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Chapter Five

Despotism in The Spirit of Laws

Sharon Krause

The concept of despotism provides a key that opens The Spirit of Laws and il-
luminates the sometimes shadowy contours of Montesquieu's political philoso-
phy. Despotism has been characterized as “the basis™' and “the cutting edge™ of
Montesquieu's political theory, and as the unifying theme of his corpus as a
whole.? It is the one phenomenon that is categorically disparaged in a work that
otherwise resists categorical judgments,* so that while readers may disagree
about which regime Montesquieu prefers,” there can be no doubt about which
one he most despises.® Besides being one type of regime, with a particular insti-
tutional structure and motivating principle, despotism refers to the universal
tendency of political power to overreach its bounds, a tendency that runs
through governments of all types and that has roots in human nature itself,” In-
deed, it is because “the soul has such a taste for dominating other souls”
(XXVIIL, 41) that anyone who has power is led to abuse it, continuing until he
finds limits (XI, 4).° Despotism as a common tendency of politics and persons
thus inspires Montesquieu's greatest contribution to liberalism, the separation of
powers.

The concept of despotism also provides clues to Montesquicu's view of the
ends of politics and the nature of the human good. His reluctance to specify di-
rectly a comprehensive conception of human nature, including human ends, is
well known. He resists doing so partly because he believes that human diversity
runs deep, as the influence of particular cultural traditions “can be so great that
it changes, so to speak, the whole genius of human nature. This is the reason
that man is so difficult to define.” In part, too, he is skeptical about the human
capacity to know metaphysical essences,'® and wary of the practical implications
of perfectionism in politics.'" Montesquieu largely accepts the early modern
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view that the purpose of politics is political liberty understood as security, not
the realization of a human felos. For him, liberty rests on the protection, not the
perfection, of the individual.”? Yet Montesquieu does not simply replace the an-
cient idea of a human felos with the modern idea of natural rights. Although he
mentions natural rights occasionally in The Spirit of Laws, he remains as reluc-
tant to prescribe universal standards of natural right as to dictate universal hu-
man ends. Without such a standard, however, Montesquieu's liberal philosophy
as a whole is difficult to justify. Why is a constitution of separate powers better
than the rule of an unlimited will, after all? What justifies the liberty that mod-
erate government provides? Because he does not give a defense of universal
natural rights or offer an explicit statement of human ends, Montesquieu has
been faulted for failing to justify his preference for moderate government.'” His
description of the human condition under despotic government implicitly con-
tains the needed justification, however. By showing us what despotism denies
and debases in human beings, Montesquieu inspires us to think about the talents
and the ambitions, the courage, the artistry, and the knowledge of which we are
capable—even “those virtues that give greatness to the soul” (V, 12). The su-
mum malum of despotism therefore functions as a negative model that contains
positive implications for understanding human nature and human ends, and so
suggests a justification for political liberty and for Montesquieu's political phi-
losophy as a whole.

This chapter examines the meaning and the significance of despotism in The
Spirit of Laws. Following a brief account of the background of the term, Mon-
tesquieu's treatment of the government of despotism is elaborated, including its
nature, principle, limits, and corruptions. A tension between the nature of des-
potism and its principle sets the most forceful limit on despotic governments and
causes their inevitable corruption. Additionally, Montesquieu's association be-
tween despotism and the empires of the East is considered in light of recent cri-
tiques of “Orientalism.” Although Montesquicu uses the travel literature selec-
tively and exaggerates the links between despotism and the governments of
Asia, he is no advocate of European imperialism, the justification of which is
thought to be a central purpose of “Orientalism.” Ironically, Montesquieu's ex-
aggeration of the specific connections between despotism and the East makes it
possible for him to show that despotism poses a universal danger. Finally, the
relationship between despotism and nature is examined, including nature under-
stood as climate and physical terrain and nature understood as human nature.
Although Montesquieu regards despotism as an assault on human nature, he also
shows it to be the most natural form of government, not least because it ex-
presses fundamental features of human nature. By illuminating the features of
human nature that despotism expresses and those it denies, Montesquieu shows
us why political liberty is worth pursuing, and so gives us reason to study the
spirit of laws.
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Sources of “Despotism”

Montesquieu did not invent the term “despotism,” but he systematized it and es-
tablished the definition of despotism that came to predominate in the eighteenth
century.' In doing so, he both drew on and departed from traditional interpreta-
tions of the word. The Greeks had applied the term despotes to the head of the
household, despotic rule being the command of household slaves. As such, it
was not itself a term of derision, as despotic rule could be legitimate if exercised
over the class of persons regarded as “natural” slaves.'> Aristotle did use the
word derisively in his Politics, however, in describing the degenerate stage of
each of the three regimes, including the rule of tyranny in the third book, that of
the overbearing demos in the fourth book, and that of oligarchy in the fifth
book. Each of these political degenerations was tied to the abandonment of law,
as when “the multitude has authority and not the law.”'® Under such circum-
stances, the citizens, by nature free, were treated as though they were slaves be-
cause subjected to an unregulated ruling will.'” Thus, despotic rule acquired a
negative connotation when it was applied to the rule of free men rather than
“natural” slaves. In this way, the legitimate place of the despot was limited to
the private sphere.'® The political despot for Aristotle was by nature disrcputa-
ble, and a king ruling as a despot was considered a tyrant. Tyranny, which was
spoken of in the political context more frequently than despotism, could be
remedied by removing the tyrant because the malady was in him, not in the
people or in the institutional structure of the regime. For although a tyrant ruling
with despotic power might treat his subjects as slaves, they were not by nature
slaves, and so were capable of resistance and could resume the role of citizens
or subjects after the tyrant's expulsion.

Hobbes rejected the Aristotelian distinction between free persons and natu-
ral slaves on the grounds that “when all is reckoned together the difference be-
tween man and man is not so considerable as that one man can thereupon claim
to himself any benefit to which another may not pretend as well as he.”"” The
consequence of natural equality, however, was not so much to discredit the pri-
vate rule of despots as to make the political despot reputable. All persons, being
equal, were equally in need of the protection of an absolute sovereign, and des-
potic government was just one particular manifestation of this general form.
What Hobbes called “despoticall” government originated in conquest, but was
legitimated by the covenant of obedience given by the vanquished to the vic-
tor.2’ The consent of the vanquished was in principle indistinguishable from the
consent of the parties to a Commonwealth by Institution. Despotic rule was no
different from the rule of a government “by Institution of the people assem-
bled,” because in both cases consent was driven by fear—in the one case the
loser's fear of the winning army, in the other case the individual's fear of other
persons. Both instances of consent were the products of a state of war, “which is
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necessarily consequent . . . to the naturall Passions of men.”*' The only solu-
tion to the state of war was the establishment of a single sovereign sufficiently
strong to make his subjects too afraid of him to be dangerous to each other. The
fear of one another or of external enemies, which made individuals consent to
be ruled, was replaced by fear of the king, which made them obedient. This fear
required unlimited power for the sovereign, as any limitation on his power, in-
cluding the limitations imposed by laws, would limit his capacity to terrify and
$o to protect his subjects. The fear engendered by the sovereign's unlimited
power had an emancipatory effect on individuals because it produced tranquil-
lity where there had been war, and so established security. “Despoticall” rule, al-
though absolute, was not fundamentally distinct from political rule in general,
and not to be disdained. Hobbes thus made political despotism reputable and le-
gitimate by detaching it from the idea of slavery, while preserving the older no-
tion of rule not limited by laws, and introducing the element of fear.

In France, the term despotique came into use during the reign of Louis XIV,
and was employed most often by his aristocratic opponents, with strongly nega-
tive connotations. Among the first to use the word were the pamphleteers of the
Fronde (1648-53), an aristocratic uprising occasioned by the minister Mazarin's
attacks on the claim of privileged bodies, especially the Parlements, to refuse
obedience to the crown and to control royal administration at the local level.?
The frondeurs accused Mazarin of attempting to make France into a monarchie
despotique,” which they associated with both arbitrary rule and the servitude of
subjects. This usage combined the idea of rule over slaves, derived from the Ar-
istotelian definition, with Hobbes' idea of political absolutism. In 1689-90 the
Huguenot publication, Les soupirs de la France esclave, qui aspire aprés la lib-
erté, drew on the criticism of the earlier pamphleteers, faulting the king for “the
oppression of the church, the parlements, the nobility, and the towns,” and giv-
ing prominent place to the term “despotic power” (pouvoir despotique).** The
anonymous author went further than his predecessors had gone, however, ex-
panding the definition to include religious intolerance, the bureaucratic centrali-
zation of political authority, aggressive foreign policy, and mercantilist misman-
agement of financial affairs.”” Shortly thereafter the noun, despotisme, indicating
a system of government, rather than a quality of personal rule, was given cur-
rency by Pierre Bayle in his Réponse aux questions d'un provincial (1704).%
The new term was used widely in the final years of Louis XIV's reign by oppo-
nents of his absolute power, such as Fénelon, St. Simon, and Boulainvilliers, to
indicate a political order characterized by the qualities enumerated in Les
soupirs.”’ By the middle of the eighteenth century, then, the central features of
the concept of despotism included the arbitrary rule of a single sovereign who
was limited by neither law nor intermediary bodies, the political slavery of the
ruled, the centralization of power, financial mismanagement, religious intoler-
ance, and military aggressiveness.
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Montesquieu systematically elaborated these features of despotism in The
Spirit of Laws. In doing so, he established its meaning so definitively in the new
public mind of the /umiéres that d'Alembert asked him to contribute an entry on
despotism to ['Encyclopédie.’® Montesquieu’s concept of despotism preserves
Aristotle's association between despotic rule and lawlessness, but makes law-
lessness a quality of the political order as a whole rather than the ruler. He like-
wise draws on the Aristotelian link between despotic rule and slavery, but be-
cause he rejects the idea of natural slavery he regards all forms of despotic rule
as illegitimate. Whereas for Aristotle despotic rule was called for by the pres-
ence of natural slaves, Montesquieu believes that despotism creates slaves
where there should be none. And while Aristotle believed that tyranny could be
remedied by removing the corrupt tyrant, for Montesquieu the correction of
despotic rule is more complex because corruption permeates the system of des-
potism as a whole, its institutions and its subjects, as well as its ruler. To slavery
and lawlessness, Montesquieu adds the Hobbesian principle of fear, a principle
that earlier treatments of despotism in France had not emphasized. Montesquieu
acknowledges the unifying and the tranquilizing force of fear, which for Hobbes
legitimated its use, but he does not equate unity or tranquillity with liberty.”® He
rejects Hobbes' identification of liberty with power and shows not the emanci-
pating effect of fear but its debasement of human beings and politics. Finally,
Montesquieu transforms the polemics of the French pamphleteers into political
philosophy. Seeking to explain rather than simply to accuse, he shows the
causes and the consequences of despotism, illuminating its particular instances
by means of his general principles.

