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BARON DE MONTESQUIEU'SLIFE AND VISION

Charles-Louis de Secondat, Baron de la Brede and Montesquieu was born at the chateau of La
Brede, near Bordeaux, on 18 January 1689. His ancestors were soldiers and magistrates and he himsalf
trained to be alawyer. He was educated at the College of the Oratorians near Paris from the age of 11
and a 16 returned to the University of Bordeaux to continue his study of law. In 1708, at age 19, he
was admitted to the bar as an avocat au Parlement. Further studies in Paris, probably as a law clerk,
between 1709-1713 took place before his father's death in 1713 (his mother had died in 1696). He
married Jeanne Lartigue in 1715 and in 1716 his uncle died so he took the name Montesquieu formally
and became president a mortier at Bordeaux. In 1721 his Les Lettres Persanes were published
anonymoudy in Holland and were a great success, he became a member of various saons in Pais. In
1726 he sold his office of president in Bordeauix and in effect retired from legd life.

During the years 1728-1731 he travelled to Hungary, Italy, Austria, Germany and England, spending
much the longest period in England. In 1734 L es Consider ations sur les causes de la grandeur des
Romains et de leur decadences was published in Holland. In 1735, aged 46, he explicitly began his
work on The Spirit of the Laws which would fill the rest of hislife. In 1748, some thirteen years later,
the Spirit was published in Geneva, again anonymoudy. In 1752 the book was placed on the Catholic
Church's Index of Forbidden Books. Montesquieu died in Paris on 10 February 1755, aged 66.

In conddering the context of his work, one powerful influence was a tenson between the
estate-owning aristocrat and the world of commerce. Not only was his mother ‘shrewd in business, but
Montesquieu's upbringing on the edge of the great internationd port of Bordeaux gave him an
acquaintance with the world of trade and manufacture. Bordeaux was 'unusualy cosmopolitan because
the wine trade brought a lot of foreign businessmen to the city.™ It was for Montesquieu what Glasgow
was to be for Adam Smith, a potent reminder of a wider, international, world, and in both cases the
orientation was towards the west - to the expanding wedth of the Americas. Althusser captures some of
this when he writes that Montesquieu's breadth of vison, his attempt to write a work that took as its
object ‘the entire history of al the men who have ever lived, was related to a revolution in the
knowledge of the world which was occurring as a result of explorations in the ages succeeding
Columbus. Bordeaux was perfectly placed to receive news of these ditant lands. ‘It is the age of the
discovery of the Earth, of the great explorations opening up to Europe the knowledge and the
exploitation of the Indies East and West and of Africa. Travellers brought back in their coffers spices
and gold and in their memories the tales of customs and ingtitutions which overthrew dl the received
truths” This had laid the foundations for Montaigne's great relativist speculations. Two centuries on,
Montesguieu had even richer data to draw on, for the new knowledge of India and particularly China
and Japan was beginning to flow in as the great trading networks expanded over the world.
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Not only did his postion thrust a new knowledge upon him, but it brought home to him the power of
commerce. We shdl see that one of his mgor contributions was partly to overcome the normd
arigtocratic antipathy to business and production. His influence of his nother, of running the La Brede
edae, and of commercid Bordeaux helped create that interest and ingght. The tendons of his
upbringing and background in Gascony were made dl the stronger by his life's experience. One of the
most important of these was the changing politicd and socid world of France over his lifetime.
Montesquieu was born and brought up in the shadow of Louis XIV, probably the greatest of the
absolutist rulers in European history, who had reigned for seventy-two years from 1643 to 1715. Thus
Montesquieu was aready 26 when Louis died. Louis avowed am was to spread his rule over the
whole of Europe. Thus Montesquieu saw the immense strength of the most powerful state of Europe dl
round him and he himsdlf, as a judge who put people to the torture, was an insrument of that power.
Pardld and equdly obvious was the power of the Roman Catholic Church, with its inquistion and
censor. That Montesguieu had to publish his three mgor works outsde France, and two of them
anonymoudy, isjust one indication of the twin threatsto liberty.

