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LIBERTY AND DESPOTISM.

Montesquieu's central pre-occupation was how to maintain liberty and avoid despotism. He was
aware from his own experience that liberty was very fragile; Louis X1V had come close to extinguishing
it, the Inquisition would do o if it could. Three quarters of the globe, he thought, suffered from
absolutist regimes. Only in Europe had a certain degree of liberty arisen and been preserved. But even
here, there was no reason why it should not be extinguished, as in the late history of Rome. His fears are
well summarized in the following passage. 'Mogt of the European nations are ill governed by the
principles of mordity. But if from along abuse of power or the fury of conquest, despotic sway should
prevail to a certain degree, neither mords nor climate would be able to withstand its baleful influence:
and then human nature would be exposed, for sometime at least, even in this beautiful part of the world,
to the insults with which she has been abused in the other three”

The 'long abuse of power' was a recognition of Acton's maxim that ‘power tends to corrupt and
absolute power corrupts absolutely.” Montesguieu warned that the 'human mind feels such an exquisite
pleasure in the exercise of power; even those who are lovers of virtue are so excessvely fond of
themsdlves that there is no man so happy as not il to have reason to mistrust his honest intentions
This was connected to his idea of balance. Something which started as good, baanced and conducive
to human happiness and liberty could easlly be perverted and swing to a dangerous extreme. For
example, if there was no equality between people, democracy was impossible. But if things swung too
far the other way, he saw as great a danger. 'The principle of democracy is corrupted not only when
the spirit of equdity isextinct, but likewise when they fal into a spirit of extreme equdity, and when each
citizen would fain be upon alevel with those whom he has chasen to command him.*

Judith Shklar has emphasized Montesquieu's redization of the fragility of liberty. The period of
baanced republican liberty, as in Rome, cannot last long. The very qudities that make a people
prosperous and hapgy cannot survive in a wedthy and contented society. Nothing seems to fail like
republican success.” Thus the ‘greatest problem of republic regimes is to put off the evil moment when
they lose their inner balance® Even the freest and most balanced polity he could see, England, would
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succumb. ‘As dl human things have an end, the sate we are gpesking of will lose its liberty...It will
perish when dl the legidative power shdl be more corrupt than the executive” France was even more
in dan%er. 'What he dreaded was the descent of French absolutism into a despotism on the Spanish
modd.” Indeed "...the entire ancien regime was at risk...France was sructurdly inclined towards
despotism.”® This is a theme aso picked up by Shackleton. He writes that 'Without vigilance, oriental
tyrrany might one day govern France. Servitude, says Montesquieu, begins with deep. The reason for
this is rdaively ample. For 'most people are governed by despotism, because any other form of
government, any moderate government, necessitates exceedingly careful management and planning, with
the most thorough balancing and regulating of politica power. Despotism on the other hand, is uniform
and smple. Passions alone are required to establish it...”™

Montesquieu summarized this inevitable tendency from republic, through monarchy, to despotism, and
how the equilibrium cannot be maintained. '"Most European governments are monarchica, or rather are
cdled so; for | do not know whether there ever was a government truly monarchicd; a least they
cannot have continued very long in ther origind purity. It is a $ate in which might is right, and which
degenerates dways into a despotism or arepublic. Authority can never be equdly divided between the
people and the prince; it istoo difficult to maintain an equilibrium; power must diminish on one Side while
it increases on the other; but the advantage is usualy with the prince, as he commands the army.'

Control over the army became an increasing threat as technology developed. In particular,
Montesquieu noted that the use of gunpowder had further tipped the balance towards despotism. He
wrote, 'You know that since the invention of gunpowder no place is impregnable; thet is to say...that
there is no longer upon the earth a refuge from injustice and violence™ And likewise, ‘the invention of
bombs aone has deprived dl the nations of Europe of freedom' by increasing the need for the
centraization of military power.**
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Liberty could dso be logt in the ‘the fury of conquest’. Montesquieu was aware of two sorts of risk.
One was that a country which might have developed internal balance and wedth would be over-run by
the 'fury' of conquest by another. He noted how the wedlthy civilizati ons of the Middle East had been
'laid waste by the Tartars, and are still infested by this destructive nation.™ Particular danger lay in being
pat of a continent, not having naturaly defensble borders, and being wedthy. His own country of
France was a prime example, even when compared to Germany. For ‘the Kingdom of Germany was
not laid waste and annihilated, asit were, like that of France, by that particular kind of war with which it
had been harassed by the Normans and Saracens. There were less riches in Germany, fewer cities to
plunder, less extent of coast to scour, more marshes to get over, more forest to penetrate.”® Germany's
forests and marshes afforded it partia protection, and hence buffered its liberty.

