, making mysteries of state and esoteric political prudence, of the sort

defended even by libertines like Gabriel Naud6, little more than 'impru-

dences' (imprudences) in the modern world.267 Indeed, monarchies that

aimed eithei at imperialism or universal monarchy following this model

would necessarily end in ruin because of it.?68

Commerce can produce beneficial effects even though it is rooted in
self-interested behaviour, particularly if it is governed by a moderate mon-

archy in which the spring of honour is allowed to flourish alongside the

desire for'exact justice'.'?6e This had literally wodd-historical importance.

Commerce, for example, had simultaneously overcome the irrational
hostility o{ barbarous Europeans towards the Jews, once this persecuted

people had 'invented letters of exchange'. Thanks to cornmerce' there-

fore, the'theologians were obliged to curb their principles' and inste2d of
criticizing commerce as 'bad faith' (mauuaise fol) they returned it 'so to
speak, to the bosom of integrity'.270 Montesquieu then presents an ea y
yersion of a thesis about the movement from the passions to the interests

26' Montesquieu 1989, 5.24. 19,p. 473: 1964,P, 703.

'n6 Montesquieu 1989,5.24 4-5,pp.4621;1964'p.699;1989,5.24 19'p 473;1964'
p.703.

?67 Moncesquieu \989,4.21.20, p.389; 1964, p. 673; Donaldson 1992, esp. pp 142,

l5ql, 164, 166; l(eohan, led0.pp. I7llf.
263 Spector 2006, p, 405.

'z6e 
Montesquieu 1989, 4.20. 71, p. 338;1964, p, 651.

r70 Montesquieu 19 89, 4.27.20, p, 389;'1964' p, 672.
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rn modern politics. He claims that .to the speculations of the schoolmen
lscolastiquesl we owe all the mis{ortunes that accompanied the desrruc-
tion of commerce; and to the avarice of princes we owe the establishment
of a device that puts it, in a way, out o{ their power'.uzr The exact justice
ot commercial society, when buttressed by moderate monarchy and ap-
propriate honour, provided the best possible shell for political liberty.
Yet it is important to remind oneself of the strictness of what passed for
liberty according to Montesquieu.

_ Political liberty might allow laws to be strictly and observably applie<I,
but this did not mean that societies were in general more equal. How
could it be anlrhing else under a monarchy? Montesquieu aciually has
a rather complicated view of inequality, suggesdng that equality meant
little more than it had for the Greeks. That i" to ,"y, it -eant litil. -or.than.'obeying and commanding onet equals,. Thus, the perfect equality
and independence (there is, importantlg no liberty herey of a state of na_
ture rs losr ypgl .lT:ing sociery, and only through political liberty and
taws can rndrvrduals 'become equal again,, This equality, however, is lin-
ited to the fact that one has to obey one,s equals, whic-h in turn requrres
a common standard of excellence that relates fitness to rule with social
position or hierarchy. It is a model for the preservation of property and
rule by elites.2i2 It is not a model that supports democra.g f- d.*o".n.y,
according to Montesquieu, allows persons to do what they want and not
what they should. Democracy is, therefore, immoderate, and also seems
to require an overly burdensome conception of virtue and pardcipa.lon
in order to uphold it. In fact Montesquieu saw participation as ,one of the
great drawbacks linconudnientsl of democracy'.273

His is instead a model that supports honour, because honour can onlv
exist in a state'whose constitution is fixed and whose laws are certain,,2/a
As he would say in his discussion of aristocracy although an aristocratic
state could not be classified as free,, moderation is theie{or.e the soul of
such governments'.275_Having liberty was more important than living in
a 'free state'. Indeed, his critique of Venice, the emblematic ,aristocratrc

_^'?TrMonresquieu 19B9,4.21.20,p,389;1964, p. 672; cf. Hirschm an 7977, pp. 381t,42,
50ff,70-74,97; Monresquieu t964,p,948 (peasies, nos.640,641), on tt," ,.it"iion"t ip
between princes, co;:ruption and iusrice.

'z?u See delia Volpe 1978, esp. pp. 127-30.

^_r7i 
Montesquieu 1,989,2. 11.6, p. 159; 1954, p. 587; also Montesquieu .t989, 3. 19.

27, p. 326; 1964, p. 647, for the idea rhat rhe ,great advantage, of molern over ,ancient
democracies' is thar trusted representatives could.revise the ba-d impressions, exptessed by
the people, and'caln these emotions'. C{. Shkiar 1985, esp. pp. 1g4f.