Thus he grew up in the hierarchicd, dl-encompassing, world of the ancien regime where poalitics and
religion were joined and control was paramount. And then, to provide the shock of contrast, of another
possihility, two things happened. The first was the death of Louis X1V which liberated France. The
change iswdl described by Sorel, and Saint-Simon whom he quotes. ‘Louis X1V had just departed. His
declining years resembled a gloomy and mgestic sunset. Contemporaries did not stop to admire the
twilight of a great reign; they were glad to be set free. No one regretted the king; he had too dtrictly
imposed on dl Frenchmen "that dependence which subjected dl." "The provinces" says Saint-Simon,
"ralying from despair a their ruin and annihilation, breathed free and trembled for joy. The higher courts
and the whole magisterid caste had been reduced to insgnificance by edicts and gppeds, now the
former hoped to make a figure, the latter to be exempt from royd intermeddling. The people, ruined,
crushed, and desperate, thanked Heaven with scmddous openness for a ddiverance touching the
regdlity of which their esgerness admitted no doubts™*® There followed a period of relative freedom,
excitement and openness. Montesquieu was exhilarated and the L ettres Per sanes published sx years
later were a product of this more liberal and open world. Yet it was, within France, only a rdative
liberation. Those very letters had to be published in Holland and the French censor never formaly
alowed their entry to France. The power of the Catholic Church was little diminished. France was till a
modified ancien regime. Montesquieu could read about dternative, more open, systems and his
interest in early Greek and particularly Roman civilization gave him modes. Y et what he needed in order
to prove that an dternative, open, world was indeed possible, was a large scde living example. This
example was provided by hisvigt to England.

Montesquieu arrived in England on 23rd October 1729. He stayed for nearly two years and closely
sudied the political and socid s/stem When he arrived, he wrote, '| am here in a country which hardly
resembles the rest of Europe.” The English were a ‘free people, as opposed to other nations 'this nation
is passonady fond of liberty', 'every individud is independent’, ‘with regard to rdligion, as in this Sate
every subject has a free will, and must consequently be...conducted by the light of his own mind...by
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which means the number of sectsisincreased.” Summarizing the interconnections he suggested that the
English have 'progressed the farthest of dl peoples of the world in three important things: in piety, in
commerce, and in freedom.”®

Montesquieu himself summarized his debt to the various countries which he vidted;, Germany was
meade to travel in, Italy to sojourn in, France to live in, and England to think in.” As Callins puts it in his
useful description of Montesquieu's vidt to England, the trip ‘transformed the author of the Persian
Letters and of the Temple de Gnide into the author of the Considerations sur la Grandeur et
Decadence des Romains and of the Esprit des L ois. The study of our congtitution, of our politics, of
our laws, of our temper and idiosyncrasies, of our socia system, of our customs, manners, and habits,
furnished him with materia which was indispensable to the production of his great work.®

Montesquieu found many faults with England which are reveded in the few scraps that remain from his
time there. For ingtance, in relation to rdigion, he thought the English had gone too far. " There is™ he
writesin his Notes, "no religion in England; in the Houses of Parliament prayers are never atended by
more than four or five members, except on great occasions. If one spesks of religion, every one laughs."
The very phrase "an aticle of fath" provokes ridicule Referring to the committee which had recently
been gppointed to inquire into the state of religion, he says that it was regarded with contempt. In
France he himsdf passed as having too little religion, in England as having too much; and yet, he grimly
adds, "there is no nation that has more need of religion than the English, for those who are not afraid to
hang themsdlves ought to be afraid of being damned."® Likewise, he found it a very lonely, isolated,
place, the people cold and unfriendly. 'When | am in France | make friends with everyone; in England |
make friends with no one™