The Nature of Despotism

Montesquieu elaborates three types of government in Books II-VIII of The
Spirit of Laws, distinguishing the “nature” of each government from its “princi-
ple.”® The nature of a government is the particular institutional structure that
“makes it what it is.” The principle is the “human passions that make it move”
(IT1, 1). The nature of republican government is that the people as a body, or a
part of the people, have sovereign power. Monarchical government is that in
which one alone governs by fixed and established laws. In despotic government,
one rules alone, but by his will and caprices, rather than by law (II, 1). Montes-
quieu's typology of regimes distinguishes between forms of rule on the basis of
the number of rulers and the presence or absence of fixed, established laws. By
contrast, Aristotle had classified regimes on the basis of the number of rulers to-
gether with the presence or absence of virtue.”' Montesquieu's standard of classi-
fication departs from that older one by replacing the virtue of the rulers with the
legality of the system. He criticizes Aristotle's classification for making distinc-
tions on the basis of “accidental things (des choses d'accident), such as the vir-
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tues or vices of the prince” (XI, 9).” Virtues and vices are accidental in the
sense of being contingent, and therefore not to be relied upon. Even when pre-
sent, the virtue of a ruler does not predict the outcome of his rule as reliably as
does the structure of the government. To predict how a monarch will rule, it is
better to know the institutional channels through which power flows than to
know the content of his character. The structure of the regime and the laws, not
the character of rulers, is the most reliable basis for classification. ’

One implication of Montesquieu's revised typology is that good government
is possible without the cultivation of virtue, or the perfection of the soul. This
justifies removing the care of souls from the province of political authority, and
so erecting a boundary between the public and the private spheres, a purpose
that Montesquieu shares with earlier liberals such as Locke.” At the same time,
by discounting the role of virtue, Montesquieu's typology suggests that immod-
erate government is not simply the product of vice. Despotism does not result
from the presence of a particularly vicious ruler, but instead poses a more gen-
eral threat. For if personal vice is not a precondition of despotic rule, then the
pool of potential despots is much increased, even unlimited. It is not only the vi-
cious, but anyone, Montesquieu says, who is led to abuse power when he has it.
Anyone who has power will continue to expand it until he finds limits (X1, 4).
Consequently, despotism cannot be dismissed easily as the specific corruption
of a particular regime, but instead represents an entrenched possibility of poli-
tics. And if despotism is not produced by the vice of the ruler, then it may be
possible for despotism to occur even in the regime of a benevolent prince. Thus,
a monarch's public displays of benevolence would not be sufficient to distin-
guish him from a despot.

For Montesquieu's contemporaries, his typology also raised a question as to
the status of France. France was ruled by “one alone,” but since the typology in-
cludes two regimes in which a prince rules alone, one was forced to consider
whether the French monarch ruled by law or merely by capricious will
Throughout The Spirit of Laws, Montesquieu explicitly associates France with
monarchical government, but implicitly he calls to mind the resemblances be-
tween French monarchy and despotism. Ironically, by distinguishing monarchy
from despotism Montesquieu makes us think about them together, and for the
Frenchmen of his day this inevitably meant thinking about them together in rela-
tion to France.* The fact that Montesquieu's typology invites this association
explains in part why Voltaire objected so strongly to it. Voltaire, a defender of
royal absolutism, regarded despotism not as a separate regime, but as a corrupt
form of absolute monarchy because for him it was not unlimited rule that was
dangerous but unenlightened tule.® The ideal government would not limit
power but rationalize it. Accordingly, the proper standard for distinguishing a
monarch from a tyrant was reason rather than law. Because he rejected external
limitations on sovereign power, Voltaire also opposed the claims of the nobility
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to mediate the crown's authority. And he considered Montesquieu's suggestive
associations between despotism and the French crown incendiary and responsi-
ble for stirring up a rebellious spirit among the Parlements.*® Thus the typology
of regimes presented in Book II introduces legality as a new standard for distin-
guishing forms of rule, implies that despotism poses a general threat to all re-
gimes, and raises questions about the potentially despotic character of monarchy
in France.

After defining the nature of the three regimes, Montesquieu discusses the
laws relative to each one. Not surprisingly, the description of the laws relative to
the nature of despotic states is brief, since despotism is the regime that by
definition lacks fixed, established laws.?” There is one “fundamental law” (une
loi fondamentale) in this state, however, which is that the one who exercises
power has it exercised by another (I, 5). The establishment of a vizir is a fun-
damental law because despots naturally abandon the public business, preferring
instead the business of their private pleasures. The unlimited political power of a
despot makes everything that is desirable available for his personal use, and the
plethora of pleasures that results proves distracting. If he is to devote himself to
his pleasures, the despot must put someone else in charge of governing. And it
must be one person, because if the public business were entrusted to several
different persons, disputes would arise between them and he would be called
back to administration. Thus the despot is compelled by the power of his
passions to appoint a deputy. The inevitability of the establishment of a vizir re-
sults from the equally predictable effects of the unlimited pursuit of sensual and
material pleasures. The “fundamental law” of despotic government is funda-
mental in the sense of being irresistible, even necessary.

It differs in this respect from the fundamental laws of republics and mon-
archies. In republican government, for instance, the laws establishing the right
to vote are fundamental because they constitute the regime as a republic, and as
a particular type of republic depending on what portion of the population is ac-
corded the vote. These laws result from the choices of legislators (II, 2). Simi-
larly, a fundamental law of monarchy is the balance of power established be-
tween the intermediary bodies and the crown (II, 4), a balance that is in no way
inevitable but rather represents “a masterpiece of legislation that circumstance
rarely produces and that prudence rarely is permitted to produce” (V, 14). The
fundamental laws of republics and monarchies are the products of human art
and deliberation. But despots, being “intoxicated with pleasures” and having
“given themselves up to the most brutal passions,” act mainly on impulse rather
than deliberation or art (I, 5). There the fundamental law is fundamental in the
sense of being unavoidable. It calls to mind the “invariable” laws of the physical
world, of which Montesquieu speaks in Book I, and which he distinguishes from
the civil and political laws found in the “intelligent world” (I, 1). That is, the
fundamental law of despotism resembles the general laws of motion that govern
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the material world more closely than the laws by which human beings govern
themselves. In this sense, it expresses the necessity that permeates despotic gov-
ernments, rather than the art and deliberation that shape moderate regimes.*®
Thus, in moving from the fundamental laws of republican and monarchical re-
gimes to the fundamental law of despotism in Book II, Montesquieu effects sub-
tle shifts in the meaning of both “fundamental” and “law.”

The Principle of Despotism

The “principle” of despotic government, or the human passion that sets it in mo-
tion, is fear. The despot's subjects fear him because he can destroy them in-
stantly (III, 9), while Ae fears his army (V, 14) and the loss of his pleasures.*
The fear that permeates despotism arises naturally, even automatically, from
threats and chastisements (III, 5). For while fear may be a rational response to
the raised arm of the despotic prince, there is more impulse in it than delibera-
tion. Fear has no need of education because it is so well supported by instinct,
and consequently education “is in some fashion null” in despotism (IV, 3). Edu-
cation is not only unnecessary, but potentially dangerous, since an education in
ideas would “elevate the heart,” which could bring down the despot (IV, 3). The
spread of knowledge is dangerous to a despot because it could dispel his sub-
jects' fear. The extreme obedience that the despot requires rests on the ignorance
of his subjects (III, 3). The subjects, who are “timid, ignorant, and worn down”
(V, 14), aim only for the most meager existence. Too insecure to think of living
well, they have mere living as their sole purpose. And without education, their
actions lack principled ends, such as honor, virtue, even liberty itself. Thus, fear
produces the other main motive that operates in despotism, a desire for the satis-
faction of material needs, or “the conveniences of life” (V, 17-18; XV, 1).%

Fear not only arises automatically in despotism, but also has automatic ef-
fects. Fear compels compliance, so that “the prince's will, once known, must
have its effect as infallibly as a ball thrown against another ball must have its ef-
fect” (I1I, 10). Hobbes was correct to count fear as “the passion to be reckoned
on,”*' for it imposes pressures on human actions that make them predictable, in
contrast to the uncertainties that result from deliberation and choice. As against
Hobbes, however, who regarded the predictability of human behavior as a pre-
condition of the “science of natural justice” that established individual security
and thus liberty,” Montesquieu associates perfectly predictable behavior with
the mechanistic responses of beasts and the forced compliance of slaves.* Thus,
the despot rules his subjects as though instructing a beast (V, 14), for in despot-
ism “the portion of men, like that of beasts, is instinct, obedience, and chastise-
ment” (III, 10). There, too, “men are all slaves” (III, 8), which means that they
are the property of the despot, and so the instruments of his will (XV, 1). As a
result, “almost no one has a will of his own” (VI, 1). Human behavior under
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despotism consists in responding to the will of another, rather than in deliberate,
intentional action, which is why this society operates as a series of “infallible”
reactions. Even the despot is not free, since no one is a tyrant without at the
same time being a slave (IV, 3). The despot is a slave to his appetites, reacting
“infallibly” to his impulses and his own caprice.* If he is slavish like his sub-
jects, he is also something of a beast. His portion, like theirs, is mainly instinct
not reason. “The idea of despotism,” Montesquieu says, is illustrated by “the
savages” of Louisiana: “when they wish to have some fruit, they cut down the
tree to the base and gather the fruit. This is despotic government” (V, 13). The
immediacy of instinctual appetites calls for immediate solutions and prohibits
the mediation of reason, which in this case might have resulted in a plan for cul-
tivating the fruit, thus ensuring a future supply, perhaps even increasing it,
rather than eradicating its source.