274 Montesquieu 1989,I. 3. 8,p. 27; 1,964, p. 538.
z7t Monresquieu 1989,1. 3. 4, p. 25; 1964, p. S38t,La nodefdrio, est donc l,6me de ces

gouvenemenrs'. Emphasis in_original. cf. Montesquieu 1954, p. 1035 (pens6es, tto. 1804):
'On ne peut appeler li&re un Etat aristocracique,. Emphasis in original.
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republic', is typical in this regard. It builds extensively on an unmasking

narrative of the Venetian government along the lines of Tacitus, whose

scepticism Montesquieu appreciated.2T6 This sort of account, provided

by various contemporaries like Amelot de la Houssaye, argued that dic-

tatorship and degeneration lay behind the {agade of Venetian liberty and

constitutional stability.'?77 The myth of Venice in fact hid the realities of a

more conventional despotism.278 From this record Montesquieu drew the

seneral conclusion that both extreme liberty and extreme democracy ate

levalued forms of the true equality of a 'regulated' polity governed by

moderation and not excess. Yet there are so many allusions here it can be

hard to know where to begin. It sounds practically derivative of Cicero's

artempt in the De Offi.ciis to reconcile liberty with equality understood

as difference (in status, wealth, hierarchy and so forth). But because tt

equaliy applies to political, military and economic conduct, the dtscus-

sion seems to be an expression of Montesquieu's Tacitean fascination

with the Germanic roots of liberty, the nature of slavery and questions

concerning reason of state.zTe Its emphasis provides the resources needed

for a contemporary and updated Tacitean critique of corruption' whether

monarchical or lepublican,2so
The urost general claim seems also to be an Aristotelian-inspired cri-

tique of excess. For not only does moderation in.rply a degree of bal-

ance between extremes, but it is possible that Montesquieu's clitrcrsms

of extreme political forms are also drawn directly frorn Aristotle's own
claims about the debased character of 'extreme democracy'. This form of
government, 'in which not the law, but the multitude, have the supreme

power and supersede the law by their decrees', comes about through the

rise of demagogues and clearly might lead to tyranny.28l That was the im-

176 Carrithers 1991, esp. pp. 250t,2521,258, 254; Volpilhac Auger 1993, pp. 25f; cf

Volpilhac-Auger 1985, esp. pp. 129ff; Senaralens 2003, p. 106.
r77 So112005, esp. pp. 18f,62-66; \(rootton 1994, esp, pp. 354ff,362,365ff The French

police were certainly aware of the radical implications of Anelot's Tacitean criticism, and

watched him closely. See Soll2003, esp, pp.3l3f Montesquieu also used the work of Di-

dier,1680,
r'3 See Vhelan 2001, pp. 519-47.

'7e Montesquieu 1989, I. 8. 3, p. 114- L964, p. 571; ct. Machiavelli 1997, ch. 10, p. 38;

Machiavelli 1989, bk. 1, ch. 55, pp. 306-10; bk.2, ch 2, pp. 328-33; see too lVaddicor

1970, pp. 150ff,154, 156f, 163; Volpilhac-Auser 1985, pp 129ff,139ff,178f; Carcassonne

1927, p. 659. Cf. MoDtesquieu 1964, pp, 884,860 (PensAes, nos.297,73).
zso Desgraves 1954, no. 3084, p. 223; cf. Tuck 1993, esp. pp. 40f,47, 54, 59,67f'77ff,

77, B}f, 85; Malcolm 2007, esp. pp. 35t,94-97, 100 n.22, 101-4' 115ff' 119-23j Rahe

200L, pp . 92f1.
rsr Aristorle 1998. 1292a5-8, p. B9. The other four forms of democracy are those based

\trictlv on equality', rhe election o{ magistrales based on a property clualification, a rhird
rvhere all eligible citizens share in the government but the law remains 'supreme', and a

a
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plication Cicero had drawn, and like Cicero, Montesquieu of course fa-
voured a 'mean' between democracy and oligarchy as the ideal constitu-
tion of a state. Only this sort o{ a state has ,good fortune,, and its .citizens

have a moderate and su.fficienr property'. A majority of the ,middle class,
o{ people, without extremes of wealth, poverty and excellence, is ,clearly

best', though for Montesquieu once more moderate monarchy besi
achieves this distribution.,s2 It was indeed fortunate, he thought, that.in
most kingdoms (not republics) in Europe, the government is moderate'.28r

As one might by now expect, his recognition that comrnerce expressed
natural ambition should not be assumed to allow it completely free rein,
for that would be excessive and immoderate. His discuision of the lib-
erty of commerce maintains that it was 'not a faculty granted to traders
to do what they want', because that again would mean the,servitude
of commerce'. Montesquieu argues instead that laws hamper trade in
favour of commerce in well,regulated polities.2so Such was rhe English
example, 'sovereignly jealous of the commerce that is done there' with
only a few binding treatises and strong laws.r8i Typically, this liberality
was tied to size. As states grow, so do the threats to liberty, but commerce
could keep this danger in check because the'natural effect of comrnerce
is to Iead to peace'. Moreover, although commerce ,corrupts 

fcorrompt]'
pure moeurs) this is not a devastating objection, because commerce also
redirects and polishes them, making them less fierce and curing.desrruc-
tive prejudices' through'exact justice' and politeness.r86 It was altogether
a paradoxically benefcial enterprise, and one can see here still further
precursors of Adam Smith. Indeed, just as many have ffied to fold Smith
into a republican political tradition, given the character of Montesquieu's
reflections, it is perhaps unsurprising that some have attempted to align
him with the recovery of a neo-Roman concern with liberty as {reedom
from arbitrary power.It is important ro remember, though, rhar for Mon-
tesquieu political liberty is not the same as independence, eyen though it
depends upon a conception of persons and their capacities for its {ounda-
tion as a theory of political freedom.287 In political society, liberty ,can

fourth where all eligible citizens are'admitted ro the government, bur the law is supreme as
before', Aristotle 1,998, 1291b31-1292a4, pp. 88[,

