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Affter the city or town comes the world, which the philosophers
identify as the third level of human society. They begin with the
houschold, progress to the city, and come finally to the world,
And the world, like a gathering of waters, is all the more full of
perils by reason of its greater size. First of all, the diversity of
tongues now divides man from man. . . . Itis true that the Impe-
rial City has imposed on subject nations not only her yoke but
also her language, as a bond of peace and society, so that there
should be no lack of interpreters but a grear abundance of them,
But how many great wars, what slaughter of men, what ourpour-
ings of human blood have been necessary to bring this about!
Those wars are now over; but the misery of these evils has not yet
come to an end.
( Asggustine)
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One

Introduction: Enlightenment Political Thought
and the Age of Empire

Iw THE late eighteenth century, a number of prominent European politi-
cal thinkers attacked imperialism, not only defending non-European peo-
ples against the injustices of European imperial rule, as some earlicr mod-
ern thinkers had done, but also challenging the idea that Europeans had
any right to subjugate, colonize, and *civilize’ the rest of the world. This
book is a study of this historically anomalous and understudied episode
of political thinking. It is an era unique in the history of modem political
thought: strikingly, virtually every prominent and influential European
thinker in the three hundred years before the eighteenth century and
nearly the full century after it were ecither agnostic toward or enthusi-
astically in Favour of imperialism. In the context of the many philosophi-

and political questions raised by the emerging relationships between
the European and non-European worlds, Enlightenment anti-imperialist
thinkers crafted nuanced and intriguingly counter-intuitive arguments
about human nature, cultural diversity, cross-cultural moral judgements,
and political obligations. This study aims both to pluralize our under-
standing of the philosophical era known as ‘the Enlightenment’ and to
explore a set of arguments and intellectual dispositions thatfreorient con-
temporary assumptions about the relationship between human unity and
human diversity.

Throughout this book, I use the term ‘Enlightenment” as a temporal
adjective; in this sense of the term, Enlightenment political theory simply
refers to the political thought of the long cighteenth century (that is, the
late seventeenth to the early nineteenth centuries). As 1 argue in the
concluding chapter, more substantive and conventional understandings
of ‘the Enlightenment’ usually occlude more than they illuminate the
writings about non-European peoples and empire by eighteenth-century
political thinkers. This study, then, is neither a defence of ‘the’ Enlight-
enment nor an attack upon it, for an investigation of the anti-imperialist
strand of cighteenth-century writings is meant to broaden our under-
standing of Enlightenment-cra perspectives, rather than to redescribe
‘the’ Enlightenment or an overriding ‘Enlightenment project’ that_ osten-
sibly typified this age of philosophical thought. As with other historio-
graphic terms of convenience, ‘the Enlightenment’ groups together an
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extraordinarily diverse set of authors, texts, arguments, opinions, disposi-
‘ assumptions, institutions, and practices. Thus, I begin this boak
n"-‘t?:,s the presumption that we should diversify our understanding of En-
E;hrcnmcnt thought.! On this understanding, rather than categorizing
‘the’ Enlightenment as such or -:-:)nstmcn'lng idcas ﬂr:_l ’f“&'c ‘Enlighten-
ment project’ that one must defend or reject, 1 ukg Enlightenment ani-
imperialist arguments, which are themselves mu!tllfaccltcd, IO represent
only some of many, often conflicting, discourses in eighteenth-century
moral and political thought.

In the following chapters, I interpret the relationship among theones
about the constitutive features of humanity, explanations of human diver-
sity and historical change, and political arguments about European impe-
rialism.” In exploring the rise of anti-imperialist arguments in Enlighten-
ment political thought, I concentrate upon the philosophically robust
and distinctive strand of such arguments made by Denis Diderot (1713-
84), Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), and Johann Gottfried Herder (1744-
1803). These thinkers are not usually grouped together; indeed, they
could be viewed as fundamentally antithetical, as representing some of
the contrasting ideal-types of cighteenth-century political thought: athe-
istic materialism, enlightened rationalism, and romantic nationalism. To
begin with, such labels grossly distort their actual philosophies. More-
over, as I will argue, viewing these thinkers through the lens of debates
about intemational relations that concerned them deeply, in particular
those :-lb'(}i_.l[ the relationship between the European and non-European
worlds, brings out the remarkable extent to which their political theorics,
j‘:’"gj‘ ffbﬂﬂusl}( unique to be sure, are nonetheless cut from the same

oth.” Diderot’s immense philosophical influence in this period with re.
m;g:fsf“:m“ imperialism explains in part the shared intcllectual
s whjrh h'_ﬁ l&?mﬂt:a]_lt}f of empire and the related philosophical
ML e this disposition often rested: theories of human nature;
ns U‘f‘ human diversity; and the relationship between uni-

s, on the one hand, and a commitment to
the other. As we will see, Diderot’s ann-
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Ean:icular clements of Rousseau’s philosophical anthropology and politi-
Wi. eyt gl i e ok e Al

In this chapter, 1 claborate the historical and philosophical distinctive-
ness of Enlightenment anti-imperialist political thought. I also note briefly
some of the philosophical sources and legacies of Enlightenment anti-
imperialism, which I examine in more detail in the concluding chapter.
As I will contend, a number of the conventional distinctions that are
deployed by many contemporary political theorists—for instance, be-
rween universalism and relativism, or essential and constructed identi-
ties—fail to do justice to the arguments made by Enlightenment anti-
imperialists, who often treat such supposed opposites as interrelated
features of the human condition. A study of Enlightenment anti-imperi-
alism offers a richer and more accurate portrait of eighteenth-century po-
litical thought and illuminates the underappreciated philosophical inter-
connections between human unity and human diversity, and between
moral universalism and moral incommensurability.

Enlightenment Anti-imperialism as a Historical Anomaly

Enlightenment anti-imperialist political theory has been the object of far
less study than the anti-slavery writings of the same period.! Some of the
best contemporary scholarship on slavery details the rising tide of philo-
sophical opinion against it, and the emergence of a humanitarian ethic
that provided the concepts and languages that newly formed anti-slavery
socicties and activists deploved in their controversial, lengthy, and ult-
mately successful campaigns. In their studies about slavery, David Brion
Davis and Robin Blackburn attempt to discern why an institution that is
Gniversally decried today underwent no sustained opposition from a criti-
cal mass of thinkers and political actors until the cighteenth century.” The
same question can plausibly be asked with regard to imperialism, for it is
only in the latter half of the eighteenth century that a group of significant
European political thinkers began to attack the imperial and colonial en-
terprise as such, To be sure, in surveying the philosophical and political
debates that followed the European discovery of the New World, one
encounters discussions about the hypocrisy of European imperialists,”
humanitarian attacks upon the practice of Amerindian slavery and other
cruclties perpetrated by the conquistadors in the New World,” and ro-
manticized (though, as I argue in chaprer 2, ultimately dehumanizing)
accounts of noble savages in travel, literary, and philosophical texts. Be-
fore the late cighteenth century, however, those who sympathized with
the plight of colonized peoples and those who launched explicit criti-
cisms of Europeans’ relations with the non-European world (including
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the most morally impassioned accounts, such - Bart GIOE 65 LA Clor
arguments against the Castilian crown in the mid-sixteenth century) gen-

erally decried the abuses of imperial power, but not the impenal mission

itself. Imperial rule, however it may have been perceived and justified
(inter alia, in light of religious conversion, the civilizing mission ““F‘Pc'
rialism, economic and other commercial benefits, or the more rational
use of otherwise supposedly wasted natural resources), was widely en-
dorsed even by the most zealous eritics of the violence perpetrated by
Europeans in the New World.
“Traly antoaimperialist political philosophy emerges in the late eigh-
teenth century among a broad array of thinkers from different intellectual
and national contexts. A significant group of European political thinkers
rejected imperialism outright as unworkable, dangerous, or immoral—for
cconomic reasons of free trade, as a resule of principles of self-determina-
tion or cultural integrity, due to concerns about the effects of imperial
politics upon domestic political institutions and practices, or out of con-
tempt over the ironic spectacle of ostensibly civilized nations engaging in
despotism, corruption, and lawlessness abroad. In confronting the stead-
ily expanding commercial and political power of European states and im-
perial trading companies over the non- European world, the diverse group
of thinkers who assailed the injustices and countered the dominant justi-
ﬁ-{aﬁuns of European imperialism include Jeremy Bentham, Condorcet,
Diderot, Herder, Kant, and Adam Smith.* Moreover, such denuncations
of what Herder liked to call “the grand European sponging enterprise”
were complemented by more specific attacks upon European imperial or
quasi-imperial activities in particular regions. Along these lines, the most
i“'i‘ﬂ:cﬁ'ﬂ!ﬁ are _Edmund Burke's legislative attempts to curtail and to
B e acuvities of the East India Company and his lengthy, zealous
;(}Ir;:mcuunn of rr,hc impeachment of Warren Hasrtings, a senior East India
mpany official and the Governor-General of Bengal.” Burke argued

thar the British had failed to
cspect 1 I
_[ vers, and had ace i spect the sovercignty of local India

S S mpire." Of course, such anti-imperialist politcl
nkers phill battle, for defen European imperial
oS ; attle, efences of rule

re still prevalent; the Enlightenment era is unique not because of the
rguments, bur rather

\ foundario i
TS e e ons ?F cmpire,
ant-imperialism is understudied most likely becausc of

due to the presence of spir-
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its fallure to take root both in the broader political cultures in which it
was presented and in the intellectual writings of later thinkers, including
those who in some sense saw themselves as heirs to the tradition of pro-
gressive thinking of the eighteenth century. Here the contrast with anti-
slavery writings is especially stark. Anti-slavery writings of the eighteenth
century, from Montesquicu onward, provided much of the political lan-
guage and principles that were used by anno-slavery activists and by newly
formed anti-slavery socicties; accordingly, the immorality of slavery be-
came a common (though, of course, by no means a universal) presump-
tion of nineteenth-century European social and political rhaught,a%gh—
teenth-century anti-impernialist arguments, on the other hand, oSt
always went unhceded, not only by political, religious, and commercial
anthontics (as one would expect), but also by later political thinkers,
including some of the most progressive social and political reformers of
the nincteenth century. Those who crusaded against the fraud and op-
pression of imperial rule and the activities of commercial trading com-
panies were generally ridiculed and ultimately defeated in their cfforts.
Burke’s efforts in the Hastings trial arc particularly suggestive of the failed
political results of anti-imperialist crusades; Hastings was found innocent,
and Burke’s refusal to compromise on the India issue damaged his stand-
ing not only with his parliamentary colleagues, but also with the press
and the general populace.” And although the French Revolution gave
an impetus to eradicating slavery, revolutionary and post-revolutionary
France, as Benjamin Constant noted, was firmly committed to a form of
imperialism, one of conquest within Europe, in order to spread the ideals
and institutions of the revolution.” Strikingly, with regard to intellectual
opinion, anti-imperialist sentiments largely fell by the wayside as the
cighteenth century came to a close. The anti-imperialist writings of the
latter half of the eighteenth century failed to rally later thinkers to the
cause of exposing imperialist injustices, defending non-European peoples
against imperial rule, and artacking the standard rationales for empire.
None of the most significant anti-imperialist thinkers of the eighteenth
century can be matched with any nineteenth-century anti-imperialist
thinker of a comparable stature. By the mid-nineteenth century, anti-
imperialist political thinking was virtually absent from Western European
intellectual debates, surfacing only rarcly by way of philosophically ob-
scure and politically marginal figures."” Indeed, the major European polit-
ical theorists of the immediate post-Enlightenment period either were
ambivalent about European imperialism or were quite often explicitly in
favour of it. o

Thus, while imperialist arguments surface frequently in e!ghmcntp-
century European political debates, this period is anomalous in the his-
tory of modern political philosophy in that it includes a significant an-
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imperialist strand, one moreover that im:[gdca not .umpb.r marginal fig-
ures, but some of the most prominent a_nd innovative It!uﬂkcn ﬂf the age.
In this respect, the nineteenth-century European political and phtlmq:’m
cal discourse on empire marked a retumn to the Frcqucnﬂly held :mm
sentiments of pre-Enlightenment political thought. While the dominance
of languages of race and nation in the ninereenth centu Was new, the
nd justice of | alism among
European political thinkers recalls the pre-Enlightenment discourse on
_empire. It is perhaps by reading popular nineteenth-century political
views of progress, nationality, and empire back into the eighteenth cen-
tury that ‘the Enlightenment” as a whole has been characterized as 2
project that ultimately attempted 1o efface or marginalize difference, 2
characterization that has hidden from view the anti-impenalist strand of
Enlightenment-era political thought.

Synopsis

The following chapters proceed chronologically, and they are also linked
biographically. Rousseau and Diderot were., for a time, friends who influ-
enced one another’s political writings, in particular the texts under study
in this book. As Kant himself famously attested, his philosophical com-
mitments aad intellectual disposition were deeply shaped by Rousscau’s
writings. In addition, T will argue that Diderot’s most r:dl::lpdmcai and
_hlsmr!t:a‘J writings appear to have informed Kant's and Herder’s ant-
imperialism. As is well known, Herder studied under Kant at Konigsberg,
and hcld_ him in great admiration even after Kant had written critical
book reviews of the first two installments of Herder's masterpicce, Ideen
;I“;: Philosophie der Geschichte der Menschieit | Ideas Toward a Philosoplry of
e S:: :_.: :i'-ffcm#nh_nd]. Approaching some of the philosophically most
INnovative currents of cighteenth-century political though

on human diversity and European imperialism reveals the overlapping
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other continents. Hence, the specific grouping of thinkers in this book
illuminates both a cohesive set of arguments about international justice
and cultural pluralism as well as a set of influences, both negative and
positive, across national and ideological lines.

The rise of anti-imperialist political theory in the late eighteenth cen-
tury depended upon far more than a universal ethic thar ascribed value or
dignity to every human being. In addition to the fact thar the indigenous
inhabitants of the New World had been considered by many Europeans,
from the fifteenth century onward, to be subhuman, it is crucial to note
that even when their humanity was accepted, they failed to win recogni-
tion as free and self-governing peoples. Within the modern natural right
and social contractarian traditions, Amerindians in particular were almost
always deploved as empirical cxamW pure humans, that is, as beings
who inhabit a state of nature and who thus exhibit purely natural quali-
tics, such as natural sentiments or an unmediated knowledge of natural
laws and nights. Ironically, however, for reasons that are philosophically
revealing and that I will later discuss, the profoundly influential natural
right theorists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, such as Gro-
tius and Vartel, as well as the social critics who celebrated Amerindians as
noble savages, categorized Amerindians as the most purely human of hu-
mans, while also according them the weakest possible (and sometimes
even a nonexistent) moral status in the face of Furopean imperial power.
The idea of what it meant fundamentally to be human weng through a
fransformation before an anti-imperialist political theory could emerge.
Human nature had sometimes been viewed as a stable catcgory, one that
is unchanging and that serves as a foundational essence upon which more
ephemeral, particular features of human life (mores, institutions, social
practices) are layered. This account came to be replaced—at times, no
doubt, unwittingly, but largely in conscious opposition to naturalistic and
unitary understandings of human nature—by the view that humanity is
marked fundamentally by cultural difference. This is what I will call the
view of humanity as culfural agency, which in varying ways animates the
thinking of Diderot, Kant, and Herder. . e

By using the term ‘cultural agency’, I am not suggesting that Enlight-
enment anti-imperialists helieved that there are different cultures, that
non-Europeans are members of distinct cultures, and that such clullrun:s
are of worth equal to that of all other cultures. Enlightenment anti-impe-
rialism is not ‘multiculturalist’ in this conventional (and contemporary)
sense because eighteenth-century thinkers did not write of Eﬂ]t:l.l.l:ﬂ‘m thc_
plural. This was a development that would occur in European writings of
the nineteenth century, when ‘cultures’ would bcg;i:r} o mgmﬂ' {some-
times only certain) peoples. The Enlightenment anu—LmPcnaJasts under
study in this book, by contrast, believed that human beings are funda-
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creatures, that is, they possess and exercise, simply by
inative capacities that create, sustain, and transform diverse practices and
institutions over time. The fact that humim arc cultura! agents, accord-
ing to these writers, underlies the diverse mores, practices, btl:tﬁ, and
institutions of different peoples. My use of the term ‘cultural’ is only
somewhat anachronistic, since the philosophical use of the term *culture’
itsclf, in particular to denote some aspect of the d.lﬂi:r:!wu among hu-
mans, emerges in a number of late eighteenth-century German writings.
Kultur, like the English ‘culture’, derives from the Latin cwltwra, which
referred to cultivation generally and often o agricultural pracrices, a fact
that (as we will see) is by no means unimportant for appreciating some
imperial understandings of cultural development. Even in its earliest uses,
‘culture’ was a highly ambiguous term, for it could refer 1o a pamicular
social or collective lifestyle (usually sedentary and agricultural) or to an
aesthetic sensibility that was posited either as an ideal or as a reality that
had been achieved by only some peoples or individuals.” It could also,
however, connote the consttutive features of humankind; in this book, 1
usc the term ‘cultural agency” in this most expansive sense, in order to
indicate those qualities that humans have in common and that also ac-
count for many of their differences, The concept of “cultural agency’,
then, signifies how Enlightenment anti-imperialists anthropologically em-
ployed the term ‘culture’ or its near equivalents and analogues. These
include the French mawrs, which both Rousseau and Diderot employ in
thc c::ml:ext of theorizing human diversity, and the language of “socia-
T e o e e
* » ANd values t 1

by th: word ‘culture’ and irs va_ria.nt:t oy e
Diderot, Kant, and Herder were all profoundly influenced by Rous-
ory and social life, of his conception of hu-
atures, whose very freedom creates and per-

petuares diverse psychological needs, socil inequalides. and polic
mmﬁ"mmw unjust

: , th constituti
e o e, T hy S e Tk
me"":J e ‘MI; s a::)ci;rériucisfnmm*Ef i accompanying i
bility. Diderot, K,antl:tl ned his attack on the idea of natural socia
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natural, as free from antifice. For them, the art {or culture) that consti-
tutes human practices, beliefs, and institutions is necessarily diverse and
also, importantly, in many respects, incommensurable. Consequently, non-
Europeans, including nomadic peoples who were often viewed as exort-
ically uncultivated and purely natural, were members of societies that
were artful, or cultural; they were simply artful in a different manner, one
that could not be judged as intrinsically superior or inferior. At certain
moments of Enlightenment thought, as cultural differences came to be
viewed as the results produced by interactions of human freedom and
reason with diverse environments—rather than as pathological aberra-
tions from a single true way of life as represented by some set of Euro-
pean mores, practices, and institutions—Europeans’ brutal treatment of
foreign peoples evoked an outpouring of moral indignation and protest.
Intriguingly, as the particularity and partial incommensurability of human
lives came to the fore in a number of late eighteenth-century political
writings, the moral universalism that occupied a formal, but ultimately
hollow, position in ecarlier political theories became more genuinely
inclusive.