In part, too, the mechanistic quality of the despot's own actions results from
the absence of an opposition. Without opposition, “he does not have to deliber-
ate, to doubt, or to reason; he has only to want” (IV, 3). Montesquieu means for
us to notice the difference between wanting, which is an impulse, and choosing,
which implies deliberation, doubt and reason. Because a despot has no oppo-
nents, there is no one to demand a reason for his actions and therefore no reason
for him to have a reason. But without deliberating about an action, without be-
ing able to provide a reason for it, distinguishing a choice from an unchosen im-
pulse proves difficult. Ironically, the despot's perfect power of choice under-
mines his capacity for intentional, self-initiated action.* The “tempering, modi-
fication, accommodation, terms, equivalents, negotiations, remonstrances” (III,
10) that result from a strong opposition mediate the will of the sovereign in
moderate governments, and by doing so they force the sovereign's will to be
more reasoned and deliberate, and therefore more free, than is the case under
despotism. The mediation of an opposition interrupts the infallible operations of
despotic government because it interrupts the prince's unreflective responses to
his appetites. Without an opposition, the despot as much as his subjects lacks de-
liberate intention, even a will of his own. When Montesquieu describes despot-
ism as a system in which “man is a creature that obeys a creature that wants,” he
means to convey that everyone is part beast and part slave there (III, 10; empha-
sis added). Indeed, the despot's wants reflect an obedience to his creaturely
needs that is as extreme as the obedience that he compels in his subjects.*

The simple structure of despotic government, which lacks the complexity
that results from a differentiated social order and a constitution of balanced
powers, is reflected in the simplicity of civil laws (VI, 1). As all subjects are
slaves under despotic rule, everyone is equal. No differences exist in rank, ori-
gin, and condition that would require variations or exceptions in the laws.
Moreover, because the prince is master of the estates of all his subjects, no pri-
vate property exists, and therefore few if any laws are needed to regulate the
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ownership of land. The same is true for commerce. Since all commodities be-
long to the despot, the many laws that regulate commerce in moderate regimes
are rendered useless. Nor are marriages regulated by civil laws since they are
“contracted with female slaves” who have no legal standing.*’ In principle, civil
laws operate at the intersection of the public and private spheres. They regulate
and protect by public authority the private enterprises of individuals, such as
landholding, trade, marriage, associational activities, and contractual obliga-
tions. The dearth of civil laws under despotic government points to the ambigui-
ties that permeate the categories of public and private there.* On the one hand,
in the absence of private property one is tempted to conclude that everything is
public. From the standpoint of the individual subject, this surely is the case, as
neither one's goods nor even one's person are one's possession, and no activities
or opinions are protected from government intrusion. Everything is a part of a
common estate. Yet the common estate is the personal holding of a single indi-
vidual. Consequently, while there is no private sphere from the standpoint of the
subject, neither is there a public sphere. Indeed, everything is private in despot-
ism. Everything is the private property of the despot. All is contained within the
private sphere of his personal, if extensive, household. Thus, “the preserving of
the state is only the preserving of the prince, or rather of the palace in which he
is enclosed” (V, 14). There are no real interactions between public and private
of the sort that civil laws are established to regulate, because the separation be-
tween public and private has collapsed, and the simplicity of the civil laws re-
flects this fact.
The prince's personal privatization of the public sphere not only simplifies
the civil laws but actually depoliticizes the state. No politics is possible there,
since politics presupposes the existence of public matters, along with the oppos-
ing views of these matters that sustain public deliberation.* Since everything in
the state is the personal property of the prince, all matters are by definition his
private affairs, and thus subject only to his prerogative. With nothing held in
common, no one besides the prince has a legitimate claim to an opposing opin-
lon, or to any opinion. But without multiple opinions about common matters,
the tempering, modification, accommodation, and remonstrances that facilitate
deliberation are impossible. Thus, “politics with its springs and laws here should
be very limited,” for “everything comes down to reconciling political and civil
government with domestic government, the officers of the state with those of the
seraglio” (V, 14). It is true that the prince's household is full of intrigue and
petty rivalries. But these rivalries are not strictly political because they do not
represent contests of principle or opinion. They are simply squabbles over the
comforts of life, the only motive that operates in despotic countries besides fear.
Montesquieu conveys the loss under despotism of the animation that marks
politics with a reference to Charles XII of Sweden, who, on receiving word of
resistance in the Senate of Sweden while he was out of the country, wrote that
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he would send one of his boots to command it. The boot., Montes.qul?u'sayg
would have governed like a despotic king (v, 14). D§§pot1c authority is inani-
mate, like a boot, because it lacks the animus of politics—both the.gmmatmg
spirit of reason that sparks deliberation and the courageous qpp051t10n, e;:/en
animosity, that sustains it. But in despotism everyone—the prince as (rinuc as
his subjects—lacks the animating forces of reason and c'ou'rage? an co:ts;-
quently, “less is communicated” there (XIX, 12).. Montesquieu's criticism ot the
inanimate, apolitical quality of life under despotlsc(:) goyernment does no'F re§t1(:n z}
glorification of political participation, however. ‘It is true that the‘ principle o
divided power requires political participation by dlffe'rent groups within s‘o.cxety%
but for Montesquieu participation is only a means tF) llberty, not the deﬁr;lltlondo
liberty or an end in itself.”! The purpose of participation 1s not so muc ftct>h e-
liver the good of self-government to each group as to prevent any one 0f e}rln
from endangering the personal security of rpembers of the o.ther gr‘oups:b ort, fe
says, “I do not attach much value to the delights of furious ‘dl'sputauon abou ha1%
fairs of state to the endless repetition of liberty and the privilege of haFmg a
of one's fellow-creatures.” Similarly, he prefers rpodern representatlye go;—
ernment to the direct democracies of antiquity in wblch the peqple had lmmg 1%
ate power (XIX, 27). If disputation about the affaiers of state is not the;1 en t(?
politics, however, it is a crucial component of politics and a check on zei'spl(z1 ic
authority. Thus in free governments, while it does not matter Whether individu-
als reason well or badly, it is crucial that they reason; yvhf:reas in a despotic gov-t
ernment, any reasoning at all runs counter to the 'pr1n01ple of the govc?mm;:nd
(XIX, 27). Reason gives rise to deliberation, which 'epgenc‘lers the principle
clashes between opposing viewpoints that animate pohtlcal. life. By s.u'p;.)ressu}ig
the reason and the courage that animate politics, despotism depoliticizes the
state;l"he apolitical character of despotism recalls‘Aristotle‘s concept of des}p;oﬁlc
rule because of its association with the non-political sphere of the househo ki
Aristotle considered despotic rule tyrannical when imported fI‘Ol’I'l .the househo
into politics because he thought it ill-suited to the natu're of politics. But l\g:}?—
tesquieu's despot forces a fit between his manner of mlmg and the na‘a}llr;c1 o r:
political sphere. It is not just that he rules in the public sphere as thozlzg ' Z we t
still in the household, as Aristotle's tyrant did. Instead, Montesquleus espo
transforms the public sphere into a household and the. populace into slav.es in
order to accommodate his masterly rule, as when Louis XIY eroded the 1nlt)ellr-
mediary bodies of the French monarchy. The transformation -of thelpu1 12
sphere permeates society at every level. For. example, the arblzc‘rary, alw es
character of despotic rule runs through the entire regime because “where aw is
only the will of the prince, although the prince may be wise, how c”ould a gna%};-
trate follow a will that he does not know? He must follow his own” (V, 1 .). e
lawless rule of will is ubiquitous in despotism because no local authority can
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supply a principled standard of rule that is missing at the top. Every mayor and
magistrate inevitably becomes a petty tyrant. Similarly, where property is inse-
cure, trade dominated by the prince, and offices dispensed at his discretion
rather than sold or inherited, important men “will be driven to a thousand mis-
deeds because they will believe that they possess nothing except the gold or sil-
ver thgt they can steal or hide” (V, 14). Therefore embezzlement is natural in
despotllc states (V, 15). And if a prince declares himself owner of all the land
and heir to all his subjects, no one has an incentive to make repairs or improve-
ments on his holdings, or to take up industry and the cultivation of land (V, 14)

Consequently, the prince's subjects come to resemble him in being lazy (II’ 5)53’
anq are satisfied simply with “subsistence and life” (XV, 1). Whereas the,des-
po'.uc rule of Aristotle's tyrant is ill-fitted to the nature of political life, Montes-
qgleu's despot makes political life conform to the nature of his unlin;ited rule