'!!'z Arisrotle 1998, 1295b40-1296a1-10, p. 98; Montesquieu 1989,I .4.2,pp,321;1964,
pp.540f.

.']3rMontesquieu19B9,2.11.6,p.157;1964,p.586:,Danslapluparcdesroyaumesde
l'Europe, le gonvernement est mod6r6'. Cf. Montesquieu 1989, 2.13 . tZ, tl p. iZt; Oe+,
pp. 610f.

'z34 Montesquieu 1989,1. B. 3-4, pp. 114f; 1964, pp.571f; also Montesquieu 1989,4.20.
L2,p,345 1964,p.653-

':ls Montesquieu 1989, 4. 20.7, pp. 3421; 1964, p. 652.
'zt6 Montesquieu 1989, 4.20. 'l-2, p, 338 1964, p. 651-
'18? Pettjt 2007 , pp- 711,7 7 5 .
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consist only in having the power to do what one should want to do and

i"i no -uy U.i"g .oltrlrailt.d to do what one should not want to do'' Lib-

.l,yii" ,t.t. righi to do everyrhing the laws permit' 288 The resonance with

it.ri-"t uoil..t politicai language is striking, however, as his earliest

ffanslators noted 28e

" *Hobbes 
had famously asserted that civil liberty lies in the silence of the

laws, and rn his Leuiathan, that liberty in general is simply.the 
-absence

of external impediments to motion' In the work of Hobbes that Montes-

oui.o *u" more familiar with, namely the De Ciue,which,was available

i'n both Latllt and French translation, this latter point had not yer been

developed.2eo Indeed, in this text Hobbes was much more ambiguous

"bo,rt 
fr".dorlr, and it caused his system several difficult moments' For

although political liberty was still regulated by the .laws, 
he suggested

rrror. i.tt.t"lly that liberty could be restricted both by external ar.rd by

inr.rrrit i-p.ii-.nts' He equally claimed that internal impediments to

actiolr ar. ierived from the will, which led to the conclusion.that any

i-o.di-",lt, to one's freedom are those freely chosen by oneself, because

they stem fronr the individual wlll (atbitrium)' They are arbitrary in a

ciassical sense o{ that telm, a point he continued to wrestle with when

thinking about the relationship between fear and freedom'2e1' 
Thatihis caused internal problems for Hobbes's political theory is less

interesting for my argument than the claim that Montesquieu attempted

to characterize liberty in similar {ashion. Liberty according to Montes-

qr,i"o i, tn. idea of actively doing something that one should do, and

deing activety constrained irom doing that which, if one were properly

u-"i., on. slould not wish to do in the first place'ze2 Thus, if.'political

liberty consists in security or' at least' in the opinion that on€ has secu-

rity', ihis then means that the central defence of the liberty of the citizen

-ur, .o-" fron.r the 'goodness or quality lbontil ol the criminal laws''

lfe know that commerce prompts a desire for exact justice, so that helps

make sense of some of this argument, but it seems also to imply that

restrictions on one's liberty might be self-imposed' If what it means to

rss Montesquieu 1989, 2. 71. 3, p. 1 5 5 ; 19 64, p 5E6
!3' Nugent 1750, vol 1, PP v-vi.

"0 on*the publishing history of De Cize, see Hobbes 1983, esp' pp' 8-13;€lqo M:holm

2002, esp, pp. 458-6OiThomas Hobbes, l,etter 197, to Aothony l(Iood, April 20/30' 1674'

ln Uot,t." fSSZ, tot. 2,pp.744 (Letin),746 (EngLish translation) See also Hobbes 1997'

voL. i, pp. S93-ll, p. 895; Se. the other correspondence in Letter.50, to.Samuel Sorbidre'

f.b.uury fSlZg, fiiZ; Samuel Sorbidre, l.etter 51, ro Thomas Hobbcs, February 2zlMarch

4. 1647r Thomas Hobbes, Letler 52, to Sanuel Sorbiire, March 12122,1647' in Hobhes

1997, vol. 1, pp. 152f, 154f, 155-59.