In the following chapters, I examine the core philosophical assump-
tions and arguments that underlie the anti-imperialist political theories of
Diderot, Kant, and Herder. In chapter 2, I examine a series of French
writings that constitute what in retrospect can be identified as a tradition
of noble savage thinking, which exerted an enormous influence upon
many eighteenth-century thinkers, including Diderot. Focusing princi-
pally upon understandings of ‘natural men’ in Montaigne, Lahontan, and
Rousseau, 1 then turn toward Diderot’s appropriation and subversion of
noble savagery in his account of Tahitian society in the Supplément aun
Vovage de Bowgainville. Diderot’s philosophic dialogue upsets the stan-
dard assumptions of noble savagery—most notably, the presumption of
the existence and philosophical usefulness of ‘natural’ humans, who were
thought to be free, or nearly free, of artifice or culture. Diderot’s subver-
sion of noble savagery and his attendant account ‘of humanity as funda-
mentally cultural would help to ground many aspects of his anti-imperial-
ist political thought. In chapter 3, 1 analyze Diderot’s myriad arguments
against empire and conquest in his influential contributions to Raynal’s
Histoire des deux Indes, many of which reemerge in later Enlightenment
attacks upon empire. In chapter 4, I examine Kant’s understanding of
‘humanity’ in order to elucidate a key and often misunderstood concept
of his political philosophy that has profound consequences Lﬁ:-r his writ-
ings on international and cosmopolitan justice. In Kant’s view, humans
were not at bottom metaphysical essences from whom one could abstract
all social and cultural attachments, but rather they were fundamentally
cultural agents. I offer an account of the understandings of reason and
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freedom that he associated with ‘humanity® and | 5hnwl how this .inﬂt:-
enced his views of history and society. In chapter 5, I interpret Kant's
account of plural values in order to examine how he dcfcnds.an anti-
paternalistic conception of human development. 1 th::n tum to his undcr
standing of human diversity and his attacks upon hunw *“f'P“,"“l“’“
in light of his account of humanity and ideal of cusmc_:]:lnuhmn justice. In
chapter 6, I provide an interpretation of Hcrdcr'sf pflht_v:_al thmg_,ht that
emphasizes both its distinctiveness and its decp similarities to Diderot’s
and Kant’s anti-imperialist political philosophies. Underlying Herder's
account of pluralism and independent nationalities, I contend, is a nu-
anced and complex understanding of *humanity” { Humamisiar) that is at
once anthropological, moral, and political. Finally, in the concluding
chapter, 1 present the key philosophical sources and legacies of the strand
of Enlightenment anti-imperialism under study in this book. [ argue that
Diderot’s, Kant’s, and Herder’s incisive and hitherto underappreciated
arguments against empire provide us with an opportunity to rethink prev-
alent assumptions about our understandings of ‘the’ Enlightenment and
about the relationship between human unity and diversity, and between
universal moral concepts and pluralistic ethical commitments. Common
understandings of ‘Enlightenment universalism’ fail to come to terms
with the complicated and intriguing manner in which Diderot, Kant, and
Herder interweave commitments to moral universalism and moral incom-
mensurability, to humanity and cultural difference. Such universal and
E:::'T“l“ categories in their political philosophies not only coexist, but

ply inform one nnntl?cr. Thus, as 1 will show, their arguments against
empire treat the affirmation of a wide plurality of individual and collective

ways of life and the dignity of a universal, shared h i
j : ¢ ¢ sal, s umanity as fundamen-
tally intertwined ethical and political commitments.



Two

Toward a Subversion of Noble Savagery: From
Natural Humans to Cultural Humans

THE DEVELOPMENT of anti-imperialist political thought in the late eigh-
teenth century is attributable only partly to the development of the nam-
ral rights doctrine or, indeed, to any other version of the idea that hu-
mans as such deserve moral respect. It is a much noted feature of modern
political theory that proponents of egalitarian doctrines of equal rights
and liberty regularly flouted such norms when reflecting upon the social
and political status of women, nonpropertied males, and those who were
deemed foreign or exotic, among others. At times, this reflected a gross
inconsistency between prima facie humanistic norms and self-serving or
prejudicial arguments that sought to exclude certain categories of huo-
mans from having full social, legal, and political standing. This seeming
paradox, however, could also follow from the specific characterization of
universal principles themselves; as I will argue in this chapter, even on the
assumption that non-Europeans or New World peoples were human, par-
ticular understandings of humanity were less likely (and, conversely, other
understandings were more likely) to undergird political arguments in fa-
vour of the rights and liberties of non-European peoples. This tension
between moral universalism and the politics of exclusion was overcome
to a certain extent by anti-imperalist thinkers who framed the relation-
ship between human nature and cultural pluralism differently from pre-
vious thinkers (and from some of their contemporaries); their view that
imperial rule was manifestly unjust, and their inclination to defend a vari-
ety of non-European peoples against imperial policies and institutions, in
part developed out of an understanding of humanity as cultural agency, a
view that was distinct from that of a number of their most obvious rebears.

In this chapter, I investigate the philosophical and political assump-
tions and arguments that made this outlook possible in part by contrast-
ing this view, as we find it in Diderot’s understanding of Tahitian society,
from the influential image of New World peoples as ‘noble savages’.' This
idealized conception of what were usually taken to be nomadic peoples
sought to counter the most pejorative characterizations of foreign peo-
ples as barbaric and fundamentally inferior. As David Brion Davis has
plausibly speculated, the celebration of so-called primitives may well have
“partially weaken[ed] Europe’s arrogant ethnocentrism and create[d] at
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least a momentary ambivalence about the human costs of mudcn_: m1]|
zation”.! Yet, ultimately, as much as this may have h:_lpcd o :hlm the
intellectual groundwork for the humanitarianism of .‘I.I'Itl*ili'l'l:l}l'_ thinking,
a rejection of noble savagery was necessary before a more meaningful and
substantive moral commiseration with non-Europeans could develop, in
particular one that could help to engender an anti-imperialist political
philosophy. As I will argue, the peculiar understanding of the relationship
between human nature and culture in noble savage writings vielded
a virtually dehumanizing exoticism, despite the best intentions of the
thinkers who chose to celebrate what they saw as the ‘purely natural’
specimens of humanity in the New World. In order to understand how
Diderot drew upon the mode of social criticism distinctive to the tradi-
tion of noble savagery, while also ultimately subverting its core presump-
tions about the character of New World peoples and indeed of humanity
itself, we must first examine the exponents of this tradition who most
shaped the relevant aspects of his intellectual milieu.

The interpretations of New World peoples inherited by cighteenth-
century thinkers vary widely and are not reducible to any one doctrine,
although theories that were based upon the purported genetic, behav-
ioural, or mltural inferiority of Amerindians were by far the most influen-
tial ar!d dum!nant at the outset of the century, by which time European
_“-"l""‘?j md: imperial activities were well entrenched and steadily expand-
ing. Given its complicated influence upon the group of anti-impenalist
mcgsbl:lssiu“mdljn later chapters, I focus here largely upon the hetero-

o 2 Tt ‘E:l:l ttra.I_:urc_thnt. in contrast, celebra orld peo-
pres as Intrinsically pacific and benevotent natural beings, free from the
corruption not only of moderii Tife but indeed of culture itself. The six-
;‘;;?ﬂ‘"“h;}:;wh;s&ﬁﬁaﬁ{ de Montaigne plays a central role in the
plmm::; et Gl;:ﬂl?:} ;i l:hc.unzmg Am:‘:rindjm* a]t!'mush he both de-
respect his writings Fur:shs‘:{;:f ];nj at times undermines it. While in this
philosophical tensions of noble sla::}t L:]m' lhqr also re "l. the decp
comprehensively or directly cxplored E';'h i *hmh T
118, and consequently the exoticism § = RO N e e

s g nherent in thrown
'Nto even sharper relief, in the writi Sy 8
the cighteenth ctnl'l-lr}" Lahnn&ungﬂ Dme Lahontan; At the rum of
Quebee and studied tlTlc Huron, ‘;j met.’ TP who lived in

: on :
a::rmnn I:h: :lnn ch influential noble gonguun, a;t:}(ﬁlr‘gm peoplf.‘s. was

the savage acc E ,—"'! A Eh.."'d‘“ 4
of anthropological mf:rpmu“_“mi lﬂhnmm? s writings offer an amalgam

Ism. Rousseau’s Diseopsese
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New World ethnography. As with previous attacks on European social
practices and political institutions that used the Amerindian as a pure and
natural foil, European imperialispisself was never the sustained object of
Rousseau’s trenchant criticism \Paradoxically,.as [ argue later, identifying
indigenous Americans as purely human resulted ultimately in their dehu-
manization, making the possibility of any meaningful commiseration with
their oppression remote. Nonetheless, the subtlety and power of Rous-
sean’s account of humans as self-making (and self-enslaving) agents shaped
the political thought of Diderot, in addition to the writings of Kant and
Herder. When the critical features of Rousseau’s account of freedom and
history were conjoined to a philosophical anthropology that, contra Rous-
seau, viewed social and cultural differentarion as central to the human
condition, it became more likely that at least some thinkers would en-
gage in sustained intellectual assaults upon European state power not
only in a domestic or intra-European setting, but also as it was exercised
in imperialist ventures abroad. Thus, Rousseau looms over the latter half
of the eighteenth century as an ambiguous figure who both impedes and
enables the development of anti-impenalist political thought. To under-
stand this beter, however, and to appreciate the innovation of thinkers
such as Dideror, Kant, and Herder, it is crucial to begin with the ac-
counts of noble savagery that most informed Rousseau’s (and through
Rousseau, Diderot’s) understanding of New World peoples.

The accounts of many of the earliest encounters berween Europeans
and Amerindians contain reactions toward New World peoples that im-
plied, or more directly offered, praise for what was perceived to be their
‘natural’ manner of living. Idealized portrayals of Amerindians in these
writings reflect the varied, and at nmes conflicting, fables about faraway
lands and peoples across the seas that shaped the expectations of the late-
fifteenth- and early-sixteeth-century explorers, missionaries, and soldiers
who travelled to the Americas. Imagined visions of distant lands occupied
by magical creatures, instantiations of mythological ‘wild men’, or mem-
bers of a golden age who were celebrated in song and in lyrical poetry no
doubt helped to occasion moments of what can be dts.cﬂhe_d in hmdsigl?t
as noble savagery.’ To the extent that early accounts contained any posi-
tive assessments of Amerindians, they typically offered only fleeting mo-
ments of adulation of Amerindians’ rusticity, which could then tumn rap-
idly to outright disgust at what appeared 1o explorers and sc_tdcrs as
manifestly backward and barbaric appearances and behaviour. Suill, these
occasional nonpejorative expressions of wonder often became widely cir*
culated and redescribed, eventually forming a vivid image of ﬂ1j: ﬁ.mmn
dian that served many rhetorical purposes for imperial _adn:mus?amrs,
church officials, theologians, social critics, and the humanist literati. One
of the origins of noble savage sentiments, for instance, can be found in
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issi oe? writings that lauded Amerindians’ simple nlnlhihtv; and rez
,::ns::;:z:g both mgsan effort to persuade Efl.rl.:tpcql.i'l pqlmul lutlxnm
that they could be converted and to censure sinful behaviour within mod-
ern European societies." More sustainc:::l noble savage '“""“.“?: ""’.“““+
broadly attacked Europe’s moral standing—and tha1t of all cmluanm—-
rather than supporting the more conventional social and poht::c:l aims
that inspired many of the isolated fragments of wonder and praise in the
carliest travel literature and theological commentaries. The distinction
between nature and artifice, which plays such a central role in Mon-
taigne’s influential essay, “Des Cannibales™ [“Of Cannibals™ ] (1578-80),
was crucial to such modes of radical social criticism.

Noble Savagery in Montaigne’s “Of Cannibals™

One especially significant instance of the proliferation of noble savagery
can be traced to Amerigo Vespucci’s Mundus Novus (1503), a letter that
became one of the most popular essays on the New World in the six-
teenth century,

They have no cloth of wool, linen, or cotton, since they need none. Nor have
they private property, but own everything in common: they live together with-
out a king and without authoritics, each man his own master. They take as
many wives as they wish, and son may couple with mother, brother with sister,
cousin with cousin, and in general men with women as they chance to meet.
They dissolve marriage as often as they please, observing no order in any of
these matters. Moreover, they have no temple and no religion, nor do they
worship idols. What more can [ say? They live according 1o nature, and might
be called Epicurcans rather than Stoics. There are no merchants among them,

nor is there any commerce, The les make
art or order.” S O SR

'::tmrl:cit of “art or order” among beings who live simply according to
4 trope that emerges in nearly cvery idealized G,

Amerindian life, although the specific manner in which such “natural”

lifestyles are : y
[::hilmuphicalp;ts:::;:td' and explained differ from thinker to thinker. A key

practices and nc:t:u-u;.;,,-._]I-J'Ir nearly s0), free from the ‘artificial’, regular social

“culture’. Montaigne paraphrased Amengo's
; set it in th ve dis-
course abour the Corruption of Eumpcanc ﬂ:::::xi:dmﬂfwtm:‘f:
» which included for him most of the indige-
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nous inhabitants of the New World who had hardly strayed from their
“original naturalness™ (153).°

Montaigne’s essay is often interpreted as an ingenious attempt at com-
plicating the very idea of savagery, for he directly challenges the view that
Amerindians are savage in any pejorative sense.” A proper understanding
of the term sauvage, in his view, shows that Europeans who have altered
themselves and their environments are in fact savagely artificial, rather
than naturally pure. As Montaigne argues,

Those people [Amerindians] are wild [sanvage], just as we call wild [meurage]
the fruits that Nature has produced by herself and in her normal course;
whereas really it is those that we have changed artificially and led astray from
the common order, that we should rather call wild [ sasrage]. The former retain
alive and vigorous their genuine, their most useful and natural, virtues and
properties, which we have debased in the latter in adapting them to gratify our
corrupted taste, (152)

Yet, while this challenges the moral superiority associated with cultivation
or civilizaton (though he himself does not use the latter term in this
context), his analysis of the term “savage” serves only to replicate ante-
cedent understandings of Amerindians as noble savages. Amerindians are
savage, Montaigne argues, not in the sense that they are inferior, but
only in the sense that they are natural, closer to what human beings arc
like in a pure, undeveloped state, and thus without the largely corrupting
layers of amificiality that constitute modern humans. This is, of course,
what a number of previous and seemingly nonpejorative descriptions of p
Amerindians had asserted. Montaigne makes the simple naturalness of
Amerindians explicit when he concludes that “[t]hese nations, then,
seem to me barbarous only in this sense, that they have been fashioned
very little by the human mind, and are still very “close to their original
naturalness.” (153) It is preciscly to underscore this peint that Mon-
taigne paraphrases Amerigo’s celebrated description of Amerindian life.

Montaigne declares,

This is a nation, I should say to Plato, in which there is no sort of traffic, no Z
knowledge of letters, no science of numbers, no name for a magistrate or for
political superiority, no custom of servitude, no riches or poverty, No contracts, >
o successions, NO pamtitions, No occupations but leisure ones, no carc for any
but common kinship, no clothes, no agriculture, no metal or use of winc or j
wheat. (153)

By way of John Florio’s English translation of “Des Cannib@lesj‘, this

passage would emerge yet again, and the artendant understanding of

Amerindians as pure, undeveloped natural humans would be further pop-

ularized through vet another literary form in Shakespeare’s The Tempest.*
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s il amazement that New World peoples led seemingly pﬂsun:
|iv¢Tsh::1:::;?::ped over time into a tradition that Iun-d_l:rnmfxl Amerindians
according to recurring, naturalistic themes, albeit with minor {and some-
times instructive) variations. Montaigne’s effort at unravelling ﬂ“ mean-
ings and implications of a ‘savage’ cxis:[cncc. one that t::_ml.d in many
respects be celebrated over and against European ways of life, rests prin-
cipally upon an examination of what spcc:ﬁuil_:.r -.:unst:!mt:d a ‘rlu.tunl'
life. Montaigne does not systematically study this question, but his char-
acteristically subtle and meandering thoughts on the topic outline the
range of meanings of a ‘natural’ existence that many later thinkers would
draw together into theories about human nature and the origins of ho-
man societies.