Yet it was an excdlent place to think in, or even, asakind of living modd, to think with. He could use
this experience and his many discussons and reading to congtruct an aternative to the ancien regime.
Here was something old, continuous, yet very new. A powerful, commercid, tolerant nation that
chalenged dl his own assumptions. It provided the actud, worked, example of a system that could
stand up against despotism. He redized its weaknesses, but he aso saw its growing strength, both as a
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practice and an idedl. As Collins puts it, ‘It was here that he saw illustrated, as it were in epitome and
with dl the emphags of glaring contrast, the virtues, the vices, the potentidities of good, the potentidities
of evil, inherent in monarchy, in aristocracy, in the power of the people. It was here that he perceived
and understood wht Ilberty meant, intellectualy, moraly, politicaly, socidly. He saw it in its ugliness, he
saw it in its beauty."* England was a place to think in, so both there and when he returned to France
with this model before him, ‘Patiently, soberly, without prejudice, without heet, he investigated,
andysed, gfted, baanced; and on the conclusions that he drew were founded most of the generadisa-
tions which have made him immorta.™ 'It was in England that the idess to be developed in both these
masterpieces [Consder ations and Spirit of the L aws] took ade‘lnlteform in England that they found
stimulus and inspiration, from England that they drew nutriment.”*

Montesquieu had now the two experiences that seem to be necessary for degp andyss of the
foundations of a civilization. On the one hand there is the persond knowledge of a rapid and dramatic
change within one's own country and environment: this was provided by the pre and post Louis XIV
world. The second was the shock of placing one's own society and its assumptions againgt those of
another - in this case ancien regime France againg the strangely different England.

* * %

In attempting to understand himsdlf, to understand a changing France, to make sense of the broad
topics which he wished to study, Montesquieu had to come to terms with a number of theoretical
problems which have continued to face the socia sciences. The centrd problem concerns the nature of
cause and effect, within which we can indude dingle and multiple causation, generd and particular
causes and the nature of change through time. This was an area that he found so important, yet difficult,
that among his unpublished archivesisan Essai sur les causes, which was ertten to claify one of his
most difficult problems, that of the relationship between physical and moral causes™

It seems that Montesquieu, like any true historian faced with the evidence, was ambivdent and
contradictory on the question of chance and necessity. On the one hand he recognized that apparently
accidentd and random smdl events could have immense consequences and change the course of
higory. Thus in his Pensees he wrote 'dl these great movements only happened because of some
unplanned, unforeseen action. Lucrecids death caused Tarquin's fal. Brutuss act of executl ng his sons
established liberty. Seeing Virginia dain by her father caused the fal of the Ten™ These are smdll,
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persond, dmost accidenta events, yet 'From the public's unsuspected and therefore unpredictable
reaction flows a new socia order.™

On the other hand, he is much better known for his view tha history is mainly governed by generd
causes, inwhich individua humans are just epiphenomena. One example dso occursin his Pensees. He
distinguishes between the generd causes which were bound to lead to a Reformation, and the accident
of Martin Luther. 'Martin Luther is credited with the Reformation. But it had to happen. If it had not
been Luther, it would have been someone else. The arts and sciences coming from Greece had aready
opened eyes to abuses. Such a cause had to produce some effect. A proof of this the councils of
Constance and Basal had introduced akind of reformation.”™” In asimilar way he wrote, ‘It was not the
affar of Pultowa that ruined Charles. Had he not been destroyed at that place, he would have been in
another. The casudties of fortune are eesly repaired; but who can be guarded againgt events that
incessantly arise from the nature of thi ngs’7 A more famous example comes in his account of the rise
and decline of the Roman Empire. ‘It is not chance that rules the world. Ask the Romans, who had a
continuous sequence of successes when they were guided by a certain plan, and an uninterrupted
sequence of reverses when they followed another. There are generd causes, mora and physica, which
act in every monarchy, devating it, maintaining it, or hurling it to the ground. All accidents are controlled
by these causes. And if the chance of one battle - thet is, a particular cause - has brought a state to ruin,
some generd cause made it necessary for that state to perish from a single battle. In a word, the main
trend draws with it all particular accidents."™

Towards the end of this passage he dmost brings the two together. A single battle may topple a date,
it isthe proximate cause, but it only actsin thisway as aresult of deeper background causes. His whole
discussion of this matter, as Shackleton shows, was related to the work of contemporaries, in particular
Vico and Doria In fact the first half of the passage above is directly inspired by La Vita civile by
Doria® As Shackleton says, this is not to disparage Mont&qweu who caried into history ‘the
distinction between the First Cause and occasional cauises.”