'"-Hotbes iSSg, ch. q, S 8, p. 111; cf ch. 13, $$ 15-17, pp 150ff; Hobbes 1991' ch 21'

p. 145. See too Skinner 2008, esp pP. 127ff,
z'z Cf. Ror.rsseau 2003, bk 1, ch. B, pp 53f'
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act,freely is simply. to allow passions to motivate one to do what one
wrIs. tnat ts anarch): to act ar liberfy, or rarher ro acr wirh poliLical
liberty, Montesquieu suggested, is to cultivate one.s agency and do what
one should. Hence, the account of civil liberty offereJ in be Ciue meant
that freedom is not'doing everything of our own freewill', as that would
contradict the necessity of government and the seeking o{ peace. It also
means rhat civil liberty is simply understood as the sp;ce in which one
has to move freely, to be free from coercion.r"i Constiaints upon liberty
are therefore rhose which individuals choose rhem.elves rhr.oup,h actions
of their own will.2ea Montesquieu offers a similar account.

For Montesquieu too, rhe relations between individuals under the civil
state are_'governed by conventions' (regl,ls par des conuentions) that arc
minimally stuctured at least in terms of their adherence to th" baric
precepts of natural law. In his mind, rhe civil srate is indispensable to
the procurement o{ social harmony. but as a.[eccssary evil' lmal nices-
salre).it is'always m enacing' (touiowrs menagant), andits power counrer_
acts the existence of other, contradictory po-.ra o, forces.2es Laws and
politics have to combine effectively to promote such right conduct, and
when the two are in rare alignment, if,liberty can only be {ounded in
this knowledge', a well-ordered state could be the resuli. Laws cultivate
liberty, on this reading, and their absence simply allows excessive indi_
vidual passions free rein, an argument with pioiound implications. For
exampl.e, '.a man.againsr whom proceedings had been brought and who
was.to be hung the next day would be freer than is a pasha ir Turkey,.zr,;
Punishment is of_course important to this claim, anj of the four ma;or
types 01 crimes that exist (those counter to religion, moeurs, tranquil_
lity and security), the latter two are those that 

"prompt 
punishment.2eT

Once again,.though, the important point to nol is thai such punish_
ments should be'derived from the nature o{ the thing,. So not ojy does
p.unishment become predominantly retributivist in thi sense that it rs,ust
if it fits the crime, it must also be propottional and in ,harmony, with the

"3 Hobbes 1998, ch. 9, S 9, p. 111.

_ - 
rq Hobbes 1998, ch, 9, S9, p. 111; discussion in Skinner 2008, pp. 110_14. Cf. Hobbes

1969, bk. 1. ch. 12, g 3, p. 62j Hobbes 1991, chs.6,Zt,pp. a4l, iiif.
_ ^ 

rr Ehrard '\973, vol.2, pp, 500, 504f, allu,les to tlre famous passage in Mooresquieu'1989,2.11.4, p.155; 1964, p. 586, where ro prevent rts abuse,.power must arrest power
by the airangemenr of thilgs Lil faut que, par k dispositicn des choses,le pouuoir arArc k
Pouuoirl'.

. - 
2e5 Montesquieu 198 9,2.1,2,2,p.188;1964, p. j99; See too Montesquieu 1964, p, tOJJ

ll:1.:*: - 1802), wbere seturiry from capric.e is the,only advantage th"t n f.""'p.opl.
nave over anorher LL€ se l dvantage q un peuple lihre ait sur un autrc, c,est la slcufitA oi
.trafun psl qbc le captre d'un seul ne ln otea pajat s$ bicn..Ju sa uirl..

2e7 Montesquieu 1989,2.12.4,pp.1B9ff; 1954. p. 603.
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.,r,ider framework of justice and natural law, and hence dissuade others of

committing similar crimes.2e3

Punishment properly understood guarantees security and justice,

which in turn stems from the law expressed by intermediate powers in a

11od.."t. regime. To the extent that politics can provide this justice, then

for Montesquieu 'political liberty in a citizen is that tranquillity of spirit

*hi"h .o-.i from the opinion each one has of his security ls ret6l, and

in or,1"r fo, him to have this liberty the government must be such thar

one citizen cannot fear lcraindrel another citizen'.'zee Hobbes of course

had no compunction about suggesting the compatibility of both fear and

freedom. indeed, for Hobbes'citizens have no greater liberty in a popular

state than in a Monarchical'' \rhat allows them to falsely think that they

do is their participation as part of a'sovereign people'.3a0 The claim about

the problem of participation was one Montesquieu could agree with, but

he iould not accept the connection bet'iveen fear and political liberty'

Fear was the principle of despotism and insecurity, and fear was most

obvious in Hobbes's work in the state of nature' which is partly why it
had to be rejected.