For Monrtaigne, a natural life consists of the most simple physical and
psychological needs. “They [the Amerindians] are still in that happy state
of desiring only as much as their natural needs demand; anything bevond
this is superfluous to them.” (156) On this view, Amerindians are not
corrupted by an attachment to material goods (or, even worse, by a fond-
ness for luxury), as Montaigne suggests in his discussion of wars among
Amerindian nations. The wars that New World peoples fight among each
other are motivated not by base material concerns but by an elevared
sense of courage; while this might not excuse them for cngaging in the
horrars of war, it nevertheless offers a sharp contrast, he implies, to the

self-interested motives that appear to lie behind the European conguest
of the Americas.

Their warfare is wholly noble and generous, and as excusable and beautifil a5
'This human disease can be; irs only basis among them is their nvalry in valour
They are not fighting for the conquest of new lands, for they suill enjoy that
natural abundance that provides them without toil and trouble with all neces-

Zﬁ; I'd;ulnﬁgzlin such profusion thar they have no wish 1o enlarge their bound-

Meontaigne contrasts what
conventional not only
for the lack of superfl
egalitarian society. H
tirely (or largely) co
and that distribute

is savage or natural and what is artificial and
at an individual bur concomitantly at a social level,
uous personal desires helps to maintain a relatively
¢ contends that Amerindians appear to live in en-
mmunal socicties that tend to shun private property

all (or nearly all) goods in common.

::rl:lﬂcmn ::;11 :‘c;u those of the same age, brothers; those who are younger,
in v:ﬂmn;nn thctﬁ:):ld m;“lf: fathers to all the others. These leave o their hers
ﬁtlcaxaummim ﬂ..P:“ mc’f“"’"’ Property, without division or anv other
into the world. (156) A€ that Nature gives 1o her creatures in bringing them
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The near absence among New World peoples of what were taken to be
artificial hierarchies and inequalities, in particular those of political au-
thority, would be asserted by virtually all of the foremost social contract
thinkers in the European tradition, from Grotius and Hobbes to Locke
and Pufendorf (though not, as we shall see, by Kant), for this supposed
anthropological fact about Amerindians buttressed the philosophical
claim that all humans are naturally equal and that political power is thor-
oughly artificial and constructed. As with later thinkers who would de-
ploy the image of noble savagery, Montaigne connects these two ideas of
simple desires and egalitarianism with a third: the moral health of a non-
hicrarchical and simple life engenders physical health. Drawing his infor-
mation, we are told, from a European friend who lived for a time in
Brazil, Montaigne contends that “it is rare to see a sick man there”
(153). Conversely, as we will see with Lahontan and later Rousseau, Eu-
ropeans’ diseases are said to result most often from either their luxury or
their poverty, both of which rest upon artificial desires and social, legal,
and political inequalities that are minimal in the New World.

What animates the behaviour of savage peoples, given that they pur-
portedly lack culture? The concepts that best address this aspect of noble
savagery in Montaigne can be derived from the schema that he borrows
from Plato to defend the idea that what is “natural” is often superior,
more perfect (or less imperfect), and more praiseworthy than what is
artificially created: “All things, says Plato, are produced by nature, by
fortune, or by art; the greatest and most beautiful by one or the other of
the first two, the least and most imperfect by the last.” (153) As we have
seen, for Montaigne, New World peoples—with the exception of the
Mexica and Inca nations that he discusses toward the end of a later essay,
“Des Coches” [“Of Coaches™] (1585-88)—are altered by hardly any
cultural artifice. This nearly acultural understanding of New World peo-
ples leaves the work of the creation and maintenance of these societies
largely to fortune and nature. The role of climate, a key category in the
analysis of human diversity not only in Montaigne’s time but through the
Enlightenment period, was central to his understanding of the role of
fortune in helping to bring about and to maintain savage societies. New
World peoples were blessed by a favourable climate and an abundance of
natural resources that afforded sustenance without the need of complex
social organizations and intensive industry, “without toil and trouble™
(156). “[Tlhey live in a country”, Montaigne explains, “with a very
pleasant and temperate climate. . . . They have a great abundance nf fish
and flesh . . . and they eat them with no other artifice than cooking.”
(153) But the primary ordering principle, or source, of such savage lives
is nature itself. “The laws of nature still rule them, very little corrupted by
ours” (153). For most, perhaps even all, noble savage accounts, savagery
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LAY ich is generally seen as the ant-
: laf'ge:ly s ﬂg ::?r::?rﬂfcﬂzl::?ﬁ? of fn}f of t:c modes of think-
thesis {;_i; ﬂﬁﬁ;j;g;r?; atnd crcatin‘g that are at all conventional, that vary
e ot dliestly b kot oo o
m]_? ;ﬁﬁfg& u;g:;.?:;?:;—: ‘natural’ and ‘savage’, there remains the
difficult qLI.CSti.Oﬂ of how such p-c.:}plcs C_II:I'CIIISE t_i'lﬂil' r.ltmn.ihw ﬂlﬂ
whether their rationality generates ar_'u:l revises practices and uuutuu;:u
through the use of reason, memory, iImagination, and other cn::anlw: .
ulties. No proponent of noble savagery as a ml:t!md of understanding the
peoples of the New World doubted their capacity to il'cmcr such l:ultunJ
agency in the fururc—if they became cultivated, for instance, by Euro-
peans who would introduce supposedly artificial ways of life to them. In
their allegedly natural condition, however, before what proponents of
noble savagery would consider largely corrupting foreign conventional
practices and institutions were introduced to them, a savage or natunal
life is driven either by narural instincts that mechanically motivate indi-
viduals and even whole societies, or by the innate knowledge and vir-
tually automatic observance of natural laws. Many noble savage accounts
moved back and forth, however inconsistently, between the two, with
Amerindians and at times other New World peoples leading ‘natural’ lives
sometimes by instinct and other times by rationally following the dictates
of natural law. While the latter option would appear to partake of some
sense of active rationality, noble savage accounts rarcly attribute to New
World peaples the act of choice or agency to follow or not to follow such
laws. Indeed, it seems at times that such accounts do not even describe
them as consciously following such laws or principles, or if so then only
because a life oriented toward pleasure corresponds to them. It is relling
that Amerigo notes that Amerindians are natural in the manner of Epi-
cureans, rather than Stoics, for this implies that their natural lifestyle de-
fves from fG-H.E‘.“_‘lEE,ﬂ._"-'E most basic desires in order to meet their unar-
Gficial needs and thus to cngage in healthy pleasures, rather than Icading
sach lives ffom a more sober, sell-disciplined. reasoned, of Stoic asess
e of the superiority of a rustic way of life." Mnnt;ism writes that
natural laws rule Amerindians, hence producing a “happy state of man”
golden anen. pather L the pictures in which poets have idealized the
ing, understanding . 2 describing Amerindians themselves as cogniz-
{15’3} This is th Sxand ﬂ{{pl}mg_ natural laws to their specific conditions
1 * Manner in which nearly all noble savage accounts tend

basic (and
inctively e umably naturally good) physiological drives or who in-

o ¥ Put into practice th :
closely conforms 1o the key d:i:;“;:‘ :i nature, for such behaviour most
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artificial, or acultural, life empirically exists. Montaigne himself notes that
the greatest lawgivers, such as Lycurgus and Plato, would be incredulous
that such societies in the New World could exist with virtually no con-
sciously created and maintained order: “They could not imagine a natu-
ralness so pure and simple as we see by experience; nor could they believe
that our society [i.c., the one that we Europeans witness in the New
‘.';Fgr;;l] could be maintained with so little artifice and human solder.”
(

This understanding of New World peoples at times creates tensions
within noble savage accounts, for one of the central critical claims of
these writings is that the prevalent idea that such peoples arc inferior or
barbaric is wrongheaded. Yet, in order to make this charge and hence to
humanize these peoples, proponents of noble savage understandings
would laud not only the naturalness but also on occasion the mental
acuity and ingeniousness of such peoples. Thus Montaigne feels com-
pelled to contest the view that

all this [Amerindian behaviour] is done through a simple and servile bondage
to usage and through the pressure of the authority of their ancient customs,
without reasoning or judgement, and because their minds are so stupid that
they cannot take any other course. . . ."" (158)

To prove that Amerindians are not simply creatures of custom (note that
he does not, of course, aim to challenge the view that they are largely
creatures of nature), Montaigne cites two examples of “their capacity™: a
stiming song composed by an Amerindian prisoner of war in order to
taunt his captors, and a love song, both of which demonstrate the lack of
barbarity in Amerindians’ character. Yet these stray examples of aesthetic
creativity do not amount to a defence of the idea thar New World soai-
eties are maintained first and foremost by creative powers, for this would
undercut the naturalness that is integral to the idea of a praiseworthy
savage. To be sure, Montaigne makes several claims about various kinds
of creativity and excellence in “Of Coaches”, but with regard to the
Mexica and Inca—that is, with reference to sedentary, agriculturally
based, city-dwelling peoples, those who more easily fit the prevalent un-
derstandings of what constituted ‘civilized® society. From the late fif-
teenth century onward, in European ethnographic writings and other
texts that drew upon them or from direct experience in the New World,
the less complex societies of hunters, gatherers, fishermen, and pastoral-
ists were almost always the referents for cither the most depraved and
barbaric or, in the hands of noble savage theorists, the most natural and
praiseworthy peoples; these are the peoples Montaigne discusses in “Of
Cannibals” and he presents them there almost wirthout exception as unar-
tificial, naturally driven humans. There is no doubt that on occasion Mon-
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i {bk;:dc;i;u:]?;a-ﬁig peoples are fashioned  very little by the humy
i’?ﬂ* (153), this thicker view of Anwnr:i:n life emerges tt::: Tu
and somewhat inconsistent footnote to the more central ol the
“naturalness” of New World socicties. I'htl resulting :;l:dm 0 imige
of purely natural humans who I.u:.k all :rfiﬁm:. yet abso appexr =
pressively at times o practise certain arts lies unresolved and underher.
ized in “Of Cannibals™, as it is in later thinkers of the Ml*. savage tnd
tion. As we will see, this paradox takes shape in Rousscau's Disowrs n
Inequality, since he presents New World peoples there bl:ldl o lulnn
the image of a pure state of nature md to present empincal examples of
the middle (post-natural, but precivilized ) stage of human dtvdnm
The manner in which Enlightenment thinkers responded, often taddy »
this paradox shaped their theories of the relationship between _
nature and culture, and led in some cases to the mnnncpmnh_mu
noble savage arguments and assumptions; in the case of Didenr, ¢
would even lead to what amounted to a rejection of the concept of nobe
savagery.

Pa:;joxcs of this kind were usually not explicitly taken up by nobk
savage thinkers because the primary purpose of such accounts was aot o
produce an accurare ethnography (although, to be sure, the rhetonicl
power of these writings did much 1o shape Europeans’ attitudes abo
actual New World peoples), but to foster social criticism. First and forc
Wik tht{ concept of the noble savage was a critical device that cookd

serve the interests of thinkers who sought to challenge a vanety of ortho-
dox doctrines. Two central normative claims run through most nobk
Savage writings: first, that one should be wary of judging othery smply b
one’s own, possibly parochial, standards and, second, that 3 sympathers
analysis of the ‘naryral® pPeoples of the New World could place into paric
ularly ﬁharp Irclicf the decp injustices of ‘artificial’ European sooctio.

entical impulses find their cxpression most clearly in Montaigx'
response to the view that Amtﬁﬂdhn! arc barbaric.

[Tlhere is nothing barbarous and Savage in that nation, from what | have bee
‘-’Dld».mfp’l that cach man calls barbarism whatever is not his own peacixe, k¢

indeed it $eems we have no other test of truth and reason than the crampl 2
Pattern of the Opinions and customs of the country we live in. (152)
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t‘mahtnttﬂcrmandm' narrow dogmatism X
imong the best known fea i inks o
nmnmemw' thinking, but &t &
mn"m“‘{l'ﬂsﬂ:rdingthcbarbaﬁty ,
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most distinctive features of his moral thought. Despite the thoroughgo-
ing scepticism of his most sustained attacks upon transcendent notions of
truth and knowledge, in particular in the “The Apology for Raymond
Seybond™ (originally written 1575-76; revised 1578-80), Montaigne’s
ultimate object of scom in most of his essays is self-serving, intellectual
dogmatism and the prejudices that flow from it, and not the very idea of
cross-cultural standards of judgement. Indeed, as he notes above, it only
“eeems” as if we have no other standard of tuth than our own customs,
and at the outser of the cannibals essay he intones that *we should be-
ware of clinging to vulgar opinions, and judge things by reason’s way,
not by popular say.” (150) In confronting the reported existence of can-
nibalism in the Americas (interpreted by Montaigne as a corollary of war-
fare among New World peoples, who at times kill and then eat certain
prisoners of war), Montaigne seeks to balance the demands of judging by
reason and engaging in a tolerant scepticism by arguing that the pracrice
of cannibalism is indeed barbaric, but that Europeans, preciscly by attack-
ing cannibalism abroad, fail to notice and to criticize the barbaric canni-
balism of religious and political persecution at home.

[ am not sorry that we notice the barbarous horror of such acts, but 1 am
heartily sorry that, judging their faults rightly, we should be so blind o our
own. 1 think there is more barbarity in cating a man alive than in cating him
dead; and in tearing by tortures and the rack a body still full of feeling, in
roasting a man bit by bit, in having him bitten and mangled by dogs and swine
{as we have not only read but scen within fresh memory, not among ancient
encmics, but among neighbors and fellow citizens, and what is worsc, on the
pretext of piety and religion}, than in roasting and eating him after he is dead.
(155}

If we are to judge others by defensible standards, then such standards
should be used with reference to our own practices and institutions. In
doing so, Montaigne suggests that New World peoples may well be ‘.jc_
scribed as engaging in barbaric practices, but that the standards by which
such barbarity should be judged derive not from our own _supposcd £X-
cellence or goodness, but rather “in respect to the rules of reason”. Ac-
cording to such standards, Montaigne asserts that Europeans surpass
Amerindians “in every kind of barbarity”, a claim whose general formula-
tion would recur in many noble savage accounts: it is we who are the real
(or the more fully realized) barbarians (156].

Montaigne’s treatment of cannibalism, then, allows him 1?Dl'.h to atrack
what he sees as the predominant impulse to judge others simply accord-
ing to one’s own practices and customs and to draw upon New World
cthnography in order to artack injustices within ‘Eumpc. The mode _uf
social criticism of European institutions and practices that was most dis-
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foo iterature, however, and one that was espe-
E“ﬂﬁg"u::“?i;ﬂgc;zﬁ: or to report upon what New World indige-
rous individuals themselves thought of Europeans and of Europe more

i nds his essay with this classic device of criticsm,
generally. Montaigne ¢ e : i i 1
when he reports of a visit that he had personally witnessed (in 1562,
when he was a counselor to the Parlement of Bordeaux) of three J'imf-m
dians to the court of King Charles 1X in Rouen. 'I'h:_pnullcd reaction of
these visitors, Montaigne reports, concerned ‘r.h:: cumﬂglu of grown
men serving a child, and of the vast and persistent disparity of wealth in
France. The *natural’ lives of relatively egalitarian and communal individ-
uvals in the New World here directly confront the antificiality of hereditary
monarchical rule and the armificial inequalities of wealth of a supposcdly
advanced sociery.

Philosophically, New World ethnography offered thinkers such as Mon-
taigne, and those who would be influenced by him, with a rich trove of
empirical examples that could provide a reliable portrait of humans' fun-
damental properties. In this view, ‘human nature’ can be discemned of
fortlessly in the New World since it was thought to be populated by
‘natural humans’. Thus, no longer would one have o rely solely upon
arcadian myths of pastoral simplicity and happiness, or past golden ages
as celebrated in poems, epics, songs, and pictorial representations, to re-
flect upon the innocent and simple nature of humanity. Such naturalness
actt_lall}r exists today, noble savage proponents could argue; moreover,
Fh“-f“' presence was said to be g living example of Europe’s (and human-
ity’s) own past. This temporal claim, that the New World was new not
only to European explorers, but new to the development of social and
political life itself, and that it represented the carliest stages of human
l}'ﬂmf}’ that El"ilf'z.cd socicties themselves once inhabited, became a key
h;arur: of many interpretive accounts of New World peoples. Those who
viewed ﬂzcm1a.s fundamentally inferior could use such an assumption to
s e
repream;cd b;fmmgc L ongs prescated the carliest mﬁ"_"{hmfﬂm ’”
rigne argues mat':::]dms and others, as savage only in the scnse, as Mo

Ketie s 10 u;}rhar: ‘l:Ir.JG: to humanirty’s “original naturalnes”. )
T fOCumnE‘Mg“mu;fgn tth CM ussion of the Nc!_nr World in “Of Coaches™,
New World s ¢ Mexica and Inca nations, Montaigne descrbes
3gain upon Amerigers ib T, OF 30 “infant world”, apparently drawing

ENga’s vivid dcscripﬁm in Mundus Novus.