?13 tt}:an;f?{)matif)n of Zoc}iety results in a system and a population ill-equippeci
or the deliberation and the dis i i iti

blic sphore paloten, putation that animate politics and that make the

Constraining Despotic Rule

D'espite the absence of fixed and fundamental laws independent of the prince's
will, one thing that sometimes can counter his will is religion. Thus, “one will
abandQn one's father, even kill him, if the prince orders it, but one Wifl not drink
any wine even if the prince wants it and orders it. The laws of religion are of a
higher precept, because they are imposed on the head of the prince as well as
t1.10§e of his subjects” (III, 10). The laws of religion can provide grounds for re-
s1§t1ng the will of despots. Religion also can be a source of intimidation to the
prince (II, 4). Indeed, even if it were useless for subjects to have religion, “it
wguld not be useless for princes to have one and to whiten with foam the c;nl
rein that they who fear no human laws can have” (XXIV, 2). Thus, religion Cal}ll
c‘orllstrain despots both from below and from above. On th’e one han’d laws of re-
llglon can give a despot's subjects reason to disobey him. When his) commands
v101§te the laws of religion, his subjects have legitimate grounds, and a powerful
motive, to resist him. The piety of the populace can be an obstac,le to the bound-
less power of the prince, which like the sea “seems to want to cover all the
carth” (II, 4). At the same time, by positing an authority more powerful and
more ferocious than himself, religion gives the prince something to fear, and
therefore a motiye to restrain himself in the exercise of his will. His subject,s' pi-
ﬁgn ?ﬁ(r)lrsntr:;r(l)sv €Elm from below and the threat of divine vengeance constrains
.Commerce provides another potential limit on despotic authority. The es-
tabpshment of commerce requires the establishment of exchange, and e;(chan €
which provides the means of transferring silver from one com;try to anothir’
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“constrains despotic states” (XXII, 14). The exchange sets limits on the author-
ity of kings (and “theologians,” too) by putting commerce, “in some fashion, out
of their power” (XXI, 20). Commerce is an extrapolitical source of power that
can check the abuse of political power and “limit great assertions of authority, or
at least the success of great assertions of authority” (XXII, 13). In this sense,
Montesquieu regards commerce as an auxiliary of constitutional safeguards (es-
pecially the institutional balance of powers), functioning as a bulwark against
despotism.* Commerce also incites and rewards the ambitious, with the result
that commercial men are more “daring” than others (XX, 4). The daring that
commerce inspires counteracts the debilitating fear inspired by the despotic re-
gime. It gives rise to pride and confidence, which are dangerous for despots be-
cause “any people capable of esteeming themselves very much would be in a
position to cause revolutions” (II1, 9). More generally, commerce animates soci-
ety, stirring up the rivalries and the personal ambitions that support politics. For
whereas “the laws that order each man to remain in his profession and to pass it
down to his children are and can be useful only in despotic states, where no one
can or ought to have a rivalry” (XX, 22),” commercial societies encourage ri-
valries by equalizing opportunities, or providing a relative equality of opportu-
nity. And “the political world,” Montesquieu says, “is sustained by the inner de-
sire and restlessness that each one has for leaving the place where he has been
put.”* Besides establishing countervailing sites of authority, then, commerce
engenders daring and ambition, which animate the public and counteract the
deadening effect of fear and the passivity of a populace that could be ruled by a
despot's boot.

If commerce and religion can set limits on a despot's power, however, they
do not always do so. On the one hand, commerce is difficult to establish and
sustain under despotic government. Never knowing when his commodities
might be confiscated or the currency devalued, a merchant lives from day to
day, too insecure to take the risks required to make a commercial enterprise suc-
ceed (V, 15). Indeed, in despotic states, Montesquieu says, one works more to
preserve than to acquire (XX, 4). And as lending is risky, usury is “naturalized,”
which makes financing large-scale enterprises difficult. Consequently, one can-
not engage in much commerce under despotic government (V, 15). Moreover,
although commerce establishes independent sites of influence, which can pro-
vide resources for contesting encroaching political power, the influence pro-
duced by commerce also can be used to support despotic authority. After all, it
never has been difficult to find merchants and financiers willing to collaborate
with despotic regimes for the sake of filling their pockets. Then, too, commerce
can be forcefully co-opted by despots. This explains why Montesquieu so
strongly opposed the policies of John Law, who had promoted the idea of a na-
tional public bank to be financed by commercial enterprises but overseen by the
monarch. In Montesquieu's view, such a system would appropriate the resources
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of cormerce that should be used to check the power of the sovereign and turn
thgm instead to his aggrandizement. In addition, the excessive currency manipu-
lation central to the system undermined the potential power of commerce as a
check on the crown by depriving individual citizens of what one scholar calls a
“gauge with which to make rational determinations of value on their own and
thereby prevent[ing] them from resisting the designs of the state.””’ For this rea-
son, Montesquieu refers to Law as “one of the greatest promoters of despotism
ever seen in Europe”® (11, 4).
Besides being difficult to establish under despotic government, and vulner-
gble to co-optation, the power of commerce t0 check despotism is’ further lim-
ited by the effect it has on individual motivations. Commerce keeps individuals
occupied and satisfies their desires. This has the potential benefit of preventing
vyhat one commentator describes as “an unnaturally powerful fixation with po-
litical power,”* but in the extreme it can cause individuals to prefer their profits
or the'ir comforts, to their liberties. For example, if restrictions on his politicai
liberties did not threaten his commercial activities, would the ambitious mer-
chant s’Fand up to a despot to defend them? Montesquicu expresses some doubts
remarking in his “Nofes on England” that “the English do not deserve their 1ib:
erty” because they “sell it to the king.”® Similarly, he tells us that England “has
always made its political interests give way to the interests of its commerce”
(XX, 7). Indeed, “many” Englishmen willingly abandon the one nation in the
world whose constitution has liberty for its direct purpose in order to “search for
a.bundance,” and they do so “even in countries of servitude” (XIX, 27). The mo-
tive of material interest that commerce supplies does not contai’n a principled
stan@grd for preferring political liberty to personal profit, and thus may be an in-
sufficient spring for resisting despotic power. In fact, it may be perfectly consis-
tenF With despotism, since in despotism individuals act, if not from fear, then in
anticipation of the comforts of life, as we have seen. In a commercial,society
Where the motive of material interest predominates, subjects may be gratifie(i
into §ubmission by a despot who successfully supplies their needs even while
denying their liberties. For this reason, some have seen in Montesquieu's re-
marllcs' on commerce “a new despotism . founded not on fear but on
gratification.”®' So while commerce has the potential to check despots, it also
may support despotism. ,
Religion, too, may as easily enhance despotic power as constrain it.52 If the
despot can succeed in putting himself at the head of his people's religion, he can
use their religious piety to his own advantage. Under such conditions rel,igion is
“a fegr added to fear,” and “it is from religion that the people derive ’in part, the
astonishing respect they have for their prince” (V, 14). Moreover re’ligion te,:nds
to make individuals heedless of worldly perils and disdainf:ul of worldly
goods..63 Faith, like fear, may give rise to passivity, which partly explains Mon-
tesquieu's mistrust of the contemplative life that religion promotes (XXIV, 10).
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Religion “makes us hope for a state that we believe in, not a state that we feel or
that we know” (XX1V, 19), and the promise of heavenly rewards can make the
abuse of political power casier to abide, which is why the effectual truth of the
city of God too often supports this-worldly despotism.64 By contrast, what one
feels and knows in this world keeps one interested in politics, and inspires vigi-
lance in resisting the abuse of power. And while the other-worldly orientation of
religious faith may seem to contradict the mechanistic materialism of despotic
government, their effects are similarly fatalistic. The fatalism of religion,® ac-
cording to which every outcome is the result of a single omnipotent will, paral-
lels the fatalism that permeates despotism, in which everything happens in re-
sponse to the will of the sovereign, a resonance that is enhanced by the blind fa-
tality that Montesquieu associates with the despot's slavish pursuit of pleasures
and his subjects’ unreflective grasping for gratification. So religion, like com-
merce, may limit a despot's power, but cannot be relied upon to do so.
Nor does Montesquieu regard reason as a dependable barrier to despotism.
He is more skeptical than some other Enlightenment thinkers, such as Voltaire,
about the power of individual reason to limit the exercise of political power. Itis
true that The Spirit of Laws aims to enlighten us on political matters by disclos-
ing to us the fruits of Montesquieu's reasoning, and by engaging our reason.
And Montesquieu believes that political power cannot be limited without rea-
son, since a constitution of separate pOWers is the product of reason, even a
“masterpiece” of reason, as We have seen. Yet in his view the proper role of rea-
son is to clarify the most effective external constraints, or mechanisms, for limit-
ing power. Reason cannot replace these mechanisms, as Voltaire thought it
should do, because reason works better as a guide for great legislators than as a
check on individual action. When reason is left alone to check individual ac-
tions, as it was for Voltaire's enlightened despot, the overwhelming tendency,
according to Montesquieu, is for enlightenment to lose out to despo’tism.66 Hu-
man reason is easily swayed by the human will, and so our reasonings can be
difficult to distinguish from our rationalizations.”” Even the reasoning of phi-
losophers is not immune to the influence of will, but may be colored by “pas-
sions and prejudices,” as in the case of Aristotle, «who wanted to satisfy some-
times his jealousy of Plato, sometimes his passion for Alexander,” or Plato, who
«“was indignant at the tyranny of the people of Athens,” or Machiavelli, who
“yas full of his idol, Duke Valentino” (XXIX, 19). Reason on its own 1is as con-
tingent as virtue, and like virtue has need of limits (XI, 4). The rule of reason
without limits on reason, as in enlightened despotism, turns out f0 be just an-
other form of tyranny, not the solution to it. Whether the rule of reason takes the
form of Plato's philosopher-king, or the phronesis of Aristotle’s “best man,” or
the “natural reason” of Hobbes' sovereign, or even the “communicative rational-
ity” of today's deliberative democracy, for Montesquieu it never can be, on its