Montesquieu therefore continued to focus on the apparent injustice

of Hobbest state of nature argumcnts, claiming that'to say that there

is nothing just or unjust but what positive laws ordain or prohibit is to

say that Lefore a circle was drawn, all its radii were not equal"301 Yet

although the account Hobbes gave of the state of nature it De Ciue was

well known and read, it certainly did not say that in this state men are

naturally evil or that they could do whatever they liked whenever they

wanted, Few contemporary French readers, Montesquieu included, ever

really acknowledged this fact when they pilloried Hobbes's position'3o2

Despite this fact, however, Montesquieu's account of rhe consrant strug-

gl. 
"fte, 

po*er or recognition as an inherent part of human relationships

was as Hobbesian as anything else.3o3 At the same time, the analysis of

']es 
Montesquien 1989,1 6 16,p 91;7964' p.563; for discussion, Carritlers 1998,esp'

p. z1,8lf, 239t.

"' Moncesquicu 198 9, 2.11.6,p 1,57;7964. p. 5 86: 'I-a libert6 politique dans un ciroven

est cette tranquiiite d'esprit qui proivent de l'opinion que chacun a de sa s ret6''
r0 I'{obbe;1998, ch. 10, $ 8, pp. 121f; 1998, ch. 7, $$ 3-4, pp. 92f{; cf. Hobbes 1991,

ch.21,p.149.
rorMontesquieu 1989,I 1 1, p.4i I. 1.2,p.5;1964,pp.530{'
ro'? C{. Glaziou 1993, and the sharply critical revierv bv Vokler 1995, pp' 473If'
ror This {act makes Roussealfs reaction to the presentation of Hobbes's argumtnrs by

Diderot exceptionally interesting, as Hobbes's moral theory o{ t}re passions oudined in

Elements of Lau was then largely unknown see Diderot 1779, esp pp 581, 585, 589;

\(okler 1975,pp.55-111. For the !ext, see Hobbes 1969, bk. 1.ch.8'$$ 5,8'ch 9,$ 1'

pp.34ff,36f.
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envy in particular and honour in general as a lubricant of social progress
suggests the key conclusion that Adam Smith would take still furtherroa
That was the idea that overly ausrere motals and overly rational political
speculation, which try to nulli{y those egotisrical rraits of mankind .in-
scribed on our souls', are always doomed to fail. It is only when forrune
or {ate is'appropriare' (mediocre) rhar we can be happy.ros Indeed,.for-
tune is our mother; adversity, our governor'.306 Such adversity governs
our individual will, and thereby structures even a purely philosophical
idea of liberty, which'consists in the exercise of one,s will. or at least
(i{ one must mention all systems) in one's opinion thar one is able to
exert one's own will'.307 \(hen removed from this conceptual abstracrron,
though, the'word liberty tn politics does not signifS in many ways, that
r.vhich the orators and poets thought it did,. Instead, ,properly signified
the word is a relation', and should not be used to .distineuish different
states of government'.3o8 Political liberty js nor about frie government
or free state.. bLrr ir instead a relarion berween pa'sion and iiqhtacrion
at the level of the individual and of the legislaior, and for thlt reason
it fits well with the idea of liberty as propriety. One can be a free agent
if one deliberates rationally, but volitional and responsible freedom for
Montesquieu requires either willingly regulating agency (which is always
difficult), or having political liberty in a state thar allows natural tenden-
cies to flourish, and where free agency becomes the same as doing what
one should want to do because the scope of Jegjrimare acrions is clearly
constrained by law. The combination of prudent management and pure
chance thus required lay behind Montesquieu's admiration for the tradi-
tional French monarchg and his account o{ modern English liberty.

In making these arguments, Montesquieu seemed to be rejecting Locke,s
general claim about the relationship between liberty and the will. Recall

roa Mortesquieu 1964, p,987 (Pensdes, no. 1042J: ,C,est l,envie de plaire qui donne oe ra
liaison a la soci6t€, et tel i 6td le bonheur du genre humain que cet rmourr,propre, qui devait
dissoud(e la soc;6t€. l-a {ortifie, au contraire, et La rend in6branlable,.

roj Montesquieu 1964,p.859 (Pensies, ILos. 69-70).
106 Montesquieu 1964, p-987 (Pens6es, no. 1022): ,Je disais; .,I_a Fortune est notre mire;

l'adversil6J notre Bouvemeur."'
307 Montesquieu 1954,p. 1035 (Pensiesj no. 179 8 19431); Monresquieu l9t9,2.12.2,

p. 18 8; 1954, p, 598: 'La /lr?rtl philosophique consiste dans l,exercice de sa voiont6, ou du
rnoins (s'il faut parler dalrs tous les systdmes) dans I'opinjon oi l,on esr que I'on exerce sa
volont€'. Montesquieu 1954, p.1035 {Penstes, no. 1798 [943]): 

.La liber6 pure esc p1ut6t
un 6tar phiJosophique qu'trn 6tat social'.

r03 MontesqLrieu 7964, p. 947 (Pensies, Lto.631): .ce mot de liberti d^ns la politique
ne sigrifie pas, A beaucoup prds, ce que les orateurs et les podtes lui fort signifrer Le mor
n'exprime proprement qu'on rapport et ne peut servir ii distinguer les diff€rantes sorres de
gouvernements'. Emphasis in original.
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that for Locke, uneasiness (and hence passion) determines the will, and

liberty is the capacity to suspend judgement be{ore acting so as to pursue

our t;ue happiness' Both look very much like doing what one shorrld

want ro do is the sine qua non of free action, but despite this appearance'