®Conr oy, Montesqui eu, 126
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Montesquieu's ultimate am was to undersand the cause or causes of things, why some societies
suffered from despotism, why northern Europe was growing richer, why the world's population seemed
to have declined and why the Roman Empire had collgpsed. Like dl historians, his views changed over
time, and he swung from being an dmogt naive geographica and climatic determinigt, as Collingwood
thought him to be””, to being an amost idedlist thinker who believed that moral and intellectual causes
swayed hitory. His thought is a bundle of contradictions

If we look at dl of his work, we see that he ends up with a balanced gpproach to causation. The
'spirit of the laws as condituted by a number of inter-acting causes, physica and mord, is wdl
summarized in a passage from Montesquieu quoted by Sord. The spirit of a peopl€'s law 'must have
relations to the physical characteristics of a country, to the climate, - frigid, torrid, or temperate, - to the
nature of the land, its Stuation, its extent, to the people's mode of life;...they must have relations to the
degree of liberty that the condtitution can admit of; to the religion of the inhabitants, their inclinations,
their wedth, their number, their commerce, their moras, their manners. Findly, they have reations one
to another, to ther origin, to the am of the legidator, to the order of things under which they were
established. They must be considered from dl these points of view, and | undertake so to consder them
in thiswork. | shdl examine dl these rdations; together they form what | have cdled the Spirit of the
Laws.” This is an excdlent brief outline for the socid stiences and it does not show any kind of naive
physcd or mord determinism. In seeking such a bdance, Montesquieu was a true ancestor of
Durkheim, Weber and twentieth century anthropology, even if, in practice, his book, written in fits and
darts, occasondly, fals away from this balanced view.

Montesquieu's attitude towards time and progress is complex and this is reflected in an apparent
disagreement among those who have commented on his theories. On the one hand a number of authors
have argued that he had little sense of historical change and cumulative progress. For example, JB.Bury
inhisgsudy of The Idea of Progress states that 'Montesguieu was not among the gpostles of the idea
of Progress. It never secured any hold upon his mind." He finds this odd, for 'he had grown up in the
same intellectua climate in which that idea was produced.’ Yet he falled to grasp it. 'Whatever be the
vaue of the idea of Progress, we may agree with Comte that, if Montesquieu had grasped it, he would
have produced a more striking work.'> Richter writes that '"Montesquieu did not believe in the theory of
progress; his philasophy of history has been described as "pessimism in moderation”.® Likewise Shklar
dates that 'He did not believe in cumulative progress, and his sense of the most recent past was one of
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radical discontinuity rather than continuous development. It seemed to him that the expansion of Europe
after the discovery of America had meade it so wedthy and powerful that it was wholly unlike anything
that had ever existed in the past.”

On the other hand Shackleton, his noted biographer and commentator, argues that Montesquieu did
have a sense of progressve time. In an aticle first published in 1949, Shackleton makes a detailed

sudy of the esprit general as a centrd organizing concept in Montesquieu's thought. He concludes
that this 'gives the lie...to those who deny to Mont@qweu any evolutionary sense and shows that he has
a clear and straightforward theory of progress'®® In his later biography of Montesquieu Shackleton
takes up the theme again. He shows that while Montesgquieu's theory is ‘'more tentat|ve and more
empirica' than Turgot's, 'he has enunciated, not less than Turgot, a theory of progress...”® This is the
progress which human kind has made from aworld ruled by physicd causes, to one governed by mora
and legd forces.

The two views of Montesquieu in fact reflect two strands in his thought. He both believed that
societies and mankind evolved, changed, grew more complex, dtered, just as a tree grows and
branches. But he aso refused to believe that mora progress, happiness, security, freedom and al the
vauable things in life necessarily increased. As he looked a the collapse of Rome, a the repeated
invasons of the Mongols, at the crudties and despotism he thought ruled much of the world, a the short
duration of open societies, he felt no great confidence in the future. His was an interesting and exactly
balanced mixture of a cyclicd and linear view. He lived a the cusp of the times, just a the point when
the world seemed about to escagpe from that nightmare of the ancien regime which he dreaded.
Montesquieu stands exactly on the bridge between the ancien regime and something entirdy unpre-
dictable and surprisng. His greatness lies in the fact that in his ambivaent reflections on his times he
sensed, often only implicitly, what was just below the horizon.