own, a reliable limit on political power.
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Besides being vulnerable to the will, reason, like religious faith, has a ten-
dency to become too “contemplative.” The contemplative reason of philosophy
is as much a problem for politics as religious contemplation, and for the same
reason. The “speculative sciences,” Montesquieu says, “render men savage
(sauvages)” (IV, 8). Contemporary usage of the term sauvage carried the mean-
ing of ferocious (féroce), as well as uncultivated and shy (farouche). Sauvage
meant something asocial.® Too much speculation causes individuals to “turn
their backs on everything that pertains to this world” (XXIV, 11). The problem
with turning one's back on this world is that the limitation of political power re-
quires constant vigilance.* Power continually seeks to augment itself and a peo-
ple that is not continuously on guard against encroaching power surely will be
overwhelmed by it (XI, 4). Reason as “detachment” thus may support despot-
ism, rather than check it (XXIV, 11), and consequently the excess of reason is
not always desirable (X1, 6). Too much reason, or reason of a speculative sort,
makes human beings heedless of the pressures that bear on them in the material
world and delivers them too easily into the hands of despots.

The Corruption of Despotic Regimes

Neither commerce nor religion nor reason itself constitutes a reliable limit on
despotic authority. Once despotism has been established, it seems, one can only
wait for its inevitable decline. The decline of despotic governments is inevitable
because unlike other regimes, which are corrupted by particular violations of
their principles, despotism is corrupted by its own nature (VIII, 10). It is self-
destructive. One reason is that in states where there are no established laws, the
inheritance of dominion cannot be fixed. Fixed laws of succession cannot be
reconciled with the despot's inclination to identify his person with his state. If
the state is the prince then it cannot outlive him, but must dissolve on his death,
and thus despotic governments have a natural life span of a single generation.
And without fixed laws of succession, rivalries among potential successors con-
stantly disrupt the state during its short life, compounding its instability, and
giving it additional reason for a faster dissolution than other states (V, 14). In
addition, because the despot can make his subjects fear him only through the
threat of force, despots are dependent on their armies, Yet the military force that
sustains the despot's state is dangerous to his person, for the stronger his army
becomes the more easily it can destroy him. This presents a paradox, since the
despot's person and the despot's state are conceived to be the same thing, and
consequently despotic governments prove to be unsustainable over an extended
period. The fact that any particular despotic government is in principle unsus-
tainable over time, however, does not mean that despotism in general is likely to
disappear. When one despot falls because of his army, a new one rises in his
place. Despotism in general is persistent because while “a free nation can have a
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liberator, a subjugated nation can have only another. oppres§or” (XIX, 27). Con-
sequently, the destruction of any one despotic regime typically is foll.owed by
the establishment of another. Still, the dependence of despots on their armies
constitutes a weakness that makes particular despotic governments unstable and
short-lived. o

Another problem that despots face is a natural devaluation in thc? currency
of fear. Severe penalties suit despotic governments (VI, 9), but over time pgnal-
ties must become more and more severe to achieve the same effects. Subjects
who are “accustomed to be checked only by a cruel penalty” eventually force
the regime to “become more cruel than itself,” as “souls that are everywheri
overawed and made more atrocious can be guided only by a greater atrocity
(VI, 13). The problem is that penalties that are so atrocious as to be thoroughly
terrifying are difficult to execute. Montesquieu reports that the Japapese are
known to hide the crimes of their fellows, for example, because thg punishments
would cause so much bloodshed (VI, 13). With penalties that “impose terror
upon men's spirits” no one can be found to accuse or condemn (VI, 14). But the
result of crimes going unpunished is a rising disdain on the part of the people
for the authority that prosecutes, which is the despot himself. Thug, the peed to
preserve the mechanism of fear through increasingly severe pepaltles ultlAmat.ely
undoes the mechanism of fear, replacing it with the unruly sentiment of disdain.

Yet another cause of the corruption of despotic states is‘that they tenq to-
ward expansion by military means. The despot's unlimited de§1re expresses itself
in foreign policy as much as in domestic affairs. The result is an unwieldy em-
pire, prone to fragmentation from within. Subjects who are fglthfgl because pun-
ishment is at hand, Montesquieu points out, tend not to remain faithful when the
threat of punishment is distant (IX, 6). The expansion of states a.tlso €Xposes new
sides from which they can be taken, and thus large states are difficult to defend
at the borders. And since much of the territory has been annexed through con-
quest, little of it will be of personal concern to the despot,. much Iess.to his spb;
jects. Consequently, despotic governments tend to “provide for their segurlty
by “separat[ing] and hold[ing] themselves, so to speak, apart. Thez/ sacrifice a
part of the country, ravage the frontiers, and leave them deserted” (IX, 4.1). In
other words, they defend themselves by dissolving themselves. Thus, the size of
despotic states also contributes to their dissolution.. .

When Montesquieu speaks of the “corruption” of despotism he means
something different from what is entailed by the “conuptlop” of monarchn.as‘ and
republics. Corruption in relation to despotic government simply means disinte-
gration. In relation to monarchies and republics, however, the corrupt1qn of the
regime also refers to a violation of what ought to bg. What Montesqu%eu calls
the “nature” of the government in these cases implies a standard of rlght.and
even carries moral weight. When a democratic people gives its vqte for sgver
(VIII, 2), for example, or a monarch removes the privileges of the intermediary
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bodies (VIII, 6), one can say that a wrong has been committed. Such actions
constitute violations of the fundamental laws of these regimes. Moreover, when
democratic citizens sell their votes and monarchs attack the intermediary bodies,
particular forms of human excellence are eroded-deliberation in the one case,
moderation in the other. The same cannot be said of despotism. Its corruption is
its destruction and nothing more. There is no violation of what ought to be be-
cause in despotism no standard of right exists that would give meaning to ought.
There the fundamental law expresses what is unavoidable, not what ought to be.
Force replaces right, and so ought gives way to is and must. And there is no hu-
man excellence that is particular to despotism, in which both the ruler and the
ruled exist merely as the instruments of their own and others' fears and appe-
tites. Despotic rule rests on the debasement of human beings and the erosion of
human excellence. Therefore in the context of despotism, the term “corruption”
loses all moral significance. It no longer implies a violation of what ought to be
but refers simply to the collapse of the government, a shift that parallels the shift
in the meaning of fundamental law under despotic government.

Much as deliberation and choice have little to do with the fundamental law
of despotism, so human art can do little to prevent the corruption of despotic
governments. The corruption of despotism is so unavoidable, in fact, that no
purely despotic government can endure.” Despotic government “maintains itself
only when circumstances . . . force it to follow some order and to endure some
rule. These things force its nature without changing it; its ferocity remains; it is,
for some time, tamed” (VIII, 10).”" China is the example most often cited in this
regard, but virtually every other despotic regime that Montesquieu mentions de-
parts in some way from the type, as he acknowledges.” The despot is impotent
when it comes to preserving his regime because he is so artless and lacking in
the capacity for reason and deliberation. By contrast, the art of legislators in re-
publics and monarchies can have significant effects in preserving the regime, in
restraining each one's tendency to depart from its nature and principle, a ten-
dency that affects every regime. Legislators have greater influence in monar-
chies and republics because the fundamental laws of these regimes are the prod-
ucts of human art, unlike despotism, where the fundamental law stems from ne-
cessity.

The despot's inability to arrest the decline of his regime reveals a
fundamental tension between the nature of despotism and its principle. The
nature of despotism, which is the rule of will, runs counter to the principle of
despotism, which is fear and the anxious appetites that accompany it. The
despot's fear of his army and the loss of his pleasures disables his will, much as
his subjects' fear of him deprives them of any will of their own. And his
concupiscence is all instinct and reaction, a slavish obedience to his appetites,
rather than a willful assertion of his intention. The mechanistic materialism
resulting from the principles of fear and appetite suggests a loss of will at the
foundation of despotism. The despot as much as his subjects acts as he must, not
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The despot as much as his subjects acts as he must, not as 1’.16 chooseg Sp whlle
the nature of the regime implies the despot's absolute ch01'ce, its principle im-
plies his necessity. The regime of despotism proves to be .mcoherent, and this
becomes a powerful argument against despotism, one that is me'fmt to be mo;g
persuasive to despots and potential despots than morall exhortation ever cou

be. Montesquieu offers a way of criticizing the one regime that does nf)t recclog—
nize any ought by showing that even by the one standard that despgtlsm oes
recognize—the rule of will—despotic governments are I?ognd to f2}11, be?ulsle
the rule of will cannot be maintained in the absence of limits on .vs‘/111. An 't e
incoherence at the heart of despotism has personal as well as political 1mphcg-
tions, since it suggests that for individuals as rpuch as for gove.rnrpe.nts th.e{le is
more liberty to be found in living within principled limits than in living without

them.

Montesquieu Orientalist?