Dh,mh;‘)ﬂdh_“ just discovered another world
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clothes, nor wheat nor vines. It was still quite naked at the breast, and lived
only on what its nursing mother provided. (693)

The infantlization of New World peoples by noble savage writers was
meant primarily as an attack upon the decrepitude of European civiliza-
tion, which they generally viewed as well past its prime, and not as an
attempt to lower the status of ‘new’ peoples. Again, such understandings
gave further currency to narratives that were already well established,
from the Biblical narrative of Eden to countless meditations upon the
golden ages of the most ancient and (in such accounts) the happiest
peoples. The states of nature described by modern social contract theo-
ries not surprisingly elaborated these themes, although the manner in
which New World ethnography was interpreted differed according to the
natural condition that was being justified. Regardless of the substantive
anthropological claims in such arguments, it became a commonplace of
such contractarian arguments of governmental power and natural rights
to assert, as John Locke could with confidence in the 1680s, that “in the
beginning all the World was America.™"

The presentation of New World peoples that served as the anthropological
basis of unorthodox, or even radical, moral and political claims ultimately
came at the price of presenting them as ly hard-wired automatons,
rather than as creative agents who were embedded within and who s
and altered cultural systems of meaning and value; the Tatter belonged to the
life of civilized artiiciality, and not—most emphatically not in this view—of
the natural, savage peoples of the New World. Saill, it is important to note
that the intent, and much of the power, of such accounts lay in their attempts
to foster humanistic and tolerant moral judgements in addition to offering
sharper sense of the injustices of Europe’s own social, religious, and political
order. Although not by intent then, but nevertheless in effect, the irony of
treating New World peoples as the carliest, least artificial, and most natural
humans—the very attempt, that is, to humanize them or to turn their
presumed savagery into a badge of honour—ultimately cast them as lacking
the cultural agency that would have made them recognizably human. The
closer to nature they were said to be, the more exotically and inhumanly
foreign they appeared. As Monraigne himself notes of his portrayal of Amer-
indians, “there is an amazing distance berween their character and ours.”
(158) Closing this distance, however, would involve not only mintcrprﬂ?'ng
the relevant ethnographic accounts, but also revising the accompanying
philosophical arguments in noble savage writings—those that were cither
explicitly delineated or tacitly invoked—about human nature and its rela-
tionship to culture. Only then would some European thinkers more suc-

cessfully humanize New World peoples.
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Lahontan’s Dialogue with a Huron

Notwithstanding Montaigne’s stature among the pubiimphu._ﬂsc most
influential noble savage writer in the Frcm:h‘ tradition was Luuuﬁmund
de Lom d’Arce, baron de Lahontan, who in 1703 published in a two-
volume sct a collection of letters that he had written while in Canada
( Nouveaux Voyages | New Voyages]); a discourse on the I.mds peoples, and
colonial politics of the New World (Mémoires de UAmeérique Septentrio-
nale [ Memairs of North Americal); and an enormously popular dialogue
ostensibly berween Lahontan and a Huron (Dialggues Curicux entre
PAuteur et un Sawvage de bons sens qui a vovagé | Curions dialogues be-
tween the author and a savage of good sense who bas travelled)). An army
officer who commanded local garrisons in New France, Lahontan trav-
clled widely within North America, created maps (though sometimes fan-
ciful and highly flawed) of territories hitherto unknown to Europeans,
lived occasionally with indigenous peoples, and eventually leamed 1o
speak Algonquin and Huron. In 1693, after a political controversy stem-
ming from charges of insubordination, he fled 1o Amsterdam and, for 2
time, became a vagabond. His personal history and itinerant lifestyle were
so obscure that some disputed his existence when his writings were pub-
lished. In spite of such eccentricities, Lahontan reached a wide audience
and popularized, probably more than any other single thinker in the
French tradition, the image of the noble savage: Montesquieu, Diderot,
Rousscau, and Voltaire (as well as Swift) were among those influenced by
his writings. >
Using a style that was imitated at times by such thinkers, Lahontan
ﬂﬁ“ﬂzﬂﬂ:@; ;ﬂi;f his critical commentary about European socictics in
that might have a&'tcn'nd;:m}u?. Perhaps hoping to stave “ﬂ"m} S
tically fagitive status ot the oY, (0ddly, perhaps, given bis prac
Sl l:riticianun{:j" Et the time of pubhﬂnug}. l..ahrml:ml m‘tﬁﬂb
f'kmtrindims’ attitudes, _‘;E:f;ﬁ:ﬁ"::‘;:‘ s Pml:?; dtw ﬂt:
impugning such criticisms and et R
*upericeily. of civilizition to sevage, 1k L NCdp, the obriows
Thinlaguce, the cpinymons charscas Lt e DosicuE the, i te
ario, 2 Huron aracter Lahontan artempts to convince Ad-
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Y the Dialogues presents Adario’s disgust with European society as
entirely well founded."

Lahontan’s writings incorporate many of the staple elements of noble
savage accounts. Hurons’ simple lives are made possible, he writes, by
their lack of artachment to material goods: the “Savages know neither
thine nor mine, for what belongs to one is equally that of another.” (95)
Once again, as Montaigne had suggested, a vigorous and natural lifestyle
ensures robust physical constitutions, free ffom most diseases and casily
restored to health from common maladies (93-95; cf. 200-201). Behind
the minimalism and good will of New World peoples lies a profound
equality that Lahontan frequently contrasts with European societies. In a
comment that encapsulates the purported egalitarianism of Huron life,
Adario announces proudly that among his people “everyone is as rich and
as noble as his neighbour; the women are entitled to the same liberty
with the men, and the children enjoy the same privileges with their fa-
thers." [228) Such sentiments fuel Lahontan’s criticism of monarchies: in
an absurd contrast to the freedom from rank and privilege in the New
World, the French bend their knees to a single all-powerful ruler. Lahon-
tan claims that Amerindians themselves “brand us for slaves™ by noting
that “we degrade ourselves in subjecting ourselves to one man who pos-
sesses the whole power, and is bound by no law but his own will” {96).
In addition, Amerindians’ supposed antipathy toward distinctions of rank
and wealth forms the basis of a stringent assault on private interests and
luxury that presage many of Rousscau’s specific criticisms of civilized life.
Separate, private interests that follow from the distinction between “mine
and thine”, Adario argues, are ultimately the roots of all evil; they are
exacerbated by the existence of currency, the treacherous drive toward
accumulating wealth, and the distinctions perpetuated by such means
(199-201). Hurons arc free because they are their own masters, enslaved
neither by their appetites (in particular, the quest for social standing and
wealth) nor by other people who claim superiority (the clergy, magis-
trates, nobles, and kings). As Rousseau would later argue at length, La-
hontan’s Adario asserts that this freedom from dependence is the source
of true liberty, a quality unknown to modern Europeans, but at the heart
of savage life (183-85).

The lesson that Lahontan could offer for Europe is potentially radical:
dismantle civilization itself in order to live a humane and free existence.
Indeed, Adario claims that Providence may lic behind Europeans’ discov-
ery of North America because they may now have an opportunity to
correct their faults and follow the cxample of Amerindians. Morcover,

Lahontan describes the values that Amerindians embody—innocence of

life, tranquillity of mind, a communal existence free from selfish and pa-

rochial divisions—as buman values and, thus, as universally applicable.
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On this view, all humans
the fundamental goodne
so many thinkers who u

not a proponent of primitivi

CHAPTER TWO

should work toward them because they manifest
ss of human nature itself (181-83). Yet, as with

sed the image of the noble savage, Lahontan is

sm; he never claims that Europeans should,

e = the forests. His constructive advice is rather thin, and

as it werc, retum to

i of a call for the gradual levelling of social strata in Europe
:Trsdrcsrlﬂ:ogegncﬁf E;'pmr_ﬂﬁ to combat the petty, corrupting, and
selfish private interests that are based on di,snnctfmu of wealth ( 197-98).
The egalitarian impulse behind such ideas %*crtunly has a utopian cast—
indeed, the tone of Lahontan’s writings at imes resonates wuh_m almost
revolutionary fervour. But, in the final analysis, the power of his rhetoric

rests more in its social cr

iticism than in its vague calls for reform.

Lahontan supplements Montaigne’s classic account of Amerindians by
more comprehensively elaborating what had become the standard objec-
tions in the noble savage literature against European civilized society.
Moreover, he examines two subjects that would play 3 prominent role in
many later eightecenth-century noble savage writings: (Christanity and the
status of women,| Lahontan portrays Amerindians as believers in a “natu-

ral” religion, a claim that

Montaigne briefly touched upon in “Of Canni-

bals” and that anti-clerical thinkers such as Voltaire and Diderot would

make as well. Lahontan

presents a view of spirituality that rests solely

upon the rational cognition of a basic postulate: that a powerful being
v created the Earth and instituted moral laws discernible through reason
alone (105-12). The existence of a hicrarchy of clergy and of formal

religious institutions, he
ditions to the pure and si
the weight of a host of

thus implies, are unnecessary and corrupting ad-
mple faith that all humans should enjoy." Under
superfluous and sometimes contradictory rules

and obligations, Christians become hypocrites, especially in their role as

m:ssiﬂnaﬁns——preaching

contrary to them (111-12),

The New World travel
abcrut the role of WoImen

such doctrines to Amerindians, while acting

literature inspired a diverse range of arguments
In socicty, and more generally about the themes

;li:i:t::i‘ﬂlmcw ?:;];nd sexuality. A common theme in writings that appro-
Ethn [ Pl S - e ———
basism of New World peoples e ohoss o WENE the purported bar

New Wi oples was that women in New World socicties
w‘_r“_“EEﬂ_ﬂl_lyFmaltrﬂ_lgcd and subject of

v that Eurg

to conditions of near slavery and

% :hispcj in cumpa:i‘mn, uﬂi:-n:d a civilized liberty to its women
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pean gender relations, though this could sometimes take the form of
primarily criticizing European women for purportedly controlling men
through their artificial and complex sexual charms. In a passage that
recalls and may have inspired such a discussion about moral versus physi-
cal love in Rousscau’s Discourse on Inequality, Lahontan contrasts the
jealous, blind fury of European love to the simple good will of Amerin-
dians’ passions (115-16). The sexual relations between men and women
among indigenous Canadians strikes Lahontan as more honest and sin-
cere than the excessively formalized and Janus-faced discourse between
the sexes in France. In addition, Lahontan chastises the sexism of French
socicty by noting that only women bear the social costs of adultery,
whereas men are often celebrated for their sexual prowess (226-27). In
the New World, he argues, marriages are morc secure and infidelity is
rare. Moreover, in a critique of church doctrine on divorce, Lahontan
notes appreciatively that, among the Huron, when marriages unravel, di-
vorce can be initiated by either men or women for no other reason than a
desire to become single again (120). In addition, the power of fathers to
choose, or to veto, their daughters’ potential mate in Europe is absent,
Lahontan asserts, among Amerindians (222-23). Instead, he CONNues,
young women are given complete autonomy to choose or to consent to
potential husbands. The tendency for some reflections upon the Mew
World to evoke relatively egalitarian ideas about gender relations arises
again in some of Diderot’s commentary about Tahitian society in the
Supplément an Vovage de Bougainville. Other passages of the Supplément,
however, and a number of Roussean’s assertions about women demon-
strate that Amerindian peoples could inspire just as easily more tradi-
tional responses to the heated eighteenth-century debates about women’s
capacities and what roles they occupy, and ought to occupy, in society.
Since the idea of a radical difference between European and indigenous
New World peoples—a difference in kind berween natural and artificial
societies—is a presumption of Lahontan’s entire dialogue and of noble
savage writings more generally, the simple fact of what was taken to be
exotic difference did not in and of itself make a foreign society praisewor-
thy or useful for the purpose of social criticism. In contrast (o political
writings that incorporated the themes of noble savagery, the praisc of the
‘other” suggested by a variety of modern European thinkers® invocation
of China consisted usually of lauding its ancient and sophisticated civili-
zation. Whereas Lahontan and others praised the New World for em-
bodying the values of paturalism, philosophers such as Voltaire, Leibniz,
and the Leibnizian rationalist Christian Wolff placed China in the noble
rank of a super-civilization, an extraordinary site of rationality incarmate
with a political system overseen by enlightened mandarins, in contrast to
the absolute despots who sat on most European thrones. Ead'mr than
attempt to civilize the New World, Leibniz suggested wryly in his No-
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e T China ought to send missionaries to Europe "
pissima Sinica {:lﬂi?ni;:mﬁm, Adario, in response to Lahontan's boast
e u:ﬂ;;:legnhljnntm and Siamese who visit France appear to admire its q:mh
zﬂ:;}nfmﬂigams the Far East as even more interest-oriented, propertied,
and hence even more brutish than Europe (210-13). E‘f““’““ closely
follows this line of thinking in d?c g R t &m e A.m
(1750). From one angle, he criticizes civilization and_lt: supposed wis-
dom by reference to the New World: “thosc happy alNatlnm which do nex
know even by name the vices we have so much d:ﬂiculr_v. in repressing,
those savages of America whose simple and ’_“'“"“‘I polity Montaigne
unhesitatingly prefers . . . to everything that Piulm:p!!y could ever imag-
ine as most perfect for the government of Peoples™. From another angle,
he employs the resonant image of oriental despotism: “If the Scrcmu
purified morals, if they taught men to shed their blood for the Father-
land, if they animated courage, then the Peoples of China should be
wise, free, and invincible. But if there is not a single vice that does not
rule them. . . . [w]hat benefits has China derived from all the honours
bestowed upon them? To be peopled by slaves and evil-doers?™ The
twin themes of the praiseworthy naturalness of New World peoples and
the artificial despotism of Asia make clear, of course, the extent to which
the ethnography about the non-European world gave European thinkers
almost ready-made vehicles for their own political outlooks, predeter-
mined, it would appear, by their antecedent beliefs about the practices
':md nstitutions of European socicties. To be sure, noble savage writings,
in particular, usually aimed not only to use New World ethnography to
engage in political debates about Europe, but also to humanize New
:ﬂrld peoples. Lahontan attacks the injustices of European life as well &8

ose Europeans who have denigrated and barbarized New World peo-
plc_s. IThr: fﬂn‘!\er‘ strategy gains rhetorical power and a sceming empinical
”alfd'w by pointing to supposedly natural beings in the actual world, but
ultimately at th: expense of the later strategy. For Lahontan’s writings
(and, as we will see, Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality) make or presup-

hil i '
ﬁ:ﬂfﬁ : m:l arguments about human nature and its relationship to

man beings— s he aim that New World peoples are fully he
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s oxical understanding of New World wples’ mental capact
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berween theologians who view them as incapable of reflection (and, thus,
impossible to convert), and those, especially the Jesuits, who assert that
they warmly embrace the Gospels (92). The former denies Amerindians
the cognitive abilities that they quite clearly possess; the latter is mistaken
since, in addition to appearing wholly satisfied with their lives, they seem,
Lahontan contends, to abhor Christianity and the practices of European
civilization. Lahontan’s fictional Huron, Adario, is an especially percep-
tive interlocutor because he is portrayed to be, as the ttle of the Dia-
lagues informs us, “well travelled”. We learn that he has viewed English
America and even France itself with his own eyes; his criticisms, then, are
supposed to gain a credibility they may have lacked without such wide
exposure. But Adario’s powers of reason and speech are perfectly ordi-
nary and typical of less cosmopolitan Amerindians, Lahontan insists, for
when criticizing European life, they all prove themselves to be “great
moralists” [grands Moralistes], drawing upon an extraordinary memory
and employing impressive argumentative skills (104; also, 95-104). They
speak acutely, with subtlety and imagination, in tribal council meetings
during which matters of communal interest are at stake. It appears, at
such moments, that they lead an artful and cultivated life, one that may
be different from European peoples, but not fundamentally different, or
different in kind. Yet, Lahontan’s attempts to humanize Amerindians
cannot stray too far from the notion that they are natural, largely free of
the corrupting trappings of artifice. As we have seen, like other noble
savage writings, the bulk of his social criticism rests upon the claim that
such peoples live purely naturally, or very nearly so. Hence, he suggests
that New World peoples reason and deliberate well despite “having no
advantage of education”; these “truly rustic philosophers™, in short, must
be “directed only by the pure light of nature™ (99).