Mountainous regions, such as Switzerland had even greater advantages. Firgtly, they were poor areas
which were not worth attacking, for 'in mountainous didricts, as they have but little, they may preserve
what they have. The liberty they enjoy, or, in other words, the government they are under, is the only
blessng worthy of their defence. It reigns, therefore, more in mountainous and rugged countries than in
those which nature seems to have most favoured.”’ Moderate, non-absolutist, governments were
characteristic of mountain areas. "'The mountaineers preserve a more moderate government, because
they are not so liable to be conquered. They defend themsaves eadily, and are attacked with difficulty;
ammunition and8 provisons are collected and carried agangt them with great expense, for the country
furnishes none.

Even better than mountain barriers was water. |dands were the natural home of liberty. This was not
merely because of ther defensve advantages. 'The inhabitants of idands have a higher relish for liberty
than those of the continent. Idands are commonly of smal extent; one part of the people cannot be o
eadly employed to oppress the other; the sea separates them from great empires; tyranny cannot so well
support itsdf within a smal compass: conquerors are stopped by the seg; and the idanders, being
without the reach of their arms, more eesily preserve their own laws™ This is, implicitly, Montesquieu's
mgor explanation for that puzzle we noted earlier - the different trgjectory of England and France. And
he explicitly makes the link when showing ancther advantage of being an idand. England, he says, isa
nation which ‘'inhabiting an idand, is not fond of conquering, because it would be weakened by distant
conquests - especidly as the soil of the idand is good, for it has then no need of enriching itself by war:
and as no citizen is subject to another, each sets a greater vaue on his own liberty than on the glory of
one or any number of citizens'”
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The 'fury of war' brings another danger, which Montesquieu showed higoricdly in his account of the
way in which incessant aggressve warfare had been a the root of the collgpse of liberty in ancient
Rome, and dso in the ruin caused by Louis XIV's endless wars of attempted conquest. In a section
headed 'Of the Augmentation of Troops Montesquieu described the inevitable Machiavellian law that
led continenta countries into suicidad wars which then led to higher taxation, poverty and despotism. ‘A
new disemper has soread itsaf over Europe, infecting our princes, and inducing them to keep up an
exorbitant number of troops. It has its redoublings, and of necessity becomes contagious. For as soon
as one prince augments his forces, the rest, of course, do the same; so that nothing is gained thereby but
the public ruin.*™ Thus out of wealth Europe had created poverty and was threstened with the loss of
liberty. 'We are poor with the riches and commerce of the whole world; and soon, by thus augmenting
our troops, we shall be al soldiers, and be reduced to the very same situation as the Tartars. >

It wasaviciouscircle: fear - war - higher taxes - asolutism - more fear and so on. 'The consequence
of such a gStuation is the perpetud augmentation of taxes, and the mischief which prevents al future
remegy ,Is,_that they reckon no more upon their revenues, but in weging war against their whole
capital.”™ Predation was more powerful than production. Indeed it was a topsy-turvy Stuation where
the richer a country was naturdly, the more impoverished and depopulated it would become. 'Most
invasons have, therefore, been made in countries which nature seems to have formed for happiness, and
as nothing is more nearly dlied than desolation and invasion, the best provinces are most frequently
depopulated, while the frightful countries of the North continue dways inhabited, from their being dmost
uninhabitable®* According to Montesquieu, after the terrible devastation of the Thirty Years War and
then the military adventures of Louis X1V Europe was gpproaching the Stuation of India, ‘where a
multitude of idands and the Stuation of the land have divided the country into an infinite number of petty
states, which from causes that we have not here room to mention are rendered despotic. There are none
there but wretches, some pillaging and others pillaged. Their grandees have very moderate fortunes, and
those whom they call rich have only a bare subsistence.”

Montesquieu was able to show in detail how the process worked through his study of the rise and
decline of the Roman Empire. The essence of the problem was that any success was bound to lead to
dissgter. It isin the nature of politica indtitutions to grow, and when they do, they lose their way. Thus it
was in the very nature of Rome to collgpse. 'Rome was made for expanson, and its laws were
admirable for this purpose. Thus, whatever its government had been - whether the power of kings,
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aristocracy, or a popular state - it never ceased undertaking enterprises that made demands on its
conduct, and succeeded in them. It did not prove wiser than dl the other states on earth for a day, but
continualy. It sustained meager, moderate and great prosperity with the same superiority, and had
neither successes from which it did not profit, nor misfortunes of which it made no use. It logt its liberty
because it completed the work it wrought too soon.”