Montesquieu draws a special connection be.twee.:n despotic gO\./em,I’nent andl .th,e
empires of the East where, he says, “despotism is . . . r.1aturahzed (natura }ise)
(V, 14). Throughout The Spirit of Laws, the 1argc? empires 'of the East, suc ?S
Persia, Turkey, India, and China, provide illustrat10n§ for his thc;ory of QGspo 13
government. In these countries, he maintains, the chm.ate':, terrain, religion, ?.n
mores all support the unlimited rule of one. The association between despo‘asrp
and the Orient precedes Montesquicu. Axristotle ha.d reglarkefl on the. de:p.otgc3
kingships that existed among “some of the barbfmans, part1cul'arly in Asia. .
Despotism predominated in Asia, he thought, ‘becagse barbarians are mor
slavish in their character than Greeks (those in Asia ‘bemg more so than th;;se 11n
Europe) [and] they put up with a master's rule w1thout. makln.g any dcl1 1cut—
ties.”™ Aristotle's associations between Asia and the slavish subjects of despot-
ism survived into the modern period, illustrated, as one commentatorwhas n().‘[edci
in sixteenth-century maps depicting the continent of Asxa;tﬂ?;s a horse, }11—'clef1net
but ungainly, and of course being the servant of man.’ Montejsquleu sdtr}ela.-
ment of despotism drew on these conventional associations and increase 't eir
force in the public mind. For this reason, he has been f.ault.ed for con:crlbutmg. tlo
the “Orientalist” standpoint that some believe came to justify Europe's imperial-
ist policies throughout Asia and Africa in ‘the nineteenth century, and that e;;en
today is thought to contribute to Western dlsreg.ard for non-Western perS(I)II;s. N
Montesquieu's portrait of Eastern cou.ntrles. m%}’y seem to exempli yf h.e
prejudicial standpoint associated with “O'rlentahsm, not lea§t becla}lseho : 11s
departures from the empirical evidence. His portrait of despotlgm relies heav1ti/l
upon the newly available travel reports that haq emerged early in the elg t.ec.etn '
century. References to this literature abound in his fqotnotes to The Spiri g
Laws and even take center stage from time to time, as 1n Book XVII, chapter 3,
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“On th'e climate of Asia,” which opens with long quotations from the collected
I?ecu?zl de voyages au nord and Father Jean-Baptiste Du Halde's Description de
l'empire d? la Chine. Montesquieu's use of the travel literature has been car
fully scrutmized..77 There is broad consensus among interpreters that he used el;i
}vlv.hen and how it sullted hirp, emphasizing reports from travelers that supported
is theory of despotism while not infrequently ignoring those that did not.” Al
though he classified Persia as a despotism, for example, in fact the Kora;l i
Ylded a fundamental law that could set limits on the wil’l of the sultan. In aflth-
tion, the shah's military officials, as well as lawyers, merchants, and art.isans 0 N
ergted as limited intermediary bodies, not unlike the corporate ,orders of monaFr)-
chical Fr'ance. And while direct challenges to the sultan's authority might elici:c
egtraqrdmarily severe penalties, most crimes among the people themsel:g/es were
tried in accordance with clearly defined procedures and penalized according t
established rules.” Similarly, fear was noticeably absent from most of the trfv (i
r§ports from China, or mixed with other motives.® Because of such discre alf—
. z;etshlf\:/lrcr)ll‘léeslc%igu's pgrtrait of China was criticized by Frangois Quesnay as eitrly
. ) . . )
Anquetﬂ_Dupem; r?xiln {1;87 8pg]rtralt of Persia was attacked by Abraham-Hyacinthe
Some have interpreted Montesquieu's selective use of the travel literature as
an effort to force a fit between his typology of regimes and the empirical data
presented .by European travelers to Asia.*’ Yet Montesquieu's typology of gov-
ernments is not meant to be absolute. England, for example, does not fit efsil
into the typology, since it constitutes something of a hybrid b,etween a monarchy
and a repubh’c strengthened by commerce. The important role that the En lisI}I
cgnstltutlon plays in The Spirit of Laws suggests that regimes that depart %rom
his typology do not represent a fundamental threat to his political philosophy as
a yvhple. Even China, which Montesquien describes as “a despotic sta}?ceythe
principle of which is fear,” (VIII, 21) also represents “a case of a republic or
monarchy” with respect to the moderation of its civil and criminal laws (VI 9‘?1
note 25). B?cause perfect despotism is impossible, actual despotic governme’nt;
alwgys are impure, the power of the despot being limited in some way, if onl
(as in Chlpa) by external forces (VIIL, 10). Such fortuitous limits make, articu}-,
lar despotlc governments possible even as they render them impure frrz)m the
:l‘;igdpomt O}f; the typglogy. Thus Montesquieu's selective use of the travel litera-
o t;;glr;(gy jfizg}i?;:d by a supposed desire to preserve the strict integrity of
. A more plausible explanation for the distortions that exist is that Montes-
quieu means to correct what he regards as existing distortions in contemporary
Fr&?nc'h treatments of the Orient. Many notable men and women of Montes-
quieu s‘day were favorably impressed by reports of Persia, for example, which
had game@ a stature by the middle of the eighteenth cen‘a’lry that could, not b
ignored, either culturally or politically.® China, too, enjoyed a growing reputa?

Despotism 251

tion for wisdom and prosperity.** Voltaire in particular had praised the govern-
ment of China as ideal.*s He admired the absolutism of Chinese rule and rec-
ommended it as a model for European monarchs.®® His admiration fueled the
public fascination with the empires of the East, with their mystery and exoti-
cism, which already was being nourished by the travel literature and by new
French translations of Asian folk tales and fables, such as The Thousand and
One Nights. Montesquieu regarded the popular fascination with Asian absolut-
ism as dangerous, and his Persian Letters exploited this fascination for the pur-
pose of correcting it. In The Spirit of Laws, he presents a more sober, scientific
argument against the faddish romanticizing of the East, and more generally
against the romanticizing of absolutism. There is thus a polemical element to
Montesquieu's selective use of the travel literature insofar as part of his purpose
is to counter such French polemicists of the thése royale as Voltaire.’” Diderot,
who shared Montesquieu's anti-absolutist sentiments, later pursued the same
purpose, treating China as a despotism so that he could prevent enemies of lib-
erty from using China as a model for French government.”® Thus, one reason
that Montesquieu distorts the travel reports is that he means to counter the dis-
tortions of those who romanticized absolute government in general and who
admired China, Persia, and other Eastern regimes as instances of it. He exagger-
ates the despotic features of these regimes to counter the romanticized accounts
of them advanced by others.”
Montesquieu's selective use of the travel literature aims not only to correct
popular misconceptions of the East, but also to illustrate universal aspects of
despotic rule. His purpose is to identify political developments that Europeans
should be wary of at home. Given this purpose, there would be little value in
specifying the various contingencies that mitigate the actual practice of despot-
ism in different Asian countries. Europeans would not learn how to prevent des-
potism by examining all the particular ways that Asian governments depart from
despotism, and so Montesquieu largely leaves them out, highlighting instead the
Asian practices that exemplify despotic government. One should not conclude,
however, that Montesquieu's picture of Oriental despotism is purely imaginary.
On the contrary, he clearly believes it to be based on the facts of the matter,
even if it does not include all the details.”® Details complicate the picture, which
can be a good thing if it advances understanding of a particular government. But
the details also can obscure from view the significant features of the general
form of the government. So Montesquieu proceeds much as contemporary po-
litical scientists do when they “model” interactions between select variables by
systematically excluding the effects of other complicating factors, or details.
Like them, Montesquieu is “more attentive to the order of things than to the
things themselves” (XIX, 1).”" Besides its polemical purpose, then, Montes-
quieu's selective use of the travel literature has a didactic end. And the govern-
ments of Asia serve his didactic purpose well, since the actual and metaphorical
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distance between East and i is indi
o vamoriom meater to\;\lf;s;er'rglzakes the East a safe foil for his indirect cri-
Pres.erving this distance is crucial to his project, because only by doin,
can he risk the deeper, broader critique that he intends. One part of tﬁe crit'g »
is to show the despotic tendencies of the French monarchy. This is not tolque
that Montesquieu regards France as an example of a full-blown despotism ped
ther under Louis XIV or later. France is not despotic, in Montesquieu'ls) view’lfl:c
like every rponarchy it tends in that direction (VIII, 17). Montesquieu ment" N
Ca'rdmal Richelieu in this regard, minister to Louis XIII.* Richelieu Monlt(::ns
quieu says, “Wants one to avoid, in monarchies, the spines of the as’sembliess-
:Vh}lfh hform dlfﬁcultlle.s at4every point. Even if this man did not have despotisn;
tﬁe ;iateeavrvti,ﬂ}llehlilsaccl) vl;c in his head”(V, 10).* Lgter, Louis X1V too fully identified
. n person, as a despot will do, “relating everything to him-
self unlqufsly, reduc[ing] the state to its capital, the capital to the court, and th
court to. his person alone”(VIII, 6).”* One can see in this passage Mont:as ui 'e
methodical use of the Orient to buffer his criticism of more local concen?s 1;1;5
ghapter contaiping the veiled critique of /e roi soleil is entitled, “On the co;'ru :
tion of the pr}nciple of monarchy” and opens by noting tha'; monarchies ap-
proach despotism when the prerogatives of the established bodies or the pri .
leges of the towns gradually are removed. Montesquieu illustrates the ointp th}-l
a reference to the Chinese dynasties of Tsin and Sui, in which the mgnarclvlvzlt
tempted to govern without any intermediaries. Having deflected attention a .
from the French monarchy with this reference to the government of Ch‘;:z
Montesquieu returns to speaking of monarchy in general terms in the followin ’
paragraph, warning against the destruction of the intermediary bodies that rui .
monarchical government, and for which Louis XIV had been so much criticizm;
by otbers. Here as elsewhere in The Spirit of Laws, Oriental despotism serv )
a device for carefully introducing a criticism of France. o
qutesquleg‘s use of the Orient to illuminate and warn of despotism has
even w1d§r implications, however. Commentators have also seen in his remark
on .despc.)tlsm implicit criticism of the Christian Church.®® Christianity, lik dr i
potlsm,.ls -characterized by the absolute rule of One who is not boundl; ar? -
ternal limits, together with the fear and perfect obedience of His sub'ths yIf)'{_
true that Christianity emphasizes “the felicity of the other life” (X)gIV .3) .
mugh as 'the.fear of divine vengeance, but even the promise of future réw 35
carries with it the threat of future punishments. Consequently, Christian pi v is
mextrwably tied to fear. The Christian God has his vizir in, the pope ell)n(:ityh¥s
eunuchs in the priests.” He rules absently, much as the despotpdeicribed i
Book Y,chapter 12, who is hidden from his subjects. The Christian faithful lilin
despotic subjects, remain in ignorance of their Master's condition, but “are ,s fx
Fhat .they ngefl only a name to govern them.” The awesome displa;ys of s ‘t?cl
ism in Christian churches in this respect are not unlike the boot of Charl}:snX(;I-
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sent to command the senate of Sweden in his place. Similarly, the Christian
faithful are conceived of as God's servants. They are most virtuous when, like
the subjects of despotic government, they have no will of their own, but rather
seck to serve the will of God. There are parallels between Christianity and Is-
lam, the religion that supports Persian and Turkish despotism.” Christianity
“leads us to spiritual ideas” (XXIV, 19), much as “Mohammedans become
speculative by habit” (XXIV, 11). In both cases, the contemplative life produces
passivity, and its “detachment” makes tolerable the abuse of political power.
And the religious fatalism that is based on “the dogma of a rigid destiny”
(XX1V, 11) parallels the blind fatality of despotic government, as We have seen,
in which everything happens with invariable effects in response to a single will.
The use of Islam and despotic Asian governments to suggest the despotic fea-
tures of Christianity protects Montesquieu much the way it makes possible his
critique of the French monarchy. Beyond that, it suggests that Montesquieu's
view of despotism ultimately transgresses the boundary between East and West.
Christianity, after all, was Eastern in its origins but has played its defining role
in the West. The implication is that despotism permeates, or threatens to perme-
ate, the West as well as the East. The East/West divide is drawn by Montes-
quieu, and emphasized, only to be elided. In fact, the emphatic contrast between
them is precisely what makes possible the elision, because by accusing the East
Montesquieu disarms the despots and would-be despots of the West, and warns
us without offending them.