The tensions raised by such comments result from Lahontan’s practice
of describing Amerindians’ various customs, rituals, myths, and social
practices at length without also being able to interpret them as non-
natural, cultural forms of activity and self-understanding. Lahontan docs
not treat the inheritance and creative transformation of specific traditions
and self-understandings over generations as a form of “education”, even
though he regularly witnessed such artful activities taking place among
the Huron and other peoples in French Canada. As we have scen, such a
move would not be casy to make for a thinker who has invested heavily
in the principal anthropological claim of noble savagery: that New World
peoples—however much they appear to be situated within and transform
an array of practices, beliefs, and institutions—are ultimately free from
artifice. Thus, Lahontan’s Adario asserts that the Huron

innocent conduct, which wise Nanure

live quietly under the laws of instinct and
dles. We are all of one mind; our

has imprinted upon our minds from our cra
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rve an exact conformity; and thus we spend
derstanding, that no disputes or suits cn
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: i nions and sentments obse
N toes with such perfect good un
take place amongst us. (188)
. cequence of such a view is that throughout his wrir.
F:'ﬂc {E{ﬁr;‘:ﬁy gips from discussing the I'_Iunln. or more generally
l:]:fsindigcnuus peoples of Canada, to “savages” in general. Shom of ther
distinctive cultural systems of meaning and value and rl:dumcf cm:m:h o
natural beings, Amerindians become an amorphous, undifferentiated
whole, even for someone like Lahontan, ":‘r'hﬂ lﬂﬂ‘_ﬂd a great dﬂl abour
Huron and Algonquin life. The danger of such a view is that, stripped of
21l cultural attributes, New World peoples must incvitably be presented
instinct-driven brutes whose basic humanity, though not formally denied,
becomes increasingly difficult to discern. As we shall see, Roussean’s con-
jectural anthropology engenders a theory of human nature and social
development thatr quite clearly fosters such paradoxes and uni
ults. o, IR
While noble savage accounts attempted in part to raise the status of
New World peoples and challenged the view that such peoples are funda
mentally barbaric, the portrait of such peoples as artless and purely natu-

ral {and the ¢ ponding belief that human nature itself consisty of 2
lack of artificef yielded a fantastic and unreal understanding of Em
that was unlikely to produce the moral understanding and isefat

necessary for a thoroughgoing criticisim of their su tatus under Ey-

ropea rial power. David Hunie™s reaction 10 such accounts, focus
ing on the fact that supposedly natural beings in distant lands exhibic
only virtues and no vices, and also emphasizing that such narmatives usu-
ally portrayed such people as lacking ambition (and, one might add, lack-
ing all of the antfulness that ambition was thought to be linked with in
many va_lgl'tt:?cnth-ccmury political writings ), was precisely what noble sv-
age writers inadvertently helped to foster:
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argue, both in the philosophical anthropologies of Diderot, Kant, and
Herder, and concomitantly in their anti-imperialist political theories.
Conversely, the Realpolitik of many of Lahontan’s analyses of French
imperial policies demonstrates that a noble savage celebration of Amer-
indian life not only sits alongside aggressive colonial schemes, but with-
out as much contradiction as one might originally have thought. In the
New Voyages, Lahontan argues against the complete “destruction™ of
the Iroquois not because of humanitarian concerns, but rather due to
the probability that the enemies of the Iroquois would then tum
against New France. Thus, Lahontan recommends playing off various
Amerindian nations against one another. Ultimately, New France can
sufficiently weaken the Iroquois and bring them into line, he argues, by
virtually imprisoning them on a plot of land guarded by forts in order to
“distress” them in times of war and “confine™ them in times of peace.
This should, Lahontan promises, “reduce them to one half of the power
they now possess™.”” These clements of Lahontan’s political thought
place his glorification of Amerindians in a different light, and it indi-
cates what were usually the ethical limits of such perspectives about
humanity and New World peoples. In the cighteenth century, the full
recognition of non-Europeans as humans who should rule themselves
and who are in no need of European imperial rule takes root almost
always among thinkers whose understandings of humanity explicitly or
tacitly reject the tenets of noble savagery.

New World Peoples in Rousseau’s Conjectural History

In the Discours sur Povigine et les fondements de Pinégalité parmi les
hommes [ Discourse on the Origin and the Foundations of Incquality Among
Men)] (1755), Rousseau contends that “[a]lthough the inhabitants of Eu-
rope have for the past three or four hundred years overrun the other parts
of the world, and are constantly publishing new collections of travels and
reports, I am convinced that the only men we know are the Europeans™
(212).* Rousseau’s complaint stems from his belief that the only way one
can begin to understand humanity as such is to examine the brchft
possible array of human diversity. As he notes in the Esay on the Origin

of Languages, the
great failing of Europeans is always to philosophize . . . in the light of what
happens right around them. . . . When one proposes to study men, onc has wo

look close by; but in order to study man one has to learn to cast one’s glance
afar; one has to begin by observing the diffcrences in order to discover the

propertics.”
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Given the increasingly vast range of cultural information housed in the

ities that it offered for 2 more

i ic day and the opportunities t 5

travel htcr;:-.u.;r:p ?L l;:sﬂf?’ummim Rousscau men_aand the lack .:,f a rig-
ey lfilusophjcal study of such human diversity. Iflstl:;l.d. he insists,
2:2“551153 a mere chronicling of characters and mores in travel accounts

withour an attendant appreciation of the anthropological significance of

such diversity, of how they might contribute to an understanding of the

; ine differences among, all peoples. Con-
shared humanity of, e thchgn;nu: learmned studies of human nature, cven
sequently, he argucs that scholars S 2
those that ostensibly draw upon fh; ,""-'Wm':"r:::;t';'nf‘ P

lv treatises about their O : :

Pc%ﬂfs;eﬁ ELZ: that those who undcrfakc th.c 'dem" journey to the
New World produce anthropologically filsa.pplumung reports hcc:uu of
their prejudices, primarily those of their nation and of their particular
occupation. “Sailors, Merchants, and Soldiers™, h:c asserts, are hardly ;bIF
to pronounce judgements of any philosophical import bcrauu _nrl" their
narrow perspectives.”” The fourth kind of traveller, the missionarics, per-
haps have the educational training necessary for an incisive study of hu-
manity, but, he cautiously notes, they are too “absorbed by the sublime
vocation™ of religious conversion to partake in a scholarly study of hu-
manity, Indeed, according to Rousseau, the philosophical acumen re-
quired for such a study is rare even among those with the appropriate
training and intellectual skills. All this leads him to call desperatcly for a
profound meditation upon human diversity:

Shall we never see rebomn the happy times when Peoples did not pretend o
Philosophize, but the Platos, the Thales, and the Pythagorases, seized with an
ardent desire to know, undertook the greatest journeys merely in order to leam,
and went far off to shake the voke of National prejudices, to get to know men
by their conformities and their differences, and to acquire that universal knowl-
edge that is not exclusively of one Century or of one country but of all times
;zml:lgt;l"all places, and thus is, so0 1o speak, the commaon n:l.;n-;t of the wise!
This yearning for the wisdom of a

ncient philosophers, in contrast to the
tracts of “Europeans more intere

S sted in filling their than thew
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ﬁ;ﬂn; ::‘ Eatcnal from mmi?rn travel wﬁmg_ ﬁdccd,sit is l::l“ often
i hul;;tlz‘li:hratrd call for 4 more genuinely philosophical appre
ity st intythand human lillk'tm'lt}' in note X of the Disconrse on
R faie © context of his attack upon travel writers’ assertions

gutans are not hum.‘!.n——ﬂ chim not unrelated to his presenta-
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his misgivings, then, about the travel writings of his day, Roussean drew
upon them frequently. He also related many of the tropes of the then
well-established philosophical and literary image of the noble savage to
lend empirical support for what he knew would be controversial claims
about natural humans.

The method that informs Roussean’s speculative history and the devel-
opmental sequence that he elaborates begin to explain the peculiar roles
that New World peoples play in his narrative. Roussean defends a theory
of human nature that owes much to the tradition of noble savagery, but
as part of an extended conjectural history that outlines stages of human
development. Although he often simply contrasts “savage™ and “civi-
lized” life, Rousscau’s conjectural history in fact w of
human development that mark distinet historical phases of social actovity,
scientific and technological complexity, and institutional development: a
primordial condition (a pure state of nature); a primitive, middle stage;
and the civilized condition of modern Europeans, a variety of ancient
peoples, and some sedentary non-European peoples, such as the Chinese,
who practise agriculture and metallurgy.”

On the assumption that the behavioural patterns, social institutions,
and the political machinery of modemn peoples are artificial constructs
that have masked, or even altered, our underlying humanity, Rousseau
asks in the preface to the Discourse on Inequality.

how will man ever succeed in secing himself as Nature formed him, through all
the changes which the succession of times and of things must have wrought in
his original constitution, and to disentangle what he owes to his own stock
from what circumstances and his progress have added to or changed in his
primitive state? (122)

Rousseau explicates his method by using the imagery of the statue of
Glaucus, so encrusted and warped by the ravages of the seas, storms, and
time that it resembles more a “ferocious beast™ than a God (122). Rous-
seau’s account of natural humans is the result, then, of pecling away the
layers of society and culture that, in his view, obscure humans® underly-
ing, universal nature. Such a thought-experiment reveals that the most
fundamental characteristics of human behaviour are self-preservation and
sympathy, or pity, for other sentient beings. After contending that pre-
vious political thinkers who used the category of the state of narure did
not go back far enough in human history to describe a truly :11:11:ural,
precivil human condition, he describes at length an earlier state of nature
that exemplifies these two cssential springs of human action. Rousscau’s
natural humans preserve themselves without the fixed order of law and
government because of their amour de soi, a peaceable self-love that in-

volves no companson or needless competition with others. For Rousseau,
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mRbl;;russee Hv:ﬁccmphnsii:syin the exordium to the Discourse that the “{i]n-
quirics that may be pursued regarding th,ls Subject mshl not be t?.hm
for historical truths, but only for hypothetical and conditional reasonings;
better suited to elucidate the Nature of things than to show their genu-
ine origin” (133). Yet, in detailing the precivilized condition of hum.u_-n-
ity, Rousscau makes frequent use of the real-world examples of Savages in
order to bolster his assertions about ‘savage man’. The confusion that
results is indicative precisely of the tensions that run through the tradi-
tion of noble savagery, where thinkers would both trumpet the pure and
largely animalistic naturalness of Amerindians while also at umes detail-
ing cognitive and institutional features of Amerindian life. In the context
of Rousseau’s developmental account, the related paradoxes anse because
he categorizes New World peoples as part of the middle stage, while also
using them to substantiate a number of his claims abourt the earlier, pure
state of nature.

The movement from a pure state of nature to the middle stage, in
Rousseau’s conjectural history, involves the development of language, the
I:_ransition from an entirely nomadic existence to an occasionally sedentary
life, the origin of a limited amount of private property (largely in the
focml'u of objects that can be carricd, rather than of land itself), the for-
mation of family units, and the gradual emergence of nations that are

!J-IJJ!'BC' in morals and character, not by Rules or Laws, but by the same
kind of hfctand of foods, and the influence of a shared Climate.™ (169)
sscau did not believe that a middic, post-primordial and precivilized
state was entirely free of corruption and conflict. Once humans b:cnm:
social creatures, in his view, a corruption of thei R

* r natural, purcly instinc-

tive characteristics inwirtabl}r follows. The psychological transformation
wrought by :tuchlhl:hawcura] and sociological changes is significant be-
cause they give birth to gmou



NATURAL HUMANS TO CULTURAL HUMAMS 35

New World peoples lead generally praiseworthy lives, for having reached
only the middle stage of human development, they are stll restrained
partly by natural pity for other creatures. In On the Secial Contract, he
asserts that Amerindians practise a form of government that can best be
classified as a “natural aristocracy™, for their rulers are elders who are thus
naturally unequal to others by virtue of the “authority of experience”,
rather than cvilized aristocrats, who nile according to “instituted in-
cqualities™ such as “riches”. He concludes that “[t]he savages of north-
ern America still govern themselves this way in our day, and they are very
well governed.” (406) Most imporantly, Rousseau argues that New
World peoples are free of two pemicious technological developments—
large-scale agriculture (and, in tandem with this, they lack a more exten-
sive and fixed system of private property holdings) and metallurgy—
which rely upon and breed a high level of interdependence that in tum
signals the death knell of human independence and freedom (171-72).
For Rousseau, most peoples of the New World live at precisely the “just
mean between the indolence of the primitive state and the petulant activ-
ity of our vanity [amour propre]”, a period during which humans are
happiest and a condition that, simply stated, is the “best for man” (171).

Rousscau argues that the post-primordial, precivilized stage is not an
ephemeral historical epoch that was achieved for a stunning but tragically
brief moment. Instead, this relatively ideal form of human organization
constituted the most stable, longest-lasting era of human history. He sug-
gests that the very discovery of New World peoples it this level of social
and technological development as late as the cighteenth century demon-
strates its impressive durability. He writes that the

example of the Savages, almost all of whom have been found at this point,
seems to confirm that the Human Race [le Genre-Humain] was made always
to remain in it, that this state is the genuine youth of the World, and that all
subscquent progress has been so many steps in appearance toward the perfec-
tion of the individual, and in effect toward the decrepitude of the species.
(171)

Given Rousseau’s stark pessimism about the advanced stage of anthro-
pological development and the fact that it might never have been reached
but for a string of contingent factors, the fall from the relatively pcm:ciful
and content middle state constitutes the greatest tragedy of hluman his-
tory. As Rousseau explains in On the Social Contract, the establishment of
2 “civil state” would constitute genuine, unalloyed progress were it not
for the degradation that civilized life engenders. The brute existence _n["
the state of nature led to a civilized condition in which natural, animalis-
tic beings who possessed a set of social virtues and faculties in pou:m:iality
(because of their *perfectibility’) happened to become, through a series of
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glorification of a golden age, one that exists I"alr in Europe's past, but '*“‘
continues to exist among the largely nomadic peoples of the Amenics
and Africa. In the “Last Reply™ to the critics of his Disconrse on r-h Sa-
ences and Arts, he scoms the corrupt modemn individuals who reject the
notion of a golden age by asserting that in doing so they treat virtue inself
as a mere fantasy: “I am told that men have long since been disabused of
the chimera of the Golden Age. Why not also add that they have loog
since been disabused of the chimera of virtue?™ (80) Indeed, the golden
age and Rousseau’s idcalized presentation of the ancient city-state Spama
are the twin, and (as Judith Shklar has noted) in certain respects the
mutually exclusive, exemplary ideals that animate much of his socal and
political thinking.™ As with many earlier theorists of noble savagery, Rous-
scau asserts that the middle stage of human history cannot be resurrected
in Europe, for the social and psychological changes that arise with the
development of civilized societies are too great to be undone by an ar
tempt to return to the rustic happiness of the golden age. Sull, much of
Rﬂrus_scau‘s thought can be interpreted as a series of attempts to revive
certain aspects of this age. One such attempt involves re-creating in the
modemn world, mutaric mutandis, clements of the life of a rustic anr
:‘t;tc(;;:wﬂn the Social Contract and, to a lesser extent, Connderasions

ment of Poland). : :
in the midst of n{ﬂiud?{xfr:’t::;:whm“ - wﬂﬁlﬁﬂ*
fmmbi:ththatarrcmt ¥ a highly regimented
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ants of the New World (see, c.g., Emile, and Emile et Sophie), or by
becoming an outsider on the margins of society whose immersion in the
natural world provides a form of self-therapy (see, e.g., Reveries of the
Solitary Walker).

To defend the empirical grounding that he had given in suppor of the
middle stage, Rousscau challenges the common view that New World
societies are sites of brutal passions and cruel social practices. Writings
that extolled noble savages were always secondary in influence to pejora-
tive understandings of the New World, the most derailed of which aimed |, ¥
not only to proclaim bur also to explain the allegedly backward mndi-.f{

V

tions and barbaric behaviour of Amerindians. Along with what can be

termed fmternal explanatons of their status and behaviour (of the kind

that Francisco de Vitoria attacked, such as the view that Amerindians are

examples of Aristotle’s natural slaves), New World peoples were further
encumbered, some argued, by extermal factors, the most important of
which was climate.” Climate, a key concept in pre-nineteenth-century

European social thought, was an umbrella category of the various charac-

teristics of local environments (ranging from meteorological factors, such
as the amount of sunshine and heat, to the landscape and other geo-

graphical features) that were said to shape social practices, psvchological

dispositions, and even political institutions.” Among French thinkers of
the eighteenth century, Montesquien was by far the most influential pro-
ponent of climatological social analysis. A lengthy section of The Spirit of
the Laws (1748) is devoted exclusively to the behavioural and institu-
tional effects of climate. With regard to moral behaviour, Montesquieu’s
analysis focused upon the purported effects of heat on the passions:

You will find in the northern climates peoples who have few vices, enough
virtues, and much sincerity and frankness. As you move toward the countries of
the south, you will believe you have moved away from morality itself: the live-
licst passions will increase crime; each will seck to rake from others all the
advantages that can favour these same passions.”

Such theories grounded a common view of most New Wudd and Ialso
African peoples: physiologically, the torrid climates in which they lived
boiled their “humours™ (and consequently their passions) to degrees un-
controllable by their presumed meagre rationality. In this view, then, the
combination of two structural constraints, one external {climate) and one
internal to New World inhabitants” constitutions (their ostensibly limited
cognitive powers), together were said to account _ﬂ?r the barbarous social
practices described in many New World travel writings.