He contragts the Situation here with what happens in despotisms. In despotic systems, success makes
the despotism ever stronger. In free societies, success inevitably corrupts the freedom. 'What makes
free sates last a shorter time than others is that both the misfortunes and the successes they encounter
amogt dways cause them to lose ther freedom. In a state where the people are held in subjection,
however, successes and misfortunes dike confirm their servitude. A wise republic should hazard nothing
that exposesit to ether good or bad fortune. The only good to which it should aspire is the perpetuation
of its2 ;:onditi on. If the greatness of the empire ruined the republic, the greatness of the city ruined it no
less!

The turning point in Rome was when she embarked on imperid conquests outside Itdy. "When the
domination of Rome was limited to Itdy, the republic could easly maintain itsalf. A soldier was equdly a
citizen. Every consul raised an army, and other citizens went to war in their turn under his successor.
Since the number of troops was not excessive, care was taken to admit into the militia only people who
had enough property to have an interest in presarving the city. Findly, the senate was able to observe
the conduct of the generds and removed any thought they might have of violaing their duty. But when
the legions crossed the Alps and the sea, the warriors, who had to be left in the countries they were
subjugating for the duration of severa campaigns, gradudly logt ther citizen spirit. And the generd
who disposed of armies and kingdoms, sensed their own strength and could obey no longer.”
Montesquieu summarized his findings succinctly. 'Here, in a word, is the higtory of the Romans. By
means of their maxims they conquered al peoples, but when they had succeeded in doing so, their
republic could not endure. It was necessary to change the government, and contrary maxims employed
by the new government made their grestness collapse.”

The actud process of the fdl of Rome according to Montesquieu is hdpfully summarized by
D'Alembert. 'He found the causes of their decadence in the very expansion of the state, which trans-
formed the riots of its people into civil wars, in wars made in places so distant, that citizens were forced
into absences of excessve length and lost imperceptibly the spirit essentid to republics; in the granting of
citizenship to too many nations, and the consequent transformation of the Roman people into a sort of
mongter with many heads; in the corruption introduced by Asan luxury; in Sullds proscription, which
debased the nation's spirit and prepared it for davery; in the necessity fdt by the Romans, of subjecting
themsealves to maders, once they fet ther liberty to be a burden; in the necessity of changing ther
maxims dong with their form of government; in that series of mongters who reigned dmost without
interruption from Tiberius to Nerva, and from Commodus to Congantine; and, findly, in the removad
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and partition of the empire.*

What had happened in Rome was the best documented example of the danger of dl continental states.
If they were successful, they would have to expand to feed their success and protect their borders. But
there were no limits and as they triumphed on the edges, the centre would become corrupted. It was a
phenomenon which Montesquieu had seen in the history of the Spanish Empire and witnessed at firgt
hand under Louis X1V.

Y et there is a contradictory message in Montesquieu as well. Although at times it looks as if the one
quarter of the globe that had hints of non-despotic government was tumbling towards the condition of
India and China, Montesquieu's argument aso rested on the proposition that to a certain extent Europe
was 4ill different. He sensed that for the firgt time in history Europe was becoming the wedthiest and
most powerful region in the world, reversng the thousands of years when it had been inferior to the
Orient. 'Europe has arrived at so high a degree of power that nothing in history can be compared with it,
whether we consder the immendity of its expenses, the grandeur of its engagements, the number of its
troops, and the regular payment even of those that are least serviceable, and which are kept only for
ostentation.” He thought that this power, and the remnants of the old spirit of liberty, arose from the
fact that Europe was divided into a number of roughly equal-sized, equdly powerful, ates, so that no
universal despotic Empire could grow up. India faced the problem of politica units that were too smdl;
China of units that were too large. Europe, though sucked into incessant wars, a least had some
baancing e ements.