Montesquieu wished to understand the whole of world history and the whole of his current World
The Spirit of the Laws 'has for its object the laws, customs, and various usages of dl peoples.™
order to do this he developed a series of methods which laid the bass for the socid and hlstorlcd
sciences. One of these was his comparative methodology, which amed to compare not only the
different parts of Europe, but Europe with the Idamic societies of the Middle East and even Europe with
China and Japan. In attempting this huge comparison, Montesquieu was fortunate for it was just a the
time that a massve influx of new information about other civilizations began to arrive in Europe. The
greatest account of Jgpanese civilization in aforeign language, Engdbert Kaempfer's History of Japan,
was published in three volumes in 1727 and Du Hades Empire of China, an encyclopaedic

?’shkl ar, Montesquieu, 50; Fletcher, Montesquieu, 73 and
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compilation of early missonary accounts of China, published in 1735. Montesquieu dso used the
collections of accounts of early trade missonsto China The Spirit of the Laws isthus notable in that it
is the first greet comparative survey of world civilizations. Montaigne had atempted something smilar
one and a haf centuries earlier, dso writing from near the port of Bordeaux. But Montaigne's sources
on the Far Eagt were exiguous. The Chinese dimendon was intdlectualy important for Montesquieu
because it made it possble to see the whole of Europe as a sysem or civilization with an innate
dynamism in contrast to the stasis which had gpparently overtaken China.

Durkhelm believed that Montesquieu's implicit use of the comparative method was a centrd feature
of hiswork.*" Richter suggests that Montesquieu was somewhat more explicitly aware of what he was
doing, citing him to suggest that 'Comparison, the sngle most vauable capacity of the human mind, is
particularly ussful when applied to human collectivities™ Thus he believes that Montesquieu 'made
comparison the centrd problem of political sociology and thus d| rected the forms of inquiry away from
Europeto al the societies known, however imperfectly, to man.* Thisis atask which is fundamenta to
anthropology as well. It dso has the effect of putting one's own society into doubt: ‘Montesquieu argued
that we can understand politica and socid phenomena only when we can dipulate some arrangement
dternative to that in question.”*

Yet in order to compare across societies one has to engage in aform of classficatory activity which is
both difficult and unusud. This led Montesgquieu into a second methodologica innovation. He is widdy
credited with introducing ‘ided type andyss, tha is the setting up of amplified modds againg which
redity can be tested, benchmarks so to speak. For ingtance he set up such modds of the three forms of
politicd organization, republics, monarchies and despotism. This had been foreshadowed by Aristotle
and Mechiaveli and others, but Montesquieu took the andys's much further by showing not only the
forms, but dso by andysing the socio-geographica conditions within which each of them occurred. He
iswell aware that actual cases do not correspond to the ided-type, thus there are frequent references to
the fact that England as a place may not conform to the 'ided-type England he has created, and
likewise Chinese despotiam in practice is not like Chinese despotism in its theoretical construction. Each
European naion had deviated from his ided-type picture of monarchy. What the ided types did,
however,3é/vas to dlow Montesquieu, and later Weber and others, to engage in fruitful comparative
research.

Although he did not believe in teleologicd evolution or inevitable progress towards a predestined god,
Montesquieu was both interested and well versed in history. There are severd strands to his work

Dur khei m Mont esqui eu, 50-1
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which are historical and two can be mentioned here. One is his higtoricd interest in Roman civilization,
shown both in his Condderations and in a number of chapters of Spirit. Although his trestment of
Rome has been criticized, what Roman history alowed Montesquieu to do was to watch the process of
historical change over along period, to see the whole of acivilization's growth, greatness and decay and
to andyse the reasons for the latter. The centrd message was tha dl dvilizations contan within
themsdlves the seeds of their own destruction. Rome collgpsed through internd corruption, and
particularly because the balance of power at the centre became skewed. A mode of how this had
happened and would happen to al successful Empires was of great use to Montesquieu.