In response to such charges of barbarism, Rousseau finds it “ridiculous

Savages as constantly murdering one another in order to satisfy

to portray
e b toward those who assert

their brutality™ (158). Despite his scepticism
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uently, Rousseau attacks the view that primitive peoples are cruc
Emcim;s while, at the same time, accepting the climatology that had
often supported the traditional representation of New World peoples.
Thus, referring to the Caribs in particular, he asserts that they are “the
most peaceful in their loves and the least given to l“]““"!"t even 'h“"!h
they live in a scorching Climate, which always seems to stir these passions
to greater activity.” (158) . i
Rousseau suggests that to the extent that episodes of cruelty and vio-
lence occur within noncivilized communities, they result not ﬁ'umﬂw
lack of civilization, but because the changes that might lead to a civilized
condition have started to develop. Life in the middle stage has not yet
reached the wretched interdependence of European civilization, and thus
it consttutes the condition “best for man™, but it is far from the natural
isolation of a pure state of nature, which is the only sure guarantee of a
complete freedom from cruelty in human life. The historical, and con-
comitant psychological, development from a purely natural condition,
not the want of purportedly civilizing or refining clements of modem lifc,
accounts for whatever strains of cruelty exist in primitive communities.
Amerindians are sometimes cruel to one another because they have reached
the stage of anthropological development at which one is cxposed to the
carly stimrings of amour propre. Therefore, according to Rousseau, before
to m1u|:h civilization (and the interdependence it breeds) comupts hu-
man life, the natural sentiment thar makes doing evil repugnant to hu-
Mans continues to counteract even the most powerful—and potentially
dcgb ng__':h]_“a:"‘i‘ and social factors (156). As with its predecessors,
:"l:' e savagery in its Rousscauian version, then, offered a counterpoint 1o
© MOst pejorative understandings of New World peoples. In addinon,
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With a couple of exceptions (such as the Mexica, whom he categorizes
as civilized in the Eway on the Origin of Languages [5:386]), Rousscau
claims then that New World peoples exist at a middle stage of anthro-
pological development. Accordingly, he acknowledges that even the
Caribs, “which of all existing Peoples have so far departed least from the
state of Nature™ (158), are not entirely natural humans. Still, the tension
that tends to surface in noble savage accounts—berween theorizing an
aculrural (and, in Rousscau’s case, also an asocial) natural human and
celebrating the qualities of New World inhabitants as praiseworthy hu-
mans (who are not different in kind, but simply closer to the pure condi-
tions of natural humanity than civilized humans)—arises also in Rous-
seau’s conjectural history. For despite his explicit categorization of New
World inhabitants as peoples who exist in the middle stage of human
development, Roussean most often discusses Amerindians and the Hot-
tentots of southem Africa to support his account of purely natural hu-
mans in the onginal state of nature. Rousseau’s speculative history may
well conclude that the middle stage of development is the “best for man”,
but the carliest state of nature occupies a special place in his theory since
it provides the starkest contrast berween modern humans and human
nature itself. Moreover, only an appreciation of natural humanity, in his
view, can ultimately provide the basis for understanding the laws that
motivate humanity or that should govern humanity: “so long as we do
not know natural man, we shall in vain try to ascertain either the Law
which he has received or that which best suits his constitution.” (125)
Thus, while he presents the pure state of nature as a period so far back in
the history of humanity that no written records can attest to its features,
the documents that detail the life of indigenous New World inhabitants
offer a wealth of examples to support his conjectures about the original
state of nature. One can only speculate as to the motivations behind this
use of New World ethnography, given its inconsistency with Rousseau’s
own categorization of Amerindians. Nonetheless, given the influence of
the writers from the noble savage tradition upon Rousseau, it should
perhaps come as no surprise that natural humans and New World peoples
would, in effect, be equated in his account of human nature. As the
Discourse on Inequality demonstrates, Rousseau moves casily from dis-
cussing the ‘savages’ of the pure state of nature to the ‘savages’ of con-
temporary New World societies; Natural, or savage, cxistence—la vie
sauvage—can, in part, be accurately-deseribed for Rousseau t?}r stl{dylng
savage, or primitive, humans, les hommes Sasnrage. Thus._,‘ precisely in the
manner of the noble savage tradition, Rousseau often cites New Wnrlld
peoples as examples of the impressive plrysical and meagre mental quali-
ties of natural humanity. In additon, since Rousseaun tends to conflate the
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domesticated, argues Rousseau, it becomes timiel SOE WL Sy
original courage and vigour (139). Iﬁﬂff d‘“‘]f“t"- the sharpness “’fm
and acuity of judgement of wild animals who live primarily according to
sclf-preservation, Rousseau concludes, “Such is tlhf animal state in gen-
eral, and according to Travellers’ reports, it also is the state of most Sav.
age peoples.” (140—41) Accordingly, Rousscau notes that “the Savages
of America track the Spaniards by smell just as well as the best Dogs
might have done™ (141} . .
Rousseau’s notes at the end of the Discowrse on Ineguality provide
much of the ethnographic material that is meant to support his historical
conjectures. Although most of the main text details the injustices of the
civilized condition, sixtcen of Rousseau’s nineteen notes aim to elaborane
and substantiate his claims about the pure state of nature and the middle
stage of human development. In note V1, which marks one of the most
intensive uses of travel literature in the Discourse on Inequality, Rousscau
lists several examples of indigenous peoples’ physical vigour and skill,
from the Hottentots® fishing, hunting, and running and the accurate
shooting of the “Savages of the Antilles” to the gencral strength and
physical skills of the “Savages” and “Indians™ of both North and South
ﬂrnmca In note V, drawing upon Frangois Corréal’s Vovage anx Indes
Occidentales (1722), Rousseau defends his thesis that humans are natu-
ﬁlv vegetarian in part by relating the story of the primitive inhabitants of
o ;a}'cs, who, rcn‘nm:d by the Spanish from their homes and taken to
vy a’r:’l"::"m D_‘C’mmlsﬂ. and elsewhere, died because of cating meat; such
{{‘;E'; 4 521}':’;1;35:3. Rousseau implies, could not handle animal flesh
: » fousseau uses both indigenous peoples and feral chil-
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siders the feral children of Europe, abandoned children who were discov-
ercd in rural areas and who often generated sensational publicity, as guides
to the study of human nature.®™ Surviving in remote areas, and at times
like the legendary Romulus and Remus allegedly raised by animals, feral
children often elicited an enthusiastic response after their discovery in
part because of their apparently ‘natural’ qualities. As if placed by fate in
a laboratory experiment in which all the conventions of social life were
eliminared, the feral child ostensibly exhibited the most primal, underly-
ing characteristics of the human species. Accordingly, Rousseau cites five
examples of feral children in order to elaborate the possibility that hu-
mans are naturally quadrupeds. In one passage, then, Rousseau manages
to equate savages (understood as the carliest purely natural individuals of
his conjectural history), the “Savage Nations” of the New World, and
feral children (such as the “little Savage of Hanover™) as natural creatures
(196). Rousscau’s frequent reliance upon supposedly empirical examples
of “savages™ in such cases indicates not only the centrality of New World
cthnographic sources in his effort to discern humans’ natural physical

characteristics, but also the virtual animalization of New World peoples,
however uninténded, that this method nsks. ——

Mental gualities of natwral humanity. In conjunction with the
physical animality of narural humans, Rousseau attempts to establish the
mental simplicity of “savages”™ as well. It is important in his account, as it
is s0 often in narratives of natural humanity and noble savagery, to defend
the idea that the virtues of such lives result not from forms of education,
institutions, or self-conscious and dynamic social practices, or indeed
from any other form of what was understood to constitute artificiality,
but rather from the uncorrupted instincts (or, for Lahontan and others,
the laws) that Nature itself implanted in humans. Hence, Roussean as-
serts that “one might say that Savages are not wicked precisely because
they do not know what it is to be good; for it is neither the growth of
enlightenment nor the curb of the Law, but the calm of the passions and
the ignorance of vice that keep them from evil-doing” (154). Although
the humans of the middle, precivilized stage lead partly settled lives with
minimal amounts of private property, produce simple commodities, and
thus undergo significant psychological changes and the development of a
rudimentary sociability, he also argues that this middle stage is remark-
ably durable partly because such humans have not yet reached the cogrfi-
tive state in which the imagination, curiosity, and foresight needed for
deep reflection and for scientific and technological advances (in short, for
the more extensive flourishing of human perfectibility) exists. In such a
condition, humans have minimal (and still largely natural) needs that are
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he asserts that “nothing must be so calm as his soul and nothing »
limited as his mind.” (214) The physical prowess that Roussean descrbey
with such relish—single-handedly subduing wild bulls, striking &
and minute targers with stones, and swimming flawlessly in turbales
waters—all come at a price. This praise sits alongside Roussean’s conen-
tions that Amerindians’ impressive physical charactenistics flourish pr
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tions of non-European peoples, the analytic ability to make lasting ce-
nections between sets of ideas—in short, sustained cognitive reflocton—

is nearly as absent in the human beings of the New World a it i in 20y
of the animals of the wild.

Orangutans as natural bumans? Since Rousscau’s conpectunl bs
tory conflates the boundary between the middie stage and what be b

selfdeﬁhcs as the animal condition of the carlicst state of nature, £ 8

Peoples mirrors, therefo hi S
cently discovered primates. In e, his anthropomorphic conception of -

note X ¢ Drscourse am Imequalin, b

;‘l:;t:;‘dt;:t length thar orangutans, in :att;c“uh. MI‘:' cxtane cus
s abnut:ar!uest and most primitive humans, After quoting a fow po
- Primates from one of his most frequent sources about poe-
Gm socicties, Abbé Prévost's twenty-volume compendium, Husnr
des Voyages, Rousscay Argucs against travellers’ account tht



NATURAL HUMANS TO CULTURAL HUMANS 43

orangutans are definitively nonhuman.”” These “Anthropomorphic ani-
mals”, he argues, are so physically and even behaviourally similar to hu-
mans that “it is because of their stupidity” that voyagers have typically
described them simply as animals (210). Rousseau muses sarcastically
that if the travellers who make such claims had discovered a feral child
with 2 human form but hardly any ability to reason or to speak, they
“would have spoken about him learnedly in fine reports as a most curious
Beast that rather resembled a man.” (212)

Rousseau considers orangurtans as likely humans in part becanse it was
not adequately demonstrated, in his opinion, that they lack perfectibilité,
the faculty of self-perfection that is a “specific characteristic of the human
species.” (211) In addition, Rousseau attempts to rebut the one argu-
ment that, in his view, is usually given to justify the assertion that orang-
utans are not humans: their lack of speech. In a ¢laim about the history of
human language, which he elaborates in detail in the unpublished Esay
on the Origin of Languages (much of which was originally intended to be
part of the second Discourse), Rousseau notes that orangutans’ lack of
any humanly comprehensible speech tells us nothing about the species to
which they belong because the act of speech itself is not natural to hu-
mans. The earliest humans, in Rousseau’s account, possess the “organ of
speech” in an incipient form that then develops slowly in conjunction
with a variety of social and psychological changes. Thus, orangutans—
the word derives etymologically from two Malay words meaning “man of
the woods”—could very well be examples of the earliest humans who
managed to stay entirely uncultivated by dispersing themselves in remote
forests eons ago (208). If this were true, then New World peoples pre-
sumably would no longer be the eighteenth-century humans best suited
to model the original state of nature, since the primordial state itself
would still be in existence in the forests of Asia. He notes cautiously,
however, that with the dearth of information abour, and lack of experi-
mentation with, such creatures, his thoughts on this matter are purely
speculative.”” Notwithstanding such qualifications, Rousseau never re-
tracts his orangutan hypothesis and consistently voices scepticism over
travellers’ judgements to the contrary. By the end of the Discourse on
Ineguality, Rousseau manages both to humanize certain animals and,
though it was clearly not his purpose, to animalize certain humans. Both
sets of creatures living in the wild or savage regions of the world come,
therefore, to resemble one another.

THis CURIOUS FEATURE of Rousseau’s Disconrse on Inequality becomes
understandable when one considers the paradoxes underlying the tradition
of noble savagery to which Rousseau’s ‘natural man’ owes so much. Much
of the admiration for New World peoples in this Literature, as we have
scen, concerns what is considered to be purely narural about them—
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features that are ©
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for that matter, to the
logical changes that take pl

. listic. Rousseau, of course, did not call for
ftenr;::::aiithcr to the golden age he represented or,
condition of orangutans. The m-cul ‘“."i pm-djn.
ace from one stage to lh'.: next, in his wmﬁ

h movement. Although it is cofrect to note

SO t; ﬂﬂg,’fﬂ; a ‘primitivist’, it ?wmld be a mistake 1o con-

F Eﬁ;ﬂc;:m this thar Rousseau’s treatment of New World Plﬂﬂpll:ls cansti-
( {:In:ér 2 fundamental departure from the noble savage Id:xmm_ M.u,
z&a- — ihinkers, such as Lahontan, tended to naturalize and animalize
Amerindians in precisely the same manner as Rousseau—that is, without
arguing that Europecans should, in some sense, retum o the forests, It is
the particular characterization of Nr_:ul.-IWu‘vrld peoples, rather than the
J claim that humans should abandon civilization, that maost _:u:cun:cly op
fies what can be characterized as noble savagery, the tradition of theoriz-
ing New World peoples that most influenced Rousseau. On balance,
there is no doubt that Rousseau considered New World peoples o be
simple, but not wholly natural. He makes clear in the Discowrse on In-
equality that Amerindians and Hottentots, for example, occupy his mid-
+/ dle stage of anthropological development. The paradox of his treatment
of such peoples is that of the entire tradition of noble savagery: New
World peoples are meant both to illustrate a pure humanity free of amifice
and culture (and somctimes, as with Rousscau, free of all sociability),
while they are also occasionally praised for their conventional practices
and norms, such as martial virtue or the eloquence of their speech. Since
New World peoples are meant to provide a foil to ‘civilized® societies, the
manner in which they are portrayed in noble savage accounts tends to
veer back and forth between wholly naturalistic and cultural descriptions;
t!wy are said to be superior or happicr usually because they lead natural
lives, yet at times their nobility reveals itself in artificial conventions that
are less corrupt or more egalitarian than those of Europe. Hence, they
arc usually categorized as different in kind and also at times as different in
:iif‘%fc’ ﬂ:i“';l“’ ‘il beings who are also arificial or cultural, but more

¥ and decently so. As we hav i , :
evident in_ the mm::r in which he tai:::rr:cfnn::: ‘l;:;wxmmpﬂ#ﬂh .
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es beyond previous accounts by conceptualizing New

g::i‘:j 5:;0][::_:? Wltl'nln a2 philosophically sophisticated ‘-Pi-‘q:uhmtmhﬂm
it tlr::rci to contrast savage and civilized life, but also w
espin o thjnﬁ'—‘ abour the complex development of injustice and
Didero ':vh * respect, Rousseau exerts an cenormous influence over
» Who would appropriate much of Roussean’s conjectural history
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and the incisive social criticism of European society that it made possible,
while also rejecting the naruralistic (that is, the noble savage) elements of
his philosophical anthropology. Moreover, like Montaigne, Rousseau was
by no means indifferent to the imperial politics of his day. While expres-
sions of svmpathy toward the plight of New World peoples and criticism
of the injustices of European imperial rule only infrequently emerge in
Rousscau’s writings, his contempt and anger toward the European sub-
jugation of New World peoples is noteworthy. To be sure, Rousseau's
early opera La Déconverte du Nowvean Monde [ The Discovery of the New
World] offers not only praise for Amerindians” natural virtue and courage,
but also a oriumphal account of Columbus and the conquest of the New
World, with the chorus declaring at the opening of the second act that
the New World “is made for our chains™.” This early writing (whose
composition has been dated between 1739 and 1741) should not be
taken, however, as a guide to his thinking about empire, given that it was
not intended to offer a political analysis of imperial rule and especially
since it precedes his turn toward more systematic and direct discussions
of history, society, and politics. More significant is Rousseau’s characteriz-
ation of “the odious Cortés subjugating Mexico with powder, treachery
and betrayal” in the “Last Reply™ to the critics of the Discourse on the
Scienees and Arts (91). Responding to his critics’ view that “barbarians™
engage in congquest because they are “most unjust”, Roussean writes,

What, pray, were we during our so greatly admired conquest of America? But
then, how could people with artillery, naval charts, and compasses, commit
injustices! Am [ to be told that the outcome proves the Conquerors’ valour?
All it proves is their cunning and their skill; it proves that an adroit and clever
man can owe to his industry the success which a brave man expects from his
valour alone. (91)

Accordingly, in On the Social Contract, Rousscau offers the conquest of
the Americas as an example of the possession of land “by a vain cere-
mony”. As he sarcastically asks,

When Nifcz Balboa, standing on the shore, took possession of the southern
seas and of all of South America in the name of the crown of Castile, was thar
enough to dispossess all of its inhabitants and to exclude all the Princes of the

world? {366)

Instead, he argues, “labour and cultivation” is the only “real sign ont'
property which others ought to respect in the absence of %r.gal utles.