In a key passage where he put forward his most favoured theory to account for the difference of
Europe and Asa, Montesquieu wrote as follows. 'Hence it comes that in Ada the strong nations are
opposed to the weak; the warlike, brave, and active people touch immediately upon those who are
indolent, effeminate, and timorous,; the one mugt, therefore, conquer, and the other be conquered. In
Europe, on the contrary, strong nations are opposed to the strong; and those who join each other have
nearly the same courage. This is the grand reason of the weakness of Ada, and of the strength of
Europe; of the liberty of Europe, and of the davery of Asa acause that | do not recollect ever to have
seen remarked. Hence it proceeds that liberty in Asa never increases, whilst in Europe it is enlarged or
diminished, according to particular circumstances.** Asia had been condemned to thousands of years of
despotism. Europe vacillated, with liberty risng and collgpsing, as Montesquieu had seen both in his stu-
dies of Rome and his knowledge of recent European history.

Montesquieu had thus put forward severd theories to try to account for the differential success of
liberty - geography in particular. Scattered through his works are a number of other theories both at the
level of Europe versus China, and of England versus the Continent. One of these lay in the fidd of
religion. At the level of Europe versus Ada, he beieved that Chridtianity in itsdf was an antidote to
despotism. 'The Chridtian rdigion is a stranger to mere despotic power. The mildness so frequently
recommended in the gospe is incompetible with the despotic rage with which a prince punishes his
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subjects, and exercises himself in cruelty.™

What he does not seem to have done is to specify, beyond the gospel message of mildness, why
Chridgianity had this effect. Here his experience of the concordat between Church and State in France
and most of Catholic Europe may have made him aware tha there was nothing intringc to Chrigtianity
per se which would lead it to be a bulwark againgt sate power. He was aware that the mixing of
religion and politics was not as extreme as in China The legidators of China went further. They
confounded their religion, laws, manners and customs, dl these were mordity, al these were virtue. The
precepts relating to these four points were what they caled rites, and it was the exact observance of
these that the Chinese Government triumphed.®* Yet Christianity could be accommodated into a
Caesaro-Papist solution asin Louis XIV's France.

The puzzle was that in one smdl part of Europe, in the Protestant north-west, there were Sgns of that
desired separation between religion and power. He knew That we ought not to regulate by the
Principles of the canon Law things which should be regulated by those of the civil Lav.® Yet this
separation was unusud. Since the thing to be explained was rdigion, the explanation to the question of
why parts of northern Europe was Protestant must lie esawhere. Montesguieu's favourite explanation
seems to have been the climate. His climatic view of rdigion, which so annoyed the missonaries, applied
to rdigion as awhole. Thus he wrote that "When areligion adapted to the climate of one country clashes
too much with the climate of another it cannot be there established; and whenever it has been introduced
it has been afterwards discarded. It seemsto al human appearance as if the climate had prescribed the
bounds of the Chrigtian and the Mohammedan rdigions™ Even within Europe, the colder north was
more encouraging of liberty, and this liberty and independence led people to want a less centralized and
despatic religion. Religion was the consequence of liberty, not the cause. The reason is plain: the people
of the north have, and will forever have, a spirit of liberty and independence, which the people of the
south have not; and, therefore, a reigion which _has no visble head is more agreesble to the
independence of the climate than that which has one.®’

This takes us directly on to his climatic arguments for the differentid digtribution of liberty. Although
Montesquieu was not a dimatic determinist, he did believe that the different climates both within Europe
and as between Europe and Asia explained a good dedl. Although he was a southern European from
Bordeaux, Montesquieu had a great deal of respect for northern Europeans, a respect increased during
his wide European tour in 1728-1731. He came to the conclusion that 'If we travel towards the North,
we meet with people who have few vices, many virtues, and a greet share of frankness and sincerity. If
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we draw near the South, we fancy ourselves entirely removed from the verge of morality.*® The harsher

climate of the north, combined with mountains and poorer soil made the north into a kind of Spartan
‘dura virum nutrix' (hard nurse of men) which seemed to Montesquieu to lead to hard work and liberty.
In India, 'the bad effects of the climate’ was 'naturd indolence, for the heat led people to want to shun
agricultura work.* On the other hand, in the north 'The barrenness of the earth renders men industrious,
sober, inured to hardship, courageous, and fit for war; they are obliged to procure by labor what the
earth refuses to bestow spontaneoudly.™