His second interest was in the origins of modern France, which took him into many years of work on
the historical sources for the Dark Ages. He wrote a length on the early foundations of liberty in the
customs of the peoples who swept across Europe at the collgpse of Roman civilization, and then traced
the early stages of the evolution of feuddism in Europe. His curiosty 'attracted him towards those
mysterious forests whence issued along with the Germans, his dleged ancestors, the elements of politica
liberty." This research was Iengthy and laborious.' 'His toil was severe, his investigations dow and
panful. " | seem," he remarked, "dl a sea, and in ashorel&sssea All these cold, dry, tasteless, and
difficult writings must be read, must be devoured..."* But it was true historical research and certainly
imbued with an idea of difference and change over time. It was not al on one flat, asynchronous, leve,
plan.

A third important part of his vison is what we might term a 'structurd’ or 'relationd’ approach to
history and society. In the Persian Letters, Montesquieu foreshadowed a structurd definition of his
central concept, laws, when he wrote "Jugtice is a true relation existing between two things; a relaion
which |s dways the same, whoever contemplates it, whether it be God, or an angel, or lastly, man
himself.*" Thus justice does not liein athing, but in arelation between things: perhaps thisis why ‘chose
(the French for 'thing) comes up so much in his conversation. He was taking of those ‘relations of
relaions which is a the heart of structurd thinking. The very firg sentence of The Spirit of the Laws,
the key definition, which has puzzled and often upset so many reaeders, proclams this same sructurd
goproach. 'Laws, in their most generd signification, are the necessary relations arisng from the nature of
things. In this sense dl beings have ther laws. the Dety His laws, the materld world its laws, the
intelligences superior to man their laws, the beasts their laws, man hislans® Notice here that ‘relations
cover dl aspects of life. Everything is relaiond. In case the reader has not grasped the point, he
re-iterates two paragraphs on that IaNs are the relaions subssting between it and different beings, and
the relations of these to one another.” ‘It in this case is the intelligence or reasoning power of human
beings.

As Sord noted, thisisavery generd, dmost mathematica, concept. Montesguieu 'rightly intimates that
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this definition is very wide. It is so wide that it dudes analys's and reaches out toward infinity. It is an
agebraic formula, gpplying to dl red quantities and expressng none of them exactly. It isrigoroudy true
of mathematicd and naturd laws; its gpplication to political and civil laws is only remote and rather
indistinct.™* As Durkheim noted, *he informs the reader that he intends to dedl with socid sciencein an
amost mathematical way."™*

It greetly puzzled many, especidly lawyers, that Montesquieu should start with such an unusud, nove
and abgtract definition. If, however, we congder the later development of structurd thinking, particularly
in the French tradition through Durkhem and Mauss, De Saussure and Levi-Strauss, we can see what
Montesguieu was doing. He was able to see the reations between power, wedth and belief, or palitics,
economics and religion, in a way which was hitherto impossible.  This ability to connect or rdate the
hitherto unconnected is wel put by Fetcher. The supreme vaue of the method is that it permits the
observer to see particular hitorical datain an entirely new setting, and hence to perceive rdationships
between things which, through ther separation in time or space, must otherwise have remained
unrelated. By gpplying the method over a sufficiently wide area of experience, and comparing smilar
"reIationshinS' in whatever time or place each to each, the generd "soirit" governing them al can be
revealed.™” Montesquieu's concept of socid structures, of a kind of machine in which there are
reaions of pats to each other and to the whole, dso feeds into the functiondism and
sructural-functiondism which came to dominate the socia sciences between the 1880s and 1940s. This
is noted by Shklar when she writes that for him 'Society is a systlem of norms which are related to each
other and can be understood historicaly and as functioning to maintain the socid whole™ This is
sraight early twentieth century functionalism.*

Mogt of those who have studied his writings, including the unpublished notebooks and his library,
agree thet like dl scientists he mixed induction and deduction. An example is given by Shackleton. The
development of Montesquieu's thoughts in relation to climate shows itsdf as being clearly inductive.
Sarting with an examination of the specific problem of Roman ar, enlarging his idess by reading, by
observation, and by experiment, he arrivesin the end at his genera theory of dlimatic influence™ Thisis
farly characteridtic, yet it conceals a deductive phase, as Fletcher notes. 't is true that he usudly garts

“ Sorel, Montesquieu, 86-7
“Dur kheim Mont esqui eu, 51
“2F| et cher, Montesquieu, 74
“3shkl ar, Mont esqui eu, 101

4 The best account of how Montesquieu founded nodern
functionalism and structuralism is in Durkheim Montesqui eu,
56-7, 63.