(366) While this might resemble agriculturalist arguments in favour of
the appropriation of nomadic peoples’ lands, in the Icarly draft of On the
Social Contract, now known as the Geneva Manuscript, Rousseau wrotc a
footnote ridiculing the idea that lands inhabited by nonagriculturalist



CHAPTER Two

be viewed as open, unowned land. “I saw in, 1 think, 3
Dutch Observer,” he notes,

by Jacob Moreau in favour of the French

. rinciple [offered . whic
: r;{:rc&t ;nmu:fnfimn lands during the Seven Years" Wat), B SMEt s
sci

; : : avapes should be considered vacant, and that one may legir-
ﬁiﬁéﬁriz chi.: the inhabitants away without doing them any wrong
according to natural right.” (301)
au chose not to include this comment in the final tex,
ﬁﬁ;g:f:i]é:iu to suggest that hc_ changed his mi.nd_ahnm the com-
mon imperial classification of Amerindian land as res mullins, as belonging
m;.lguz:c.:u never pursucd such scattered observarions at any lcngth n
order to craft what might have been a powerful anti-impenalist politica
philosaphy, and he thus has much in common with the many modem
European thinkers who promored the idea of a *natural man’, stripped of
all artificial, cultural attributes, but without offering in addition a sus-
tained criticism of Europcan empires and defence of the New World peo-
ples who were used as examples of such noble savages. It is a stnking fia
that the thoroughgoing anti-impenalist political theories and most robust
accounts of the injustice of European imperialism in the history of mod-
e European political thought were virtually always grounded by the
view that humans are cultural agents, and hence the rejection of the very
category of a ‘natural human’, as this was understood by noble savage
thinkers. As I will further argue in the final section of this chapter, this
should come as no surprise, for while concemn about the oppression of
non-European peoples under European imperial rule is not precluded by
descriptions of New World peoples as (or as very nearly) natural and
amll:!.lraj, the extensive commiseration with non-European peoples and
sustained criticism and outright rejection of European empires that we
find, among others, in Diderot, Kant, and Herder, follows more casly

from the anthropological understandi
s e it anding that humans as such are cultural
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n_mdic, n-:}nsedf:ntu}r peoples. Like many of his fellow plrilosophes, Diderot
WM Munt:f:gm as an cxemplary hero whose scepticism, commitment
to social criticism, and exposure of hypocrisies and injustices made him a
model for enlightened thought.® Similarly, Diderot was also inspired by
Baron Lahontan’s Dialogues curienx, as well as other celebrated writings
that idealized the pastoral themes of noble savagery but without any ex-
plicit reference to the New World, such as Fénelon’s Télémague (1699).%
It was, however, Rousseau’s Disconrse on Ineguality—in which the pre- i
vious two centuries of noble savagery, and its attendant, distinctive form
of social criticism, were distilled and transformed into a philosophically
more complex conjectural history—that most captured Diderot’s imag-
ination. Unlike Voltaire, who wrote to Rousseau shortly after the publica-
tion of the Discowrse on Ineguality only to thank him sardonically for
writing a treatise “against the human race”, Diderot was moved by Rous-
scan’s account of the origin of inequality.® Indeed, the two discussed the
arguments of the Disconrse as Rousseau composed it. Diderot recognized
the depth of Rousseau’s vision, one that drew upon, but also went be-
yond, previous attempts at social criticism that were based upon golden
ages and primitive, natural men. In light of this tradition of social criti-
cism, his friendship with Rousseau, and his admiration in particular of the
Discourse on Inequality, Diderot’s Supplément is often understood as a
standard example of eighteenth-century noble savagery, a work that pre-
supposes its essential philosophical and anthropological assumptions,
varying only in ethnography and locale—in this case, Bougainville’s
travel narrative, Vovage antour du monde, and the South Pacific islands,
the New World of the cighteenth century.” In fact, Diderot’s Supplément
sets forth a doctrine of human nature, sociability, moral judgement, and
human diversity that stands in sharp contrast to the tradition_of noble
savagery,™ The political consequences of Diderot’s immanent subversio
of noble savage assumptions are significant because the development of
his anti-imperialist political thought was enabled by preciscly this rejec-
tion of the traditionally primitivist understanding of ‘natural man’.

i, when information about non-European peoples elic-
ited genuine interest rather than contempt or puzzlement among Euro-
pean thinkers who were already critically disposed toward Furopean
religious and political institutions, the relevant ethnography became a
weapon in the hands of such philosophers, poets, and other satirists. To
the extent that such travel writings shaped the thinking of those w}?-:}
drew upon them, the variety of social forms and behaviour pu:tra*y:d in
these writings pointed to the relativity of European institutions, behav-
iour, and norms. In part, Rousscau’s and Diderot’s philus:nphlcnl anthro-
pologies sought to prove that the injustices and inequalities of European

societies were not inevitable or permanent. For them, social, psychologi-
F -
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i rmations over time demonstrate humms_.

v s v (:1'051‘;1' n?:j?::giliw." Notwithstanding Rmmr:au'lg pessi-
se!f'—mnstmctlﬂ s’ opportunities for the future, one normative nmy@,
RN aqu hma;olggv is that humans can, wiﬂ'lip bounds, alter their
o 'ﬂf B ;;jtiuns for the berter. Similarly, the duc{_w:w of the New
pnhné:nl‘ mDidcmt‘s view, promated crucial adwp::c; in moral thought
ik diverse practices enabled thinkers to discern that the roots of
At tice. economic exploitation, and social ills were not divinely

i e ot div
ﬁnli;'ﬁn;jcr historically inevitable, but “only the product of time, igno-

weakness and deceit.™ (193) : . i
man:;Jsaeau :nd Diderot were both critically disposed toward the politi-

cal injustices of their own socicties, :md_ their unc-n'm_: friendship led 1o a
close working relationship about such issues at the time when meucm
was composing the two Disconrses. As R.mlmn_u would later explain in 2
letter to Malsherbes, he was struck by an epiphany—that humms are
naturally good and that they themselves are to blame for the nstitutions
that corrupted them—during a journey to visit Diderot, whr:.- at the time
was in prison for having written allegedly blasphemous material. As Rous-
sean recalls,

I was going to see Diderot, at that time a prisoner at Vincennes; | had in my
pocket a Meroure de France [the October 1749 issue of the popular periodical|
which I began to leaf through along the way. [ fell across the question of the
Academy of Dijon [“Has the restoration of the Sciences and Ans tended to
purify morals?”] which gave rise to my first writing. . . . Oh Sir, if | had ever
been able to write a quarter of what 1 saw and felt under that tree, how clearly
I would have made all the contradictions of the social system scen, with what
strength I would have exposed all the abuses of our institutions, with what
simplicity I would have demonstrated that man is naturally good and that it s
from these institutions alone that men become wicked. "

As F:nusscau describes it in his Confessions, Diderot noticed his agitation
at Vuln:mm-s and, after discuvcfing the cause, “exhorted™ Rousseau to
submit an essay to the Academy.” The Discourse on the Sciences and Arts
was pfuh'lilshcd in 1751 and launched Rousseau’s carcer as a writer and
social critic, _ﬁs Rousseau himself notes, in his letter to Malsherbes, this
led aImusF incluctably to the following Disconrse, which provided 2
o/ deeper philosophical and anthropological grounding for his radical criti-
:;13“15- z'ksiw'; have seen, Rousscau uses New World travel literature most
oroughly in the course of cxplaining and justifying the pure state of
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im& his own passages into Rousseau’s text. He claimed, for instance,
that Diderot _had written into the Discosrse on Ineguality a passage thart,
Roussean believed, made him appear harsh and overly eritical ** Notwith-
standing their eventual hostility toward one another, Rousseau had clearly
influenced Diderot both by his use of ethnography about the non-Euro-
pean world and, philosophically, by his argument that the inequalitics
and injustices of human life were in fact humanly constructed (and, thus,
amenable to human transformation), rather than rooted in the funda-
mental nature of human beings or human society.

Influenced b‘y’ Rousseau, and most i1k|:]3.r b!,r Lahontan as “-"E].I,H Di-
deror, too, engaged in a form of social criticism that drew upon New
World travel literature, although, as I argue, his conceprualization of
New World societies ulimately subverted the noble savage tradition,
whereas Rousseau most often mirrored it. Diderot was especially capti-
vated by the Voyage autour du monde [ Voyage around the world], a travel
narrative written by Louis Antoine de Bougainville, who had become the
first French explorer to circumnavigate the globe, and the second Euro-
pean (shortly after James Cook) to visit Tahiti. Ar the time that he read
Bougainville’s book, Diderot was undertaking research for what eventu-
ally became his anti-imperialist contributions to Abbé Raynal’s Histoire
des deux Indes. He had also recently completed two short stories, Ceei
w'est pas un conte | This is not a story] and Madame de La Carliére, both
of which had explored the many tensions between conventional social
and religious morality and sexual desires and practices.™ At first, Diderot
wrote a book review of Bougainville’s Voyage, within which he expressed
outrage that Bougainville’s visit to Tahit was most likely laying the
groundwork for French colonization in the South Pacific. As Diderot
exclaims,

Bougainville, leave the shores of these innocent and fortunate Tahidans. They
are happy and you can only harm their happiness. . . . This man whom you lay
hold of as though he were a brute or a plant s a child of nature like vou. What
right have you over him? Let him have his morals [ moesrs]; they are more

decent and wiser than yours.”

Eventually, however, the combination of Diderot’s recent literary endeav-
ours, the ongoing development of his humanism, and the early stirrings
of his anti-imperialist politics led to the composition of a more substan-
tial work, the remarkable dialogue Supplément au Voyage de Bowgainville.”
Diderot’s Supplément makes clear his view that further contacts withl the
New World provided an opportunity to reflect deeply and innmrau\:e]}r
upon human unity and diversiry, and in ways that could be tumed against
European mores and European political power. In part, the ingenuity of
his response to the “discovery” of Tahiti was to construct a complex
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i rween two Europeans (™ it the | |
dlaln]f:un:e: {:fﬁl:ten by Diderot himself) to Baug,mnu_ucg P':'hlﬂi‘lnd
suP‘Pl tive—a supp;lﬁ.‘l'l‘ll‘-l'lt that contained ﬂ",th“ fictional duloguu
st lle’s crew and Tahitians. The complicated

bers of Bougainvi - ;
3:“':::“5 m! T:d r:::mrical features of the Supplément also allow Diderot to
:rritc in many voices and to offer a kind of running commentary through-

-ons between Europeans and non-EumPuns, mrln:_u(
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about Tahiri.
ha?:&“:?::;fl section of the Supplément, in _whiclh an l:lc_!:rlr Tahitian
scathingly bids farewell to Bougainville 1r:id his sailors, Diderot affirms
the shared humanity of Tahitians and the French and deplores the domi-
neering behaviour of French travellers. Paraphrasing carlier comments
from Diderot’s review of Bougainville’s Vevage, the old Tahitian argues,
“This inhabitant of Tahid, whom you wish to ensnare like an animal, i
vour brother. Your are both children of Nature. Whart right do you have
over him that he does not have over you?” (42) Fearing that future con-
tact with the French will be violent and ultimately enslaving, the old man
recalls angrily how justly his fellow Tahitians treated Bougainville's crew:
“You came; did we attack you? Have we plundered your ship? Did we
seize you and expose you to the arrows of our enemies? Did we hames
you to work with our animals in the fields? We respected our image in
you.” (42-43) By presenting Tahitians and the French as kindred souls,
or “children of Nature”, Diderot emphasizes their shared humanity and,
thus, g;c:unds their comparison and moral equality; yet, it is ultimatcly
their lril.ﬂi:rcru:cs, in his view, that are most telling, for an encounter with
a__meEE‘-rs_ﬂﬁiEE&’{?_EF{‘r’c to dislodge the prejudices of own one's coun-
ty, the kinds of prejudice that must be checked both 1o leam from other
peoples and to formulate a tenable conception of human diversity. Hence,
he explains, through character “B” in the Supplément, how onc’s under
standable partiality toward what is familiar can be shed by reading New
World travel accounts, such as Bougainville's Vevage:

'tl;}h: account of Bougainville's voyage is the only one which has ever drawn me

m;:;yﬂc:;u:cu}r other than my own. Until [ read it, 1 imagined that nowhere

g maa ::ppy as at home, and 1 assumed that everyone on carth fcht

cisfloriy -mmfm | consequence af the attraction of the soil, itself bound up
onts it affords and which one doubis finding clsewhere. (40)

For Diderot, the u .
their comparative

ter, Thmughh::};l most of the Supplémens however.
sugC ~meani i :
caning platitudes e transform the philosophical rela-
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tonship between humanity and cultural difference in the course of re-
describing Bougainville’s Tahitians.

In an carly work, Suite de 'Apologie de Pabbé de Prades (1752), Di-
derot speculated briefly about humans’ primordial existence. Such early
humans, he conjectured, possessed an extremely limited cognitive capac-
ity, were ruled by instinct, and lived in herds, rather than in consciously
maintained societies.” As he wrote later in the Obseyvations sur le Nakaz
{a commentary on Catherine II's proposed social and political reforms for
Russia), “Men gathered together in society by instinet, just as weak ani-
mals form herds. There was certainly no kind of primitive agreement.”
(124) Despite such speculations, Diderot generally viewed the idea of a
“pure” state of nature, a condition entirely free of human arts, inven-
tions, and institutions, as a fruitless category for political thought. Hu-
man life, for Diderot, is too closely bound up with a shared social exis-
tence and with ingenuity and skill to justfy theorizing at length about
asocial beginnings and animalistic primordial conditions. As he notes in
the Supplément, “the bleak and savage state of man . . . is so difficult to
imagine and perhaps exists nowhere” (69). As we shall see, Diderot’s
ambivalence about the category of a primordial condition and its conse-
quent insignificance for his political thought are crucial both for his un-
derstanding of New World peoples and for the development of his anti-
imperialism,

Diderot indicates several features of Tahitian life throughout the Sup-
plément that throw doubt on an idealized conceptualization of the New
World. Far from portraying Tahiti as an idyll free of all social or political
problems, Diderot denotes features of Tahitian society that expose both
the inevirable injustices of social life and the fundamental vices of human
character. Although he chose to omit certain aspects of Tahitian socicty
about which Bougainville speculated in his Voyage (such as human sacri-
fice), Diderot nevertheless follows Bougainville’s account in describing
Tahiti as armed for conflict with neighbouring “enemies”, as prey to
nearby “oppressors” to whom Tahiti must pay tributes of their own men,
and as victims of environmental disasters and public health tragedies, in-
cluding “calamitous epidemics” (45, 64). Dideror in effect discredits
many of the classic assertions about the peaceful and healthful character
of New World peoples that the noble savage doctrine propagated. M
though he tends to praise Tahit and Tahitians® character in the _Su;l:pfc-
ment, in part to indicate that a set of non-European social institutions
and practices are capable of being well-ordered and just, Diderot’s writ-
ings on human nature evince his scepticism toward entirely Iau:d;jtory_ or
pejorative descriptions of the human condition. In the Encyclopédic article
“Hobbism”, for instance, after contending that both Rousseau’s and
Hobbes's conflicting theories of human nature are equally astute but
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one-sided,
manent clements of th

i th “goodness and wickedness™ are per-
sichity m:mhi?::art:u mnd%rinn (28). It should come as no
rise. then, that Diderot does not characterize New World peoples as

v suE:mJI;r gmél. As we shall see, Diderot argues that most _ut“ humans
;it:ntix;ﬂy darker energies can be channelled into pmu‘:’i‘:;d m“dc
structive outlets if social institutions and mores are construct main-

" tained such that human selfishness and the common good are not en-
odds. Diderot’s Tahiti, of course, is meant 1o be a concrete

tirely at .
5 I—of such a society.

example—and thus a potent symbo

Diderot’s Tahiti: Appropriating and Subverting
Noble Savage Theory

I have argued that Rousscau’s writings on New World peoples fall prey 1o
the paradoxes of noble savage accounts. As we have scen, noble savage
theorists, such as Lahontan, left unresolved a tension between describing
Amerindians as, on the one hand, hard-wired, instinct-driven creatures
and, on the other, as partly autonomous, cognitive creatures who both
understand natural laws and consciously put them into practice. Rous-
seau’s use of New World travel literature in the Discourse on Inequaliey
reveals that he too moves back and forth berween a purely natural, pri-
mordial, and indeed an animalistic account of New World individuals and
an understanding of them as primitive, but recognizably human peoples
in a praiseworthy middle stage of historical development. Diderot, on the
other hand, disputes the view that Tahitians, or any other set of humans,
could possibly live by the light of nature alone, whether understood as
natural instincts or natural laws. Although noble savage theorists cele-
brate New World peoples, Diderot, by adopting the critical possibilities
of the New World travel literature, vet subverting the basic idea of a
e i e o e ot e e e

A - rialist politic t
would go well beyond the ultimately inconsistent and, at tumes, dehu-

manizi i y
“En::;éng praisc of New World peoples that the noble savage tradition



NATURAL HUMANS TO CULTURAL HUMANS 53

Constraints and opportunities afforded by climate. Diderot incorpo-
rates the diverse influences of a variety of environmental factors on hu-
man behaviour and institutions in his presentation of Tahitian society. In
a response to Catherine the Great’s assertion that only the “savages” of
the New World are dominated by their climate, Diderot argues forcefully
in the Observations sur le Nakas that all humans are affected profoundly
by their particular environments:

I find it very difficult to believe that climate does not have a great influcnce on
pational character; thar the American overcome by heat can have the same
character as the inhabitant of the North hardened by cold; that a people who
live in the midst of frozen wastes can enjoy the same cheerfulness as a people
who can stroll in a2 garden almost the whole year round. . . . This permanent
cause will produce its effect on everything, not excluding the productions of
the arts, laws, food, taste, amusements, etc. (100

Nonetheless, in the same work, he argues that Ehe form of govemment -~
and its specific tcp’shtiqa can trump the influence of climate and other
external forces that partly mould humanity into its diverse cultural forms.
Accordingly, he declares,

Manners | moenrs] arc everywhere the result of legislation and government; they
are not African or Asiatic or European. They are good or bad. You arc a slave
under the Pole where it is very cold, and a slave in Constantinople where it is
very hot; but everywhere a people should be educated, free and virtuous. (85)

Political practices, then, traditionally conceived as comprising simply leg-
islaion and govemment, provide a partly nonenvironmentally deter-
mined, autonomous control over the affairs of our lives. Diderot often
combines an emphasis on the human agency inherent in planning and
maintaining social institutions with the determinative powers of a varicty
of structural or environmental factors. Accordingly, he employs climate in
his analysis of Tahitian society, but interestingly reverses the prc:_valf.:,nt
assumption about its effects. Tahiti’s warm climare gives nise to a lavish
agricultural bounty, he notes, thus affording its inhabitants a healthy
amount of leisure. The constant battle of feeding and providing for a
polity, the daily struggle to afford basic sustenance, is reduced consider-
ably because of Tahitians' immediate environment. According to Di-
d:cr-nt, a tropical climate itself, then, far from being an impediment as
Montesquicu had argued, may fortuitously help to generate and to sus- v’
tain an ethically fulfilling and meaningful life for Tahitans (66). Con-
cerning New World inhabitants® alleged cruelty, Diderot spm:lat_es that
European travel writings may be mistaken in their accounts. Invoking the
primacy of survival over all other considerations, Didt:n:tt argucs that hu-
mans ﬁmhahly become cruel only when their preservation 15 threatened,
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Al i undisturbed.™
i -Pm::uﬂ = Siftt:nsl;yma::u:'f factors in Diderot’s thought, the vol-
Nwdm I:ff;' social life are most crucial for his understanding of
um-ms? tf;a :lr:: we shall see, the most detailed component of his treat-
ﬁ:ﬂ.f T:hman society concemns the social planning required to achicve
prosperity and happiness. For Diderot, in contrast to Rnumau itis rl:nt
the stage in human development that ,N:w World mhabn::.nlu occupy that
explains whatever happiness they enjoy, but rather their ingenuity, the
conscious use of their will to transform their fortuitous circumstances
into a felicitous social condition. Unlike Rousscau, who attributes the
pcﬁcﬁi[ﬁ;:s-s_u"r' New World peoples to their pr:cmhz:ﬂ cxistence, D|
derot argues that a combination of immcdiatcl geographical and chnuuc
causes with long-term, thoughtful social planning enhances both individ-
ual and collective welfare in Tahit.