Another example of how Montesquieu's treatment of despotism transcends
the putative “Orientalist” standpoint is his discussion of the “despotism of all”
that is one form of corruption in republican government.” The despotism of all
arises “when the people strip the senate, the magistrates, and the judges of their
functions” (VIIL, 6) and reduce their representative government to direct democ-
racy. In doing so, they remove the institutional obstacles that mediate the ruling
will. Republican government is vulnerable to the unlimited rule of will, albeit a
collective will rather than a solitary one, because the nature of republican gov-
ernment does not include the rule of fixed, established laws sustained by the
presence of intermediary bodies. The despotism of all parallels the despotism of
one that results from a monarch's destruction of the mediate channels through
which power flows. Montesquieu alludes to it briefly when he criticizes the
English parliament for having “taken away all the intermediate powers that
formed their monarchy,” and warns that because of having eradicated the inter-
mediary bodies the English “have good reason to preserve [their] liberty; if they
should come to lose it, they would be one of the most enslaved peoples on
earth” (II, 4). For the same reason he characterizes England as having “the form
of an absolute government,” which refers to the absence of intermediary bodies,
“over the foundation of a free government,” which means a legal separation of
powers (XIX, 27). The threat of a despotism of all, which lurks behind the con-
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stitutional balance of powers that Montesquieu so much admired in England,
explains in part why one commentator has seen in Montesquieu's account of
England a “concern about unlimited democracy,” while another argues that
Montesquieu regarded England as “precariously close to despotism.”!®
The despotism of all that potentially threatens England differs somewhat

from despotism in the republics of antiquity, which has been characterized by
one scholar as a “despotism of virtue.”'"' What Montesquieu calls “political vir-
tue,” the principle of republican government, is “self-renunciation,” the “sacri-
fice of one's dearest interests” for the sake of the common good (IIL, 5). It re-
quires a complete identification of the individual with the collective and even
requires the individual to prefer the collective, since citizens may be expected to
show that they love the state more than themselves by sacrificing themselves in
battle to defend the homeland. In this respect, republican virtue resembles Bos-
suet's description of the loyal subject under absolute monarchy who “will love
the king even more than his own life.”'” Because republican virtue also resem-
bles Christian obedience, Montesquieu illustrates political virtue by describing
the self-sacrifice of Christian monks (V, 2). Political virtue is a form of obedi-
ence in which one's particular self is made to obey the general “self” of the po-
litical community, and the good republican displays an obedience as perfect as
that of a despot's subjects. And while fear is less visible among republican citi-
zens than among the subjects of despotic government, virtue is not inconsistent
with fear in the same way that it is incompatible with honor, the principle of
monarchy. The compatibility of virtue and fear explains why Montesquieu says
only that virtue “is not necessary to” despotic government, whereas honor
“would be dangerous” to it (III, 9). Virtue is not necessary to despotism, but
could be present in a despotic government. By contrast, honor could not be pre-

sent in despotism because the ambition and the courage it entails could not be

“endured” (souffert) by a despot (111, 8).'” In fact, during the French Revolution

the Jacobins actually did unite virtue and fear under the direction of Robespi-

erre, who regarded virtue without terror as impotent.'™ The Jacobins brought

together other aspects of despotism, as well, such as the destruction of interme-

diary bodies, a scorn for the rule of law, and a centralized, bureaucratic author-

ity 15

We have seen that although Montesquieu associates despotism with the em-

pires of the East, and even exaggerates this association, the reach of despotic au-

thority and the dangers of despotic rule extend well beyond that region. In this

sense, Montesquieu is not a true “Orientalist,” even if “Orientalist” conclusions

could be drawn from his analysis. For him the Orient is not Europe's “Other” so
much as Europe's mirror. Because Montesquieu means for us to see ourselves in

Oriental despots and their subjects his treatment of Eastern despotism cannot
rightly provide the justification for European imperialism in Asia that is thought
to be so central to what is called the “Orientalist” project. Of course, his treat-
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ment of Asia could be misappropriated and put to the putative “Orientalis.t” use
of “dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient.,” anq it may
well have been misappropriated in this way by some.'" But there is an irony in
such misuse. Instead of confirming that Montesquieu believed.the East a deserv-
ing subject of Western imperialism, the “Orientalist” position. mac}vertently con-
firms the real point that Montesquieu meant to convey, whlct} is that the ten-
dency toward despotism is universal.'”” Imperialism, after. all,is a fu.ndamf:nt.al
feature of despotic government as Montesquieu presents 1t, and the. 1mperiah§t
impulse attributed to the “Orientalist” is a despotic one. Ear from being an Qr}—
entalist,” Montesquieu's treatment of despotism shows him to be the ﬁr§t .Cl‘ltlc
of “Orientalism.” He used the Orient to prudently express and to‘ make vivid the
meaning and the consequences of despotic government, tq enlighten us about
how despotism haunts every regime and how it has roots in the natural world
around us and in the human nature within us.

Despotism and Nature

Montesquicu's contention that despotism is related to the natural conditigns of
climate and physical terrain has proven to be one of the r'nos‘.( controversml.as—
pects of his theory. Throughout The Spirit of Laws he maintains that despotism
arises more naturally in hot climates (V, 15; X1V, 3; X1V, 10.; XVII, 2-3). In
part, he says, the torrid weather enervates the populace, making persons less
vigorous, both in their actions and in their reasoning. In part, too, the d}fﬁculty
of manual labor in hot climates makes the possession of slaves seem desnablg to
anyone who can afford it, thus producing a high.ef prevalence of s?avery, Whlc};
supports the political slavery of despotism. Additionally, the physical te‘rraln o
Asia, characterized by “greater plains,” facilitates the creation of expansive em-
pires, which then require a despotic authority to maintain them. In contrast, the
terrain of Europe is characterized by natural divisions that “form se\./eral states
of modest expanse,” suitably sized for moderate rule (XYII, 6). A.t times Mon-
tesquieu seems to attribute a determinism to these material conditions, as when
he concludes from the description of Asian terrain that “therefore power always
should be despotic in Asia” (la puissance doit donc étr? toujou.rs d.esp?t.zque)
(XVI1], 6). The notion of natural determinism calls to' mind the inevitability Qf
the despot's appointment of a vizir, which is an unayo1dable consequence of his
unlimited pursuit of pleasure. The idea that despotic govergment arises on the
basis of a natural necessity, rather than human art, is consistent with the idea
that the “fundamental law” of the despotic state is necessitous,‘rather than the
product of deliberation and choice, and that its corruption 'is inev1ta"ple. .
Determinism runs counter to the spirit of Montesquieu's political philoso-
phy, however. Human agency cannot be depicted algng thg lines that the Ngw-
tonian laws of physics predict the motions of material bodies. Instead of being




256 Sharon Krause

determined, Montesquieu says, “man . . . must guide himself” (i/ faut qu'il se
conduise) (1, 1). He rejects efforts to explain human action in terms of the laws
of causality that govern the material world:

A great genius [Spinoza] has promised me that [ will die like an insect. He is
looking to flatter me with the idea that I am only a modification of matter. He
employs a geomerical order and some reasons that are said to be very strong,
and that I have found very obscure, to elevate my soul (/'dme) to the dignity
of my body, and, in place of the immense space that my spirit (l'esprit) em-
braces, he gives me to my material body alone and to a space of four or five

feet in the universe.'™

Human actions cannot be explained on the basis of the same causal relations that
determine the flights of “ipsects,” because human beings, Montesquieu says,

- possess ['dme and l'esprit. It is because of ['dme and 'esprit that “the intelligent

world . . . does not follow its laws as consistently as the physical world follows
its laws.” Although “particular intelligent beings are limited by their nature and
are consequently subject to error” (I, 1), the indeterminacy of human behavior
does not result from errors alone. For even if human beings were perfectly ra-
tional, their actions would not be perfectly predictable, since “it is in their nature
to act by themselves” (1, 1). Because we have reason, our actions cannot be
strictly subject to the same mechanistic materialism that determines the motions
of physical bodies. Montesquieu calls the effort to subsume human behavior un-
der a mechanistic-materialist framework an attempt “to destroy liberty in me”
(détruire en moi la liberté).'*” Similarly, the moderate government in which
powers are combined and put in a position to resist one another is not natural, as
we have seen, but a masterpiece of legislation that chance rarely produces. In-
deed, the philosophical insights presented in The Spirit of Laws would be useless
if political societies were merely the products of natural necessity. Thus, the
suggestion of a natural determinism at the foundation of despotic government is
inconsistent with the indeterminacy of “the intelligent world.”