“*Shackl et on, Mont esqui eu, 309-10
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from particular "facts' and then extracts from them a generd principle. By a sufficiently vast corrdaion
of such "facts' and of the particular principles which emerge from them, he is enabled by his inductive
process to reach those very broad generdisations which he cdls the "principles’ of the leading types of
government. But thereafter the method becomes deductive. "When | have discovered my principles’ he
saysin his Preface, "dl that | am searching for comesto me" And again: "'l propose my principles, and |
look to see if the particular cases fit with them."® Montesquieu was even more explicit elsewhere; Y ou
do not invent a system after having read history; but you begin with the system and then you seek the
proof. There are so many facts in along history, people have thought so dlfferently, the beginnings are
usualy so obscure that you aways find enough to support al kinds of reactions.™

Durkheim echoes Montesquieu's own assessment. Montesquieu ‘does not begin by marshdling dl the
facts rdevant to the subject, by setting them forth so that they can be examined and evauated
objectively. For the most part, he attempts by pure deduction to prove the idea he has dready formed.
He showsthat it isimplicit in the nature or, if you will, in the essence of man, society, trade, religion, in
short, in the definition of the things in question. Only then does he set forth the facts which in his opinion
confirm his hypothesis™ Thus 'If we examine Montesquieu's own demonstrations, it is easy to see that
they are essentidly deductive. True, he usudly substantiates his conclusions by observation, but this
entire part of his argumentation is very weak. The facts he borrows from history are set forth briefly and
summarily, and he goes to little pains to edtablish their veracity, even when they are controversia. a
Thusin brief, Montesquieu ‘instead of using deduction to mteropret what has been proved by experiment,
he uses experiment to illugtrate the conclusions of deduction.

Montesquieu's vast canvas, his atempt to cover the whole of the world and the whole of human
history, and to connect dl the different aspects of life, as wdl as his primarily deductive method, led to
many inaccuracies and sins of omisson and commisson which commentators have pointed to. For
ingtance Shackleton summarizes some of the criticiam of his accuracy and historica methods in reation
to Roman hlstory Sord wrote that 'As Montesquieu had failed to have recourse to archaeology and
textud criticismin his sudy of primitive Rome, so now, in like manner, he falled to utilize anthropology in
his study of primitive society. Why could he not have read Buffon? The "Seventh Epoch of Nature"

“°F| et cher, Montesquieu, 72; ny translation.
“’Pensees, quoted in Conroy, Montesquieu, 131
“Dur khei m Mont esqui eu, 52

“Dur khei m Mont esqui eu, 52

*Durkheim  Montesquieu, 53; see also for Durkheims
criticisms, ibid, 54.

*Shackl et on, Mont esqui eu, 158
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would have explained primitive humanity and the origin of customsto him in avery Smple way.™

He could be accused of finding what he wanted to find. An example isin his trestment of East Asa
His account of Japan, dmost exdusvely stressing the harshness of Jgpanese law and punishment, gives
adistorted picture of that civilization.>® He has read K aempfer's great three-volume work on Japan, and
yet abdtracts only what is rdlevant to his argument. His trestment of Chinais particularly interesting. As
Richter points out, Montesquieu was the firs to make the new discoveries in China, particularly Du
Hade's compilations, avalable to a wider audience and his depiction was enormoudy influentid. Yet it
is distorted towards a picture of absolutist despotism.>

In fact, as anumber of writers have pointed out, Mont%weu was very puzzled by what he read about
Chinaand confused by the contrary depictionsthey gave.™ Thus his account is somewhat contradictory,
trying to makesense of conflicting images of a despotic and a benign government, of a nation ruled by
fear or by kindness™® In his writing we can hear Montesuieu arguing aoud with himsdf. Should he
modify his modd of Agatic despotism, origindly based on the modd provided by Machiavdli and
others of the Ottoman Empire, or rgect the data from some of his Chinese sources? In the end the
modd wins, though it is a little modified. This is, as in dl of his accounts, both his srength and his
weakness. Without the over-amplification we would not have his amazing indghts into the sructura
causes for the decline of Rome, the roots of feuda systems in Europe, and the essence of English
political indtitutions. But in dl of these, as in his treetment of the Orient, we mugt guard againg the
digtortions of a powerful mind fitting data to a pre-conceived framework.