Montesquieu thought that uneasiness, or lack o{ tranquillity, was contex-

tually specific. Some nations and some peoples suffered from it, whilst

others did not, and those whose government was not moderate were

the most obvious candidates for such a feeling of what Locke's French

ffanslators suggested was inqui\tude. Such uneasiness seems particularly

sermane to Montesquieu's understanding of the English character' With

iheir history, ch"t"cter and climate the English have an excellent political

svstem that suits them and which is beneficial {or commerce' However,

whilst the English political systen was admirable, the English themselves

were hardly cheered by their condition They were an unhappy lot, al-

ways worried about something, always moved by uneasiness, but even

thii uneasiness could not be the principal spring behind the system of

liberty in a republic presented as a monarchy'3oe It had first to be trans'

formed by something like fear, though not exactly like it. Fear was both

the principle of despotism (and England was not despotic)' and it pro-

vidJ a central unifying focus to classical republics (and England was not

classically republican either). In the English case' unease combined with
vigilance in the face of fear over political corruption, in an argument rhat

seems to derive {rom Montesquieu's sympathy with Bolingbroke's \7hig
critique of British politics. Maintaining their security in the face of cor-

ruption, a necessary prerequisite for their liberty kept the English uneasy

in general, and the strong middle class (those gens midiocres upon which

stable politics is built) particularly tense. They had something like virrLre,

but not of any recognizably republican sort. Theirs was instead the virtue

of owners, watchful over their property in case someone tried to steal it'
Such a commodification o{ uneasiness meant that although the English

were free, they were too restless ever to properly enjoy their condition-rt0

English rnorals were clearly enraged by passions like 'hatred, envy, ieal-
ouiy and the ardour for enriching and distinguishing oneself', and the na-

tion'could more easily be led by its passions than by reason'.3r1 Overall,

then, one would do well to follow good English institutions, rather than

live in England.

rot See Rahe 2001, pp. B8f, ro rvhose analysis I am indebted here; aiso Sonenscher 2008,

p.235 ard n. 79. C{. Montesquieu 1964, p. 1005 (Persl?s no. 1430).

" R:hc 200l. esP. PP e<lf
r1!Monresquieu 1989,3. 19 27, pp. 325f1; 1964, p.648; Shklar 7979, esp' pp 324l'

See coo Manicas 1981, esp. pp.323-29; Gilbert 1994, esp. pp 54ff; Spinoza 1958, ch' 6'

s 1, p. t15,
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Thus in 1749, a year after the publication of his De tEsprit des lois,
Montesquieu wrote to his friend l/illiam Domville to assuase his fears
about corruption in English politics, claining rha t'in Europe the last sigh
of liberty will be heaved by an Englishman'.3'2 l{ the system of English
liberty was the best expression of commercial freedom in a European
context suffused with Anglophobia, ar least two further elements rvere
of profound importance to Montesquieu,s explanation. The first of these
was the general transformation in the understanding of the relationship
between liberty, national identity and reason of srate in the English mari-
time empire up to the Restoration,rLr This clarified the contrast berween
the English and the Roman example, and in a modified form, Montes-
quieu presented a version o{ what has more recently become known as
the 'credible commitment' thesis.rla Rather than comparing their wealth
with the Romans, the English would be better advised to examine instead
the source of their own riches. This would show why they should worry
about their liberty, which is linked to commerce, and which in rurn'rs
linked in some fashion to your existence'.r1j The commercial character o{
their corruption needs to be examined.lr6

Second, however, since the regicide, the English nobility had collapsed,
and those 'intermediate powers' that buttressed the monarchy had been
removed. This paradoxical developmenr meanr rhar in England a modern
'republic hides under the form of a monarchy'.rr7 Moreovir, if the English
somehow lost their precarious constitutional structure, they would in ef-
fect revert to something like a monarchical despotism anj become,one
of the most enslaved peoples on earth', as recent discussions of habeas
corpus illustrated.rls In trying to prevent France from falling prey to srmr-
lar dangers, Montesquieu's argulnents were designed to show that any
form of political or economic hegemony was necessarily fragile and his-
torically conditioned, and that all attempts to mitigate decline {whether
containing teritorial expansion effectively or by English-style constrtu-
tional balance), could only ever be temporary.rle Given this precanous
circumstance, the spirit of liberty defended by the English consritutron

ir2 Motrtesquieu, Letter ro Villiam Domville,laly 22,1749, it Montesquieu 19jjj, pp.
12444s.