That it was not just a harsh climate but the inhogpitable and margina resources that were important is
shown by his suggestion that it is on the water-margins of the continents that trade and liberty will
flourish, by forcing people into activity. Looking a Europe generdly, 'We everywhere see violence and
oppression give birth to a commerce founded on economy, while men are congtrained to take refuge in
marshes, in ides, in the shdlows of the sea, and even on rocks themsdves. Thus it was that Tyre,
Venice, and the cities of Holland were founded.™* He therefore began to develop the more genera
theory that the poorer the resources of a country, the freer the populace. Rich agriculture led to large
aurpluses which led to predation and hierarchy, either from outsiders or indgders. Thus monarchy is
more frequently found in fruitful countries, and a republican government in those which are not so; and
this i§zsometim&s a sufficdent compensation for the inconveniences they suffer by the derility of the
land.”" Another way of putting this was to suggest tha the 'goodness of the land, in any country,
naturaly establishes subjection and dependence. The husbandmen, who compose the principal part of
the people, are not very jealous of ther liberty; they are too busy and too intent on their own private
affairs. A country which overflows with wedlth is afraid of pillage, afraid of an army.™ Thus people who
lived on arid mountains, marshes or cold and inhospitable regions would be recompensed by the avoi-
dance of that despotism which lurks on the fertile plains.

As yet this sounds intriguing, but crude and Hill fairly determinigtic. But Montesquieu developed the
argument in more complex ways. One was to note the effects of climate and resources on the need for
commerce and the division of labour. He noted that there had been a shift in the balance and extent of
trade from the south to the north of Europe. 'The ancient commerce, so far as it is known to us, was
carried on from one port in the Mediterranean to another; and was dmost wholly confined to the South.
Now the people of the same climate, having nearly the same things of their own, have not the same need
of trading amongs themsalves as with those of a different climate. The commerce of Europe was,
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therefore, formerly less extended than at present.™

As an inhabitant of Bordeaux with its famous medieva wine trade to England, Montesquieu was well
aware of the northern need for southern products. However, the ‘trade of Europe is, at present, carried
on principdly from the north to the south; and the difference of cllmate is the cause that the severd
nations have great occasion for the merchandise of each other™ The prime example of this
development was England. 'As this nation is Stuated towards the north, and has many superfluous
commodities, it must want aso a great number of merchandise which its climate WI|| not produce: it has
therefore entered into a great and necessary intercourse with the southern neti ons*® More generally, it
was the case that 'In Europe there is akind of balance between the southern and northern nations. The
firg have every convenience of life, and few of its wants the las have many wants, and few
conveniences.

We noted earlier Montesguieu's famous connection between Protestantism (piety), trade (commerce)
and liberty. It isworth conddering alittle further the ways in which he thought commerce was beneficid
in relation to liberty. One effect was in reducing war and its destructive effects, 'Peace is the neturd
effect of trade. Two nations who traffic with each other become reciprocally dependent.” It aso
encouraged freedom within nations, ‘the people of the North have need of liberty, for this can beﬂ
procure them the means of satisfying al those wants which they have received from nature™™ It
encouraged freedom from prgudice and good moras. ‘Commerce is a cure for the most destructive
prejudices; for it is dmost a generd rule, that wherever we find agreesble manners, there commerce
flourishes, and that wherever there is commerce, there we meet with agreedble manners’™® It
encouraged dl the Protestant ethical vaues, as wel as politicd sdf-discipline. True is it that when a
democracy is founded on commerce, private people may acquire vast riches without a corruption of
mords. This is because the spirit of commerce is naturdly atended with that of frugdlity, economy,
moderation, labor, prudence, tranqunllty order and rule. So long as this spirit subsdts, the riches it
produces have no bad effect.”
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Montesquieu's dlusion to the ‘corruption of morals in fact reveds another subtle twigt to his argument,
for he admitted on other occasions that commerce led to a corruption of mordity and in particular to the
growth of vanity. Yet even the negative effects could be postive. '‘Commercid laws, it may be sad,
improve manners for the same reason that they destroy them. They corrupt the purest morals.> Fashion
or vanity, encouraged by trade, could be extremdy beneficid. This fashion is a subject of importaﬂceé'
by encouraging a trifling turn of mind, it continualy increases the branches of its commerce.®
Montesquieu recognized that "Vanity is as advantageous to a government as pride is dangerous. To be
convinced of this we need only represent, on the one hand, the numberless benefits which result from
vanity, asindustry, the arts, fashions, politeness, and taste™

In particular, Montesquieu recognized that commerce, leading to manufacture, atered the socid
hierarchy, leading to a powerful middle class which was a bulwark againg tyrrany. The contrast
between an dmogt entirely agricultural population such as China or Russiaand the powerful middle class
cultures of England or Holland was impressve. 'Commerce itsdf is inconsstent with the Russan laws.
The people are composed only of daves employed in agriculture, and of daves cdled ecclesastics or
gentlemen, who are the lords of those daves; there is then nobody Ieft for the third estate, which ought
to be composed of mechanics and merchants.™