The danger becomes particularly great as the immense scope of his undertaking reveds itsdf and
tiredness, growing blindness and more and more data overwhelm him. 'In my view, my work grows in
proportion to my diminishing strength. | have however, eghteen nearly finished books and eight which
need arranging. If | was not mad about it, | would not write agngle line. But what sorrows meisto see
the beautiful things which | could do if | had eyes®” Montesquieu questioned his own wisdom in taking
on thetask. 'l have laboured for twenty years on this work, and | no longer know if | have been bold

*2Sorel , Montesqui eu, 84-5
>Mont esqui eu, Spirit, |, 85,196,233-4; 11, 35
*Ri chter, Montesquieu, 84

®See Shackl eton, Essays, 231ff; M Hulliung, Montesquieu,
100f f

| rport ant passages occur in Mntesquieu, Spirit, |,369;
I, 297; 1, 304 and especially Spirit, I, 122-5.
®  Montesquieu to President Barbon, 2 Feb., 1742,

transl ated from Starobonski, Montesquieu, 159
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orif | havebeen rash, if | had been overwhelmed by the size of my subject or if | had been sustained by
its magjesty.™

Montesquieu himsdlf, quoted by Sord, perceived the difficulty of an ever-expanding project and of
growing weariness. 'So long as he worked upon the earlier books he was dl joy and ardour. "My great
work is going forward with giant strides,” he wrote in 1744 to the Abbe Guasco. Then was the time
when "dl he sought came to him of itsdf.” But little by little masses of facts accumulated at the outlets
and blocked them up. He forces the facts. "Everything yiddsto my principles” he wrote toward the last;
but he does not see "particular cases smoothly conforming to them," as formerly. He makes an effort,
canvasses the texts, arrays andogies, heaps up, but he no longer welds together. He settles himsdlf
doggedly to the task; he grows fatigued. "1 am reaching an advanced age; and because of the vastness
of the undertaking the work recedes," he wrote in 1745; and in 1747, "My work grows dull...I am
overcome by weariness" The concluding books on feuddism exhaust him. "This will make three hours
reading; but | assure you that the labor it has cost me has whitened by har." "This work has amost
killed me" he wrote, after revising the findl proofs, "I am going to rest; | shall labour no more™*

In amoving unpublished passage he contemplated the end of hiswork and hislife:

'I had concelved the design of giving a much extended and deeper treatment in certain areas of this
work; and have become incapable of it. My reading has weakened my eyes, and it seems to me that
what remainsto me of light is just the dawn of the day when they will close forever.

| am nearly touching the moment when | must begin and end, the moment which unvells and geds
everything, the moment mixed with bitterness and joy, the moment when | will lose my very
weaknesses.

Why do | gill occupy myself with some trivid writings? | seerch for immortdity, and it is within mysdf.
Expand, my soul! Precipitate yourself into immengty! Return to the greet Being'...

In the deplorable sate in which | find mysdlf it has not been possble for me to give this work its find
touches, and | would have burned it a thousand times, if | had not thought it good to render onesdlf
useful to men up to one's very last breath...

Immorta God! the human spect&nsyour most worthy work. To loveit, isto love you, and, in finishing
my life, | devote thisloveto you.'

So what did his mighty labours, the fruits of intense concentration by afirg-rate intellect over a period
of over thirty years produce? His mind moved across the data then available for most of the world's
civilizations and the whole wedth of human history in order to seek the underlying spirit of the laws, the
answer to the riddle of man's nature, past and future.

®®  Montesquieu, 'Dossier on Esprit', translated from

St ar obonski Mont esqui eu, 160; Sor el , Mont esqui eu, 92,
descri bes the danger of the ageing philosopher desperately
trying to finish the great work.

*Sorel, Montesqui eu, 52-3

60

Mont esqui eu, " Dossi er on Laws', translated from
St ar obonski, Montesqui eu, 182
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