rlr See Acomb 1950; also Pincus 1998,pp.75-104;2001,pp.272 98-
rli North and Veingasc 1989, pp. 803-32.
rlj Montesquieu, Lerter to Donville, in Montesquieu 1955j, p, 1245.
316 See Desserud 1999, esp. pp. 147ff; see roo Sonenscher 2007, p.47j text in Montes-

quieu 1989, 4. 21. 14, p.381;1964, p.669.
r17 Montesquieu 1989,I. 8. 9, p. 118; 1964,p. 573.
r13 Montesquieu i 989, 1.2,4, p.19;1964, p. 535; cf. Montescluieu 1989, I. 5. 19, p. 70;

1954, p. 555; discussion in Manin 2008, esp. pp.40ff.
r" Spector 2006, p. 151, 403,404ff; Krause 2002, esp. pp. 714-19.
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hp,rr exDressed Montesquieu's wider claim that moderation is the best

l"ii", !"J ,rt* '-.n ullo,' always accommodate themselves better to

ffi;i;r ;; to e"tremities lmieux des milieux des ext6mitisl''320 The

llll.'" irrlfL t."sht to or,tii,t. was that English liberty was the result

li 
".1ntri,"i.""f 

".o-poo"d that could easily tip over into. a despotism

uvi"r.'ii" i.*itf"*re co'uld 'examine' but could not 'check' the executive'

This is where the passton or vtrtue of uneasiness, which moved English-

,n'; ;;";;;;; J.f.,,d tt"l' libertv, came dangerouslv close to the

principle of desporism. namely fea r'r'l
"'ii;i.". thoughto make his orherwise generou5- praise for. the,Fnglish

.";r;;;.;-;il1; -o,. -ottd both historicallv and politicallv' thev

r.t"tii't.f... show the importance oI propriety and.moderation to po-

iiii.uf iiS"t,y i" Montesquieu's work' In order to clarify this importance'
'n;;;;;;iJ"\ 

""-ative 
irvolves a series of interpretative steps The first

,.rft"r, " *."atnt outline of his synthetic account of iustice' an-account

li", i*a?i"[o'"" "*"r*.s' of'the limitations of classical politics for

.#"-p"t"ty 
""as. 

From here, one can see how the very idea of liberty

r.""fi. ni.otailt* to Montesquieu, requires an account of the passions of

il;;;iilil"h;; ""nrvti' "r 
p"r"i.ul liberry also requires an accortnt of

,'fr... o"r.-", that set politici in motiolr' \i/rit small' {reedom is simply

ilr.,rrti r.io" r" particular conre\ts writ large' polirical freedom is re'

;;;;;;;;,i.; *;verned bv laws and iustice ;ppropriate to.a particular

::,;;H;;;;i; "";,r-'. l"*'' tr''* becomes a rheory of embcdied political

il;;;;,'"ii ; ;*r,rr. ot the success of commercial societv is. how far

i; i. ";i; a balance self-interest with the need to regulate conduct The

l;in*fiy .f ..--g to terms with such questjons must in part €xplain

irr. i.rrin*ffy coJplex lineage and apparently sprawling character of

iL" work.tt'Y.t b"cause Montesquieo's ieflections on the nature of mod-

ern Dolitjcs, the passions. ludgement' and on libcrty' all cohere around

Lhe ienLral themes of moderarion. ;ppropriarenets' measured happrness

^"i *ii-J.""f "p-ent' 
his was " 

gu'gultto"lr synrhesis that many could

at"- ""tt- f,t 
tt"thetic unity reJ-rlti from his attempt to marry an his-

;;;;"i:;;i;*; ;i lib.,tv -ith claims about passions and actions' in

"rJ., 
,t 

""plol.. 
how the passions that set politics in motion have to

i""in"i. U"ri*."" divine, physical, intellectual and-noral causes' that is

,n rJo ba,-"att iustice and the natural order ot thtngs' L)nly tnen can

lll ifll::il:fi il:;:';T;';|;'f!;)?ff;lol?3i, '"**.,,,"" 
1ese, 2 11 6, pp

160, 162; 1964, p. 58B; Rahe 2001, pp' 96i'

," l:i:iu*:'- u; :ul::,'.* l;l;li;ff ;i;,';::',:f"* ";a$Hn:
lero'1 I o88a. pp. 4q-b lr lq8Bd. pp. o5 7-

I
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one understand the spirit of the laws.323 His political thought itself rep_
resents something of a middle way between the extremes o-f enthusrasm
and imagination in the aftermath of the political rejection of Jansemsm
rn France.'ra In fact, rhrough an awarenesi of the Jansenist heriiage he ac-
Knowredged rhe lmporrance ol tlrc passion. in erplaining human acrion,
and lecognized that even apparendy selfish passions cai be necessarily
and positively related to social unity and poliiical moderation. From this
point he was led to certain conclusions aLout the limits of humarr rauo_
nality and the fragility of political order.