Returning now to the question of the effects of climate and terrain, we can see how complex
Montesgieu's reasoning was - for instance we have dimate, leading to commerce, encouraging amiddie
class, which formed a bulwark againgt despotism. Furthermore, he redized that it was not just the
cimate itsdf, but itslink to political boundaries that was important. The climatic influence lay as much in
the sharp variations of cdimate within a amdl area as in the actud dimate. The effects would dso vary
depending on the poalitica boundaries. One of Montesquieu's theories was that if al necessities could be
produced within one palitical boundary, this would lead towards despotism, wheress if necessities had
to be exchanged between politica entities, this would encourage freedom. Yet it was not just trade in
itself. Montesquieu noted the salf-sufficiency of Egypt. The Egyptians - a people who by ther reigion
and ther manners were averse to dl communication with strangers - had scarcdly at that time any
foreign trade. They enjoyed afruitful soil and great plenty. Their country was the Jgpan of those times; it
possessed everything within itself.*® The remark, The Japan of those times isintriguing and is expanded
elsawhere. 'Let us next consder Jgpan. The vast quantity of what they receive is the cause of the vast
quantity of merchandise they send abroad. Things are thus in as nice an equilibrium as if the importation
and exportation were but small. Besdes, this kind of exuberance in the sate is productive of a thousand
advantages, there is a greater consumption, a greater quantity of those things on which the arts are
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exercised; more men employed, and more numerous means of acquiring power; exigencies may dso
happen that require a speedy assstance, which so opulent a state can better afford than any other.””
Thisis dightly contradictory, of course, for despite the fact that Montesquieu must have been aware, as
he earlier shows, that Japan had in the 1620s closed itsdlf to foreign trade, he talks of ‘the vast quantity
of merchandise they send abroad.' Y et the passage is vauable as an indication of what Montesquieu
thought of the stimulating effects of trade on the arts and on wedth in generd.

In another dtriking passage he describes the connection between liberty and commerce, for not only
was trade a cause of liberty, it was dso a consequence, for it could only flourish where there was a
certain freedom. 'Commerce is sometimes destroyed by conquerors, sometimes cramped by monarchs;
it traverses the earth, flies from the places where it is oppressed, and stays where it has liberty to
breathe: it reigns at present where nothing was formerly to be seen but deserts, seas, and rocks; and
whence it once reigned now there are only deserts.™® It was a fragile, fickle, yet powerful force. Just as
it could not have its full effect within alarge, bounded and inward turning Empire, likewise it was just as
harmful if there was too much space between the politica entities, as when there was too little. Thus he
noted that isolation and poverty were dso linked. He believed that the fact that most African coastal
societies were il triba, was principdly 'because the smdl countries cagable of being inhabited are
Separated from each other by large and amost uninhabitable tracts of land.'

There was yet another chain of causation leading from soil and climate towards liberty and this was by
way of the agricultural system, in particular the type of crops grown. Montesquieu began to develop a
theory that population dendties and degrees of liberty were connected. He noted four mgor agricultural
regions in the world and their attendant population dendties. 'Pasture- lands are but little peopled,
because they f|nd employment only for a few. Corntlands employ a grest many men, and vineyards
infinitely more® This roughly corresponds to the three regions of Europe - the pastord north, the
cornrgrowing middle, and the vineyards of his own Bordeaux and the Mediterranean region, and the
increasing population dengties associated with them. All of these were compatible with the moderate
liberty of republic and monarchy - republics in the pastoral or mixed areas, monarchy in the corn and
vineyard aress.

Agang the whole of Europe he placed Asa, with the fourth mgor system, namely wet rice cultivation.
He set out the connection between dense population and rice cultivation, particularly in China, in a
number of places and it seems to have been one of his implicit explanations for the fact that China
seamed to have reached a plateau of wedth and to be the archetype of dapotlsm He thought that
'China is the place where the customs of the country can never be changed™, a place where ‘the laws,
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manners, and customs, even those which seem quite |nd|fferent such as their mode of dress, are the
same to this very day...as they were a thousand years ago.® Since the connections between rice,
over-population, and the prevalence of despotism over three-quarters of the globe is centrd to his
argument, it is worth elaborating on his description of the links.