By emphasizing the material causes of despotism, then, Montesquieu may
seem to have abandoned his convictions about the indeterminacy of the intelli-
gent world and about the power of human reason to produce masterpieces of
legislation. Yet the mechanistic quality of despotism is itself the product of hu-
man choice. In particular, it results from the choice to relinquish the power and
responsibility of deliberative reason. It is the choice to be guided—whether by
one's appetites or by a sovereign master—rather than to guide ‘oneself. Montes-
quieu affirms that man must guide himself while at the same time asserting that
it is human nature to forget this fact. For “man is a flexible being . . . equally
capable of knowing his own nature when it is shown to him, and of losing even
the feeling of it when it is hidden from him”—or when he hides it from himself

Despotism 257

(Preface). The failure to establish institutional limits on political power produces
a situation in which nature overwhelms art and necessity undercuts choice. The
result is the mechanistic materialism of despotism, in which the power of mate-
rial causes is much increased, both in the form of climate and physical terrain,
and in the form of the natural impulses of appetite and fear.

The idea that despotism results from an abdication of human art also ex-
plains how despotism can be both more natural than the other regimes and more
destructive of human nature. Despotism is more natural insofar as nature (un-
derstood as climate and terrain, as well as material instincts) has more immedi-
ate effects there than in the other types of government. Despotism “leaps to
view” because “only passions are needed to establish it,” not art. And since no
art is required, everyone is “good enough” for despotism (V, 14), which makes
it natural in the further sense of being common, for while “it would seem that
human nature would constantly rise up against despotic government . . . most
peoples are subject to [it]” (V, 14). Thus, in reading historical examples of des-
potism, Montesquieu says, “We feel with a kind of sadness the ills of human na-
ture” (V1, 9). The fact that despotic tendencies are fundamental to human nature
explains why it has eternally been observed that any man who has power is led
to abuse it (XI, 4). It also explains why Montesquieu does not regard despotism
as the result of vicious character. Anyone could become a despot if given unlim-
ited power because the seed of despotism is in human nature, which is common,
not in a particular form of vice. It is true that despots have “many faults” (V,

14). They are, for example, “lazy, ignorant, and voluptuous.” But a despot be-

comes lazy, ignorant, and voluptuous because his “five senses tell him inces-
santly that he is everything and that others are nothing” (IL, 5). His faults arise
from the interaction between his situation of unlimited power and common as-
pects of human nature; they do not presuppose any special flaws.

Montesquicu also characterizes despotism as a violation of human nature,
and in this sense it is unnatural. Despotism, he says, «causes appalling ills to
human nature” (IL, 4), “ingults human nature” (VI 21), and causes it to suffer
(VI1L, 8). We have seen some of the ways in which despotism undermines the
human capacities for deliberation and ambition, reducing individuals to “beasts”
and “slaves” who merely react to the given rather than acting deliberately and
with purpose. And the insecurity that despotism engenders hinders the develop-
ment of commerce and other arts, such as industry and the cultivation of land.
Beyond that, Montesquieu points out that despotism erodes the attachments and
obligations that contribute to elevating human lives above mere life, such as “re-
spect for a father, tenderness for one's children and women, [and] laws of honor
. .7 (111, 10). The possibility of acting on principle, rather than on the basis of
unreflective wants and fears, is out of the question. By showing what despotism
denies in human beings, Montesquieu indicates indirectly the qualities he most
values in human beings. Ambition, deliberation, knowledge, social attachments,
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obligations, and principled action are features of the “human nature” that des-
potism assaults. They are aspects of what Montesquieu calls the “greatness”
(grandeur) of “soul” (I'dme) that moderate government makes possible (V, 12).
It is these qualities, or possibilities, that are lost under despotic government,
where the “soul . . . constantly is constrained to be debased” (XV, 13).1°

These qualities do not amount to 2 substantive conception of the human
good, it is true. For example, Montesquieu suggests that living ambitiously is
better than living passively, but he does not specify the ends of ambition, and
therefore leaves open its substantive content. Similarly, Montesquieu clearly be-
lieves that it is better to act on the basis of principles, rather than simply to react
to impulse or external pressure, as do beasts and slaves, but he does not specify
the content of the principles that should direct human action. Montesquieu has
good reasons t0 resist presenting the perceived essentials of human nature as a
justificatory standard for his liberal theory of government. He well knew that
such standards could be co-opted to justify less liberal regimes, much as ancient
virtue had been appropriated and adapted by the Christian Church and used to
solidify what he took to be its oppressive power. Beyond that, Montesquieu's
own treatment of human nature shows it to be an unreliable standard. The fact
that despotism is in some respects natural to human beings, that the despotic
tendency is a fundamental feature of human nature, suggests that nature is not in
itself a fully reliable guide for politics or an indisputable source of moral and
political standards.'’" As a result, human nature understood in the fullest sense
as the collection of characteristic possibilities, or ends, that distinguish human
beings from other creatures has only a ghostly presence in The Spirit of Laws. It
haunts the perimeters of the argument, surfacing briefly from time to time (asin
V, 12), but never taking definitive shape. Yet it is crucial to Montesquieu's lib-
eral project as a whole because without the standard it provides, liberty itself is
difficult to justify. And only on the basis of such a standard does Montesquieu's
uncharacteristically universal disparagement of despotism make sense.

So despotism is closer to nature than either republican or monarchical gov-
ernment because it involves less art. Despotic government gives immediate ex-
pression to some common features of human nature, including the instinctual
drives for pleasure, gratification, and domination. And the lack of art involved
in establishing despotic governments contributes to the strength that nature
wields within them. Yet even though despotism is in some respects the most
natural of the three types of regime, it also results in the greatest shocks to hu-
man nature. And by showing how despotism violates human nature Montes-
quieu provides indirectly the closest thing to a universal standard of right that
exists in The Spirit of Laws.
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Conclusion

Montesquieu's idea of despotism as a total system of government, rather than
just a quality of personal rule, is a crucial component of classificatory schemes
in political science even today.''? His innovative articulation of the concept of
despotic government emphasizes the interaction between political institutions
and human motivation and its impact on the exercise of political power. There
are ambiguities inherent in such an interactive model of causality, but they re-
flect the real ambiguities that characterize the collective lives of beings who are
so constituted that they must “guide” themselves but frequently “forget” them-
selves. Our reason gives us the ability to act, rather than simply to react, and so
to be our own causes. But our instincts and impulses continually respond to ex-
ternal causes, which have their own independent effects on our actions. In des-
potic governments the unlimited power that marks the nature of despotism inter-
acts with the fear and the instinct for gratification that characterize its principle.
Predictability, simplicity, and a loss of political animation result. Religion and
commerce may set limits on despotic rule, but cannot be relied upon to do so.
Ultimately, despotic governments arc limited only by their inevitable declines,
which result from the incoherence of rule on the basis of unlimited will. This in-
coherence can be seen in the tension between the nature of despotism and its
principle. The fears and appetites of the despot and his subjects transform the
rule of will into mechanistic necessity. The necessity implicit in the principle of
despotism contradicts the unlimited will in its nature.

Montesquieu's explicit identification of despotism with the empires of the
East conceals his implicit warmning about the dangers of despotic rule in the
West, His treatment of despotism is said to have been appropriated by others
with the “Orientalist” purpose of disparaging the people and governments of
Asia so as to legitimate European imperialism there, but this is not Montes-
quieu's OWn purpose. For him such an aim would be self-refuting, as the imperi-
alist impulse is itself despotic. In the end, what makes Montesquieu's concept of
despotism so powerful is that he shows how common the despotic tendency is in
human societies and in human beings as individuals. He shows us that the ten-
dency to abuse power is universal and cannot be written off as the vice of par-
ticular persons or regimes. Without accusing us, he makes us aware of this ten-
dency even within ourselves, and aware of our responsibility to limit it by estab-
lishing liberal constitutional governments. The universal threat of despotism
therefore provides a negative justification for Montesquieu's liberal theory of
government. It also contains implicitly a positive justification for liberty, as the
government of despotism indirectly illuminates what is best in human beings
and so worth protecting by means of moderate government. Even as it shows us
the ills of human nature, despotism makes us think of the “grandeur” of the hu-
man soul, and so reminds us of the reasons for studying the spirit of laws.
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