The impact of his work in Britain, even on an elite fully versed in Fran_
cophone culture, was profound. For critics like Domville, Montesqureu,s
analysrs was grist to the mill concerning the potentially disastrous ef-
fects of corruption.s2r Converselg the Reverend Oavid Villiams took up
Montesquieu's method of analysis even as he thought he was criticizing
it. He did so in order to comment upon and critic;lly evaluare the idea
of a balanced constitution, an idea which in no way implied the idea of a
passive entity that was simply acted upon. Instead he noted (as had Mon-
tesquieu, in fact) that balance was an acdve principle o{ the movemenr of
powers in concert,326 Understanding this balance lvas necessary to fully
appreciate the true and just order of the relationships between things.ri'
And in thinking through the historical and philosophical implications of
borh, his and John Locke's polirical theoriei in par'ticular, British potrti_
cal thought would in rhe {ollowing cenfury come to develop ur, 

"bidirrgconcern with the paradoxical character of liberty both had outlined, par_
ticulariy its relation ro rharequivocal word.'iu.iice., which Montesqureu
had thought ro be butressed by our feelings of resenrmenr and the desre
tor'vengeance'.r28 His considerations were actively taken up by many
of the. mosr perspicuous.of eighteenth-century political thinkirs,'bur my
nope rn rhe tollowt[g chapter is to show that in this reqard {ew were
more perceptive than Adam Smith.

r'r Volpilhac-Auger 20 04, esp. pp. 17 3-7 6 -

'a Goldstein 1998, p. 34 cf. La Vopa 1988, pp. 103f; see also Dedieu 1 928,pp. 161).f 4.i'zj Fleccher 1939, pp. 157, 159f.

,, 
r':6,Cf Monresguieu 

.19,8e,2. -t 
L 6, p;164t 1964, p.589:,The form of these three powers

LlegLslari\'e' erecurivc. judLcraryl shoutd be rest or inaction. But as ahey are coDstrained to
move by rhe necessary_rn'.lnon of things. they will be forced to move in .on.".r:. fo. g.n"rrt
dr\cus on. (;unI tq8t.pf.67i. tqq.20J,2l0rHolmec lqg.5.p. tb6icLL,,urrney200ta,
esD-pp..2781.28J.\ee'oo]\4onreoouieu tqo4.irp. t00ir ,p"rsr,:. co.. t428 JJ).''' WrlJiams 1782. pp. 3f.7 (cidng Montesquieu on rhe ,unnecessary, distincrion between
crvLr €nd potLrcat htrerry), pp. 9t (on.balance,), and p. 53 (organisarion o{ rhe people).

_ 
J'zs Montesquieu 1964,p.990 (pensies, tto. 11021: .Le butiraturel de la ,,engeaJce est de

r6duire un homme a ce sentiment de dEsirer de ne rous avoir Doinr off.""# "

,z.j CHAPTER THREE €!'

'The True Propriety of Language':

Persuasive Mediocrity' Imaginative Delusion

and Adam Smith's Political TheorY

The moral and political philosophy of Adam Smith famously states that

natural ambition and self-interest, a'desire of bettering our condition',

lies at the heart of human motivation'1 However, this desire masks a

more fundamental 'love of domination and authority', made manifest in

the pleasure we have in getting others to carry out our will. This can

be even more strongly expressed as the natural'love of domination and

rvrannizing'.2 !(har seems ro have interested Smith the most' howeve{'

was how this natural desire for superiority comes to be tenpered by

countewailing social tendencies, and in particular by the peculiar and

unnatural configuration o{ modern commercial society ln tandam rvith

Monresquieu's Jccount o[ honou( commcrcial sociery. according to

Smith, utilizes our naturally avaricious tendencies, and counterbalances

ambition and a love of domination with an equally deep-seated need for

social acceptance and recognition. A {ear of shame, a reflex of the 'natrrral

right' to pieserve our'reputation', underscores the tension and results in
politeness or decolum as the norm 3 Commerce alone, however, seems

able to reconcile these conflicting demands without the explicit use of
force and through the division of labour instead. It therefore avoids a

more'natural' state of slavery and domination a It is a symbol o{ progress'

The progress of opulence that the division of labour promotes' while

it works with our natural sentiments also threatens out psychic develop-

ment. It makes us value trinkets and baubles, ephentera over substanceJ

and this in turn suggests a day when the'nobler parts of the human char-

acter may be, in a great measure, obliterated and extinguished in the

great boiy of the people'.r Like Montesquieu, Smith thought that under

an increasingly complex division of labour the 'minds of men are con-

I Smith 1976, wN,lI. iii 28, pp. 341f.
t Smith 1,975, Ll (A),iii. 114, p- 186
I Smith 1975, r/ fBl,8,192'pp 399,480t.
a Smirh 1976, WN,lIL ii. 10, p 38B; III iv 11, p.420; cf Srnith 1975, L/ (8,t,333' p

541; discussion in Luban 2008, esp pp, 4,25-30,33f,38ff; Rasmussen 2008, p 149'
5Snrith 1976, WN,V i. f,51, pp.783f;1975, LJ (B),'tr' 6,p 333.
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