Montesquieu describes the intensve nature of rice cultivation, which both sucks up labour, and
provides sustenance. 'In countries productive of rice, they are a vast pains in watering the land: a great
number of men must therefore be employed. Besides, there is less land required to furnish subsstence
for a family than in those which produce other kinds of grain. In fine, the land which is dsawhere
employed in ragng caitle serves immediatdy for the subsistence of man; and the labor which in other
places is performed by cattle is there performed by men; so that the culture of the soil becomes to man
an immense manufacture®

The importance of rice was supplemented by Montesquieu's now rejected views that hot climates led
to higher fertility through directly simulating sexud activity and femde reproductive capacity. The
climate of Chinais surprisngly favourable to the propagation of the human species. The women are the
most prolific in the whole worid.** More plausibly, anticipating Smith and Malthus, he agued that there
was the universa dedire for marriage as soon as possble. 'Wherever a place is found in which two
persons can live commodioudy, there they enter |nto mam age. Nature has a sufficient propendty to it,
when unrestrained by the difficulty of subsistence’® Rice being so productive and being able to
accommodate more and more labour this made early marriage widespread and hence the population
rose rgpidly so that 'China grows every day more populous, notwithstanding the exposng of children’
and 'the inhabitants are incessantly employed in tilling the lands for their subsistence®

He added a third reason why the Chinese population grew so quickly, which anticipates more recent
theories. Thiswas to do with the attitudes towards the family. Although he does not link this explicitly to
Confucianism or the descent system, his observation is perceptive. 'If the population of China is
enormous, it is only the result of a certain way of thinking; for snce children look upon their parents as
gods, reverence them as such in thislife, and honour them after death with sacrifices by means of which
they believe that their souls, absorbed into Tyen, recommence a new exisence, each one is bent on
increasing afamily so dutiful in thislife, and so necessary for the next.®
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The negative effect of this was that people lived on the verge of darvation, despite thelir immense tail
and the productiveness of agriculture. 'The people, by the influence of the climate, may grow so
numerous, and the means of subsstlng may be s0 uncertain, as to render a universa application to
agriculture extremely necessary'® This also suggests that dmost al effort had to go into agriculture
rather than, asin Europe, into commerce and manufacture Even thus, 'Ching, like dl other countries that
live chiefly upon rice, is subject to frequent famines™® It was a Mathusian tread-mill, for ‘in China, the
women are S0 pralific, and the human species multiplies 0 fadt, thet the lands, though never so much
cultivated, are scarcely sufficient to support the inhabitants'” The only compensation was that the blind
fury of the populace when famine struck was the one check on the rulers and hence tempered,
somewhat, the despotism. 'In spite of tyranny, China by the force of its climate will be ever populous,
and triumph over the tyrannica oppressor.’ " This was because, 'From the very nature of things, a bad
adminigration is here immediately punished. The want of subsistence in so populous a country produces
sudden disorders.'” D&spotlsm it might be, but a despotism tempered by the need to provide sufficient
'bread and circuses, or rather 'rice and ritud’, to stop the millions of long-suffering Chinese from risng
to overthrow their masters.

Another argument concerning the rdation of physical environment and political asolutism concerns the
Sze of paliticd unit. Montesquieu early developed a sort of palitical equivadent to the argument that
'smdl is beautiful'. He summarized his theory succinctly, that 'the naturd property of smal states to be
governed asa republlc of middling ones to be subject to amonarch, and of large empires to be swayed
by a despotic prince...” The reasons for this are complex. One seems to be that 'A large empire
SUpposes a despotic authority in the person who governs. It is necessary that the quickness of the
prince's resolutions should supply the distance of the places they are sent to.™ This link was earlier
foreshadowed as we have seen in Montesquieu's theory that it was the predatory expanson of Roman
cvilization outsde Italy which inevitably changed it from a Republic into a despotic absolutism - a fear
which was brought dive again by the aggressive palicies of Louis XIV and only avoided by hisfailures.

The reasons why, in the end, the Roman Empire and despotism collgpsed, and why nether the
Hapsburgs nor Louis XIV had been able to make Europe into one vast despotic Empire, unlike Russa
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or China, were basicdly, geographical. 'In Ada they have dways had great empires; in Europe these
could never subsst. Adahas larger plains it is cut out into much more extendve divisons by mountains
and sess, and as it lies more to the south, its gorings are more easily dried up; the mountans ae les
covered with snow; and the rivers being not so large form more contracted barriers.” For this reason,
'Power in Asia ought, then, to be aways despotic: for if their davery was not severe they would make a
division inconsistent with the nature of the country.”” In Europe on the other hand, divided into middle
Sized dates, rulers have to maintain a baance sufficient to keep the enthusiasm and support of their
citizens. 'In Europe the naturd divison forms many nations of a moderate extent, in which the ruling by
laws is not incompetible with the maintenance of the sate: on the contrary, it is 0 favourable to it, that
without this the state would fdl into decay, and become a prey to its neghbours This baance
between middle sized politicad units makes it impossble to set up permanent empires, and encourages
liberty. 'It is this which has formed a genius for liberty that renders every part extremdy difficult to be
subdued aqg subjected to a foreign power, otherwise than by the lawvs and the advantage of
commerce.

This analys's has been summarized and commented on by Durkhelm, and was important in shgping the
latter's thought. He suggests that ‘the mgor role€' in Montesgquieu's ideas of what shapes the form of a
society is played by ‘the volume of the society'. In small-scale societies there will be republics, because
the "affars of the community are at dl times present to the eyes and mind of every sngle citizen.' Thus
those in power are only the first among equds. 'But if the society grows larger, everything changes...The
increesng differentiation of society gives rise to divergent outlooks and objectives. Further, the
sovereign power becomes so great that the person who exercisesiit is far above all others. The society
cannot but change from the republican to the monarchic form. But if the volume increases ill further
and becomes excessve, monarchy gives way to despotism, for a vast empire cannot subsist unless the
prince has the absolute power enabling him to maintain unity among peoples scattered over so wide an
aea S0 close is the relaionship between the nature of a society and its volume that the prlnclple
peculiar to each type ceases to operate if the population increases or diminishes excessvely.”
Durkheim admits that dthough there are a number of exceptions and objections to this. 'Neverthdess,
Montesquieu displays great ingght in attributing such influence to the number of socid units. This factor
isindeed of the highest importance in determining the nature of societies, and in our opinion accounts for
the chief differences between them. Rdigion, ethics, law, the family, etc., cannot be the same in alarge
society asin asmal one®
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For Montesquieu, therefore, there were two levels of andyss. Within the world as a whole,
three-quarters was covered by 'despatic' regimes - that is China, India and the Near East, Turkey and
Russa Only western Europe was rdatively free, enjoying monarchicd and occasondly republican
government. This was roughly the same picture that Machiavdli had drawn in the Sxteenth century.
Although Montesquieu does not explicitly make the link, the line between feuda-monarchical systems,
Japan in the East, and western Europe in the West, and bureaucratic absolutisms esewhere, was
exactly the line of Mongol conquest. Some might suggest a causd connection, lying somewhere in the
devadaing effect of Mongol invesons on dl Montesquieu's middling-level counter-balances to
autocratic power, which were removed in each of the Mongol invasions. Although they spared some
cities, the Mongols tended to level a great ded, destroying the centre - the towns, univerdties, smdl
concentrations of wedth and power [aborioudy built up and |eft only a massive impoverished peasantry
and a vacuum at the top to be filled by an absolute ruler. This happened severd times in China, the
Middle East, and at least once in Russa. But the Mongols stopped on the borders of Austria, and the
fleets of Kubla Khan were hdted on the beaches of Jgpan. Only where they did not penetrate did
successful commercid capitdist systems with mixed governments deve op.

Yet this is moving well beyond Montesquieu - though he hints a this line of argument when he
compares the effects of different kind of invasons. In his Pensees he contrasted the effect of Idamic
and Norse/Germanic invasions, and the innate tendencies towards centraization, working much faster
after the former than the latter type of invasion. "'From time to time there take place in the world those
inundations of peoples that impose everywhere their cusoms and mores. The inundation of the Mudims
brought despotism; the Northmen, the government of nobles. It took nine hundred years to abolish that
government and to establish, in every state, monarchy...That is why there has dways been an ebb and
flow of empire and liberty."®

Montesquieu drew a second division, within Europe. Anticipating Marc Bloch,®* he saw that Europe
comprised two agrarian civilizations, a Roman law civilization south of a line running through France and
a Germanic common law civilization in northern France, northern Germany and to the northwards. This
was an old and enduring line. There was a further divison, between the absolutist tending monarchies of
most of western Europe, and the few oases of open, libera, government. It was in two such countries
that his books published were published, in Holland and in Switzerland. It was in the third, England, thet
he was able to explore the ways in which peace, prosperity, liberty and piety could al flourish sde by
Sde.
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