Social welfare as the purpose of social organization. Bougainville and
his crew were so overcome by the lush beauty of Tahiti, the warm recep-
tion they were given, and the liberality of the Tahitians, in particular their
sexual freedom, that they recalled the fabled Greek island Cythera.” De-
scribing Tahiti with the aid of a familiar mythological referent helped
Bougainville confront the radically distinct lifestyle that was led on these
South Pacific islands. It also indicates the aspect of Tahiti that was most
immediately striking, and that indeed is explored at such great length in
Diderot’s Supplément—rthe seemingly rampant libidinal pleasures of an
exotic locale, evocative not of any real place, but only of the mythical
birthplace of Aphrodite, the Greek goddess of love. Tahiri, then, was the
New Cythera, la Nowvelle-Cythére. Diderot himself might appear to write
the Snppiém_em as if to convince his readers that Tahiti is such a mythic,
island paradise, embodying the instinctual natural virtues of a primordial
human life. He writes, for instance, that Tahitians faithfully adhere to the

Iast_of Mature, instead of obeying false and arbitrary rules and institutions.

. :;lherqt, hm;htr, slnwéy reveals the significant social planning that he
esizes might underlie the beha iour th invi '

1768. The reader of the Supplé oo e e ST e

. : ment learns in ater detail !
mﬁ;fu:d how Dfd:mt h:_licw:s the Tmiﬁanﬁaw rﬂmo:ﬂ;r@ ﬂm
e i: ﬁ.r: fslﬂtl'-’_cl}' cirﬁclcnt_ and just polity. The free and casy sexy-
ki t described in a dialogue between the French ih-lf;hiﬁ of

ganville’s crew and a Tahitian native, Orou, in the third section of
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the Supplément is later exposed as a highly structured and socialized set
of activities implemented in order to meet the goal of a steadily growing
population. Diderot’s interpretation of Tahitian life is generally congru-
ent with Bougainville’s two chapters on Tahiti in his Voyage autonr du
monde, but it adds much more detail about the mechanics of Tahitan
social institutions in an attempt to uncarth the sociology beneath Bou-
gainville’s surface impressions. On the whole, then, while Diderot’s anal-
ysis is clearly inspired by Bougainville’s first-hand account of Tahitian life,
his conception of Tahiti is also an imaginative reconstruction of Tahitian
society. Diderot himself understood perfectly well the partly constructed
quality of the Supplément and of Bougainville’s original account. In one
of many ironic asides, character “A™ notes dryly that the Old Tahitian’s
speech, written of course by Diderot though presented within the dia-
logue as part of a recently discovered supplement to Bougainville’s Vay-
aje, strikes him as oddly European in tone: “[t]he speech seems fierce to
me, but in spite of what I find abrupt and primitive, I detect ideas and
turns of phrase which appear European.” (46) And carlier “A” asks his
interlocutor suspiciously, “Are you falling prey to the myth of Tahin:”
(41) Concerning New World ethnography, “A” remarks that travellers
are bound to present exaggerated descriptions of New World peoples:

Since we're all born with a taste for the exotic, magnifying everything around
us, how could a man settle for the correct dimension of things, when obliged,
a5 it were, to justify the journey he's made and the trouble he’s taken to travel
so far to sce them? (39)

Diderot makes clear, then, his own awareness of the partiality both of his
account of Tahiti and of Bougainville's Vayage. Given the brief descrip-
tion of Tahiti in the Voyage, Diderot seeks to envision the broad range of
moral values and institutional structures that mjgllt_hm gendered the
social practices and beliefs of Bougainville’s Tahiti.

s Diderot’s account, Tahit sustains legal, economic, and social insti-
tutions to effect the ultimate goal of enlarging the population. Uniform
social practices and public sexual morality are maintained by domestic
education. Parents clothe young boys in a tunic and girls with a white
veil. After puberty, elaborate public ceremonics emancipate the young
from rules strictly prohibiting sexual encounters and confer upon them
their status as fully responsible members of Tahitian society (54-55).
Both physical and intellectual maturity arc needed, argues Orou, for men
and women to participate orderly and responsibly in the Tahitian social
system. That the entire system is oriented with a view to generating and
raising children is clear from the prohibitions of sex berween men and
women who cannot conceive children. Genetically infertile and elderly
women wear black veils and women “indisposed by their monthly pe-
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fully crafted social and political process—and at times a rather severe onc
at that, far from a stereotypically licentious and carefree 'Tn_lmnl I:ici-u;
from the pressures of “civilization”—is crucial for sustaining a social ki
that is congruent with humans’ most clemental behavioural traits and
desires, such as our sexual drives. It is this last aspect of Tahitian socery
thar leads Diderot to note on occasion that Tahitians lead a more naserl
life than Europeans. The entirety of his account of Tahitian society makes
clear that, in his view, Tahitans live ‘by nawure’ only in the sense tha
they have created and maintained social institutions and norms that do
not conflict severely with basic human desires. For Diderot, the paradiz-
matic example of a hegemonic and *unnatural® set of norms, practices,
and institutions, and thus one of the central rhetorical tangets of the Sup-
plément is the Catholic church in France.

Dldﬂ"-':'lt argues that by attending to “the value of every newbom child,
and the importance of population”, Tahiti strives to ensure that its lid
will contain as many people as it can sustain (63). As he notes, in ases-
ing the welfare UF France and Tahiti or indeed that of any <ountry, oot
shcu!d attend to its wealth in human resources; in comparing the socdl
fcm:(;m of any two groups or specific polities, Diderot’s Tahitian charx-

r Orou attcmpts‘m convince the French chaplain that if a land can feed
E'::‘ifcﬂi’lc than it has, its mores are probably deficient and, by imphc-
tion. {4‘;1?;}? b-'f-.rc"rd"_"?’ toward the goal of a steadily rising popul-
ends of social [:: - ﬂﬂtti;cnr.mg population growth as one of the ultimae
l'lCI.'II.tS. to this \Fil:wgmwmhn EE Dlljl:t‘t'.ll w-‘l..'.ﬂ not alone. m 3 hw
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range of cighteenth-century political thought
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was its insistence on population as the standard of a nation’s economic,
social, and political health.” Demographic estimates served as indicators
of the prosperity, as well as the political stability, of a country. In this
view, a nation free of wars, internal persecution, famine, and plagues
while booming in trade and industry would lead to a steady growth in
population.” Politically, this focus on population ultimately reveals the
centrality of social welfare for many philasophes. The exploits of leaders
and the wealth of the aristocracy or church establishment are incidental
in determining a nation’s political achievement; instead, freedom from
persecution, healthful living conditions, access to shelter and basic suste-
nance, and other features of basic human welfare constitute the true mea-
sure of a nation’s success. In the context of the eighteenth-century French
discourse on social welfare and political health, therefore, Diderot’s argu-
ment in the Swpplément aboutr Tahin’s demography, as peculiar as this
might seem to a contemporary reader, constitutes among the strongest
possible polétical praisc that one could give to a society. By sketching the
social practices and institutions that might have achieved the seeming
lack of poverty that Bougainville noted, Diderot suggests that Tahitians
have organized themselves toward enhancing their collective welfare, If
Tahiti is a paradise, he implies, it is in large part a paradise constructed
and maintained by Tahitians themselves.

Knowledge and skills for social life. Diderot’s arguments in the Sup-
plément about the role that “advanced™ knowledge ought to play in im-
proving society at first appear to conflict with his broader social and
political thought. On the one hand, Diderot celebrates Tahitian society
because of what he perceives to be Tahitians’ successful social planning
and cultural values. It is hardly astonishing that the primary editor of the
Encyclopédie would favour an interpretation of Tahitan society that em-
phasizes its rationally ordered structures, practices, and goals. At the
same time, however, Diderot notes explicitly in the Supplément that an
analysis of Tahiti demonstrates that a nation can progress without many
of the “higher” sciences, such as physics or anatomy, which the pbi.ifmf—
phes lauded and investigated in detail in the volumes of the Enqtfﬂpt:dzr
(56). That the leader of a project premissed on the view that cataloguing
and disseminating the most advanced knowledge can benefit humanity at
large is also able to champion, in the Supplément, a “primitive”™ society
seems at first a contradiction.™ Rousseau’s thought, in contrast, offers a
consistently critical view of the role that the arts, sciences, and t:chn.oll-
ogy have played in enslaving and tormenting Europeans and c:r.'hcr “civi-
lized” peoples. His celebration of the New World in the Discourse on
Inequality accords, therefore, with his earlicr arguments in the Discourse
on the Sciences and the Arts.
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Coming to terms with this potential paradox in Diderot’s thought re-
b als his balanced view of the role of :dvm-:cdlknuwltdgc in social devel-
:cmcnt For Diderot such_knowledge is “‘HTJ_*FLT_J:'F e oy
e of ttic modern age. Thus, he refrains from using Edrope’s level of
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'He rejects the view, in short, that the 5prcm_d - Eump:::n o mng m
technology, or, in general, of European ‘enlightenment’, will mm
improve the condition of non-European peoples. Moreover, unlike Rous-
seau, Diderot did not view sophisticated technology or other advance-
ments in human knowledge as necessarily degrading. Advanced knowl-
edge neither necessarily corrupts nor nccessarily  liberates—instead,
|| political and social institutions, behayiour, and practices are the crucil
elements needed for a healthy polity[ Advances in knowledge are useful
only if their social costs and benefits are carefully weighed and ultimarely
integrated into an efficient and just political system ) For Diderot, Tahit is
worthy of respect, therefore, not because it lacks sophisticared technology
and science (thus, Rousseau would argue, avoiding the slavish interde-
pendence that accompanies such human knowledge), but because it has
indigenously developed a set of institutions a national character that
urable, efficient, and just—#hs is the proper wor of Eg.mcs. in his
view, regardless of a people’s philosophical, scientific, or technological
ﬁ;lﬂpmcm, In the Histoire des deux Indes, Diderot contends thar “[a]ll
cw;]:z:n.‘: people were once primitive; and all primitive people, left to their
natural impulse, were destined to become civilized.” (206) Human sod-
cties, he asserts, _tcnd to become further differentiated and are charac-
terized by increasingly complicated sets of institutions over time, vet such
changes are not n::ccssarﬂy degrading. As we have seen, Diderot shares
gﬂn}’ of Rnus_ﬂcau s concerns about the social and political conditions of
it]:i::i[:f:lan El:cm:!ons, but Diderot u_.lltimntclyfr does not praise Tahiti because
S a hixed stage of human history before civilization cmerges. Rather,
o 1€ views Tahitans as a people necessarily in flux: their measured growth
not their lack of developm be s . ; : s g
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incorporate such knowledge, as they have successfully done in the past—
instead, they will be forced to plunge headlong into the labyrinth of the
‘civilized” world under masters not of their own choosing,.

Relationship between self-intevest and social goods. Tahitian society,
as presented in the Supplément, is in part grounded on the principle that
personal, even selfish, interests need to be satisfied in order for political
stability to take root and for justice to flourish. In Diderot’s political
thought, the assumption that human beings care primarily for themselves
or their immediare friends and family, even in Tahid, runs alongside his
frequent claim that the general good must always be preferred to the
particular. Thus, for Diderot, one of the primary goals of politics, prop-
erly understood, is to configure society such that the conflict between
narrow interests and the general welfare is minimized, for “[y]ou can be
sure that whenever a man is as attentive to his fellow-creatures as to his
bed, health or peace of mind, his hut, harvests or fields, he will do his
utmost to ensure their welfare.™™ (63)

In common with many other philasaphes, Diderot held the view that
individuals are fundamentally oriented toward their own existence and
advantage and that this fact must be taken as a given in any descriptive
or prescriptive account of society, politics, and ethics.” In Diderot’s
thought, both institutions and moral values play crucial roles in reconcil-
ing personal with social interests. Tahiti is a landable society, in his opin-
ion, not because Tahitians have transformed themselves into altruistic
agents, but because their shared traditions and social institutions appear
to channel self-apsorbed individual energies inﬁt[;mdwhg@ur

and artitudes thaf bencfit the community at large. |Diderot’s emphasis on
uniting the genefal and individual welfare is a crucial component of his
political thought that finds a rhetorically powerful home in the Supplé-
ment. While Rousseau’s Amerindians live in durable societies because of
their good fortune in inhabiting a particular stage of anﬂugpulug;ical .d‘:_
velopment, Diderot’s Tahitians maintain an impressive society over time
by consciously ensuring that it is based on “self-interest”, the sentiment
that Diderot considers, throughout his political writings, to be altogether
the most “energetic and durable™ (61).

The New World as a Device of Social Criticism:
The Overlapping and Rival Approaches
of Diderot and Rousseau

Inspired in part by the noble savage themes in writings by Montaigne,
Lahontan, and others (such as Fénelon), Diderot and Roussean engage
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Persian perspective. In general, the increasing stock of m‘:‘" literature in
the eighteenth century provided the grist for ever more radical analyses of
European life, for more varied and insistent c'!raiuﬂmm of l‘1-'-""'i"!i"'“'_l'l $0Q-
eties from an ethical perspective engendered in part by understandings of
non-European peoples.™ For Rousseau’s :mld Diderot’s M‘Phﬁﬂ an-
thropologies, this comparative dimension is most conspicuous in their
trearments of human needs and propenty relations and the sentiment of
love and the role of women in society. Although a number of Diderot’s
and Rousseau’s criticisms of European societies are similar in spinit, upon
closer examination, this aspect of their philosophical anthropologies also
reveals the profound differences that exist berween their theorizations of
New World peoples. To be sure, both Diderot and Rousscau use the
ethnographic literature about non-European peoples as a critical foil
against which the injustices of European socicties can be brought ino
view. Nonetheless, the manner in which they understand non-European
peoples, even in those philosophical contexts in which they instrumen-
tally serve a eritical function that has more to do with Europe than with
the non-European world, has an impact upon how robustly non-Euro-
pean jm@lm can be viewed as moral equals. The nature of Rousscau's
criticism of European Tife often draws upon a highly exotic and naturalis-
tic understanding of New World peoples, the permnicious (if inadvertent)
consequences of which will be examined in the next section. Diderot, in
Eﬁ“gﬁm a social commentary upon European societies that simul-
neously humanizes non-European p -
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Rousseau links the development of socially engendered passions not only
to a corrupt set of social practices, but also to poor physical health itself.
In this view, a natural human is a “free being whose heart is at peace and
body in health™ (152). The creation and stirrings of human passions lead
o unstable and unjust societies as well as enervated, sick bodies. Rous-
scau, therefore, identifies old age as practically the only real cause of
death among New World peoples. He argues that civilized societics en-
gender such strong passions and superfluous needs that the public health
itself is in danger. Rousseau praises the strong constitutions and physical
vigour of New World peoples and contrasts the maladies brought on by
the luxurious idleness and dangerously rich foods of the civilized rich as
well as the harsh labour and meagre sustenance that is afforded occa-
sionally, if ar all, to the poor in civilized nations (138, 203-4). According
to Rousseau, in order to acquire basic necessities, natural humans learned
“to overcome the obstacles of Nature™ (165). In time, the establishment
of a relatively sedentary lifestyle created the leisure with which the first
“conveniences” were acquired; this, he wrtes, was the “first source of
evils” in human history (168). Both the body and mind were enervated,
and new, unfamiliar, and ultimately illusory needs soon became perceived
as basic necessities. Perversely, with the softened characters of newly sed-
entary peoples, the pain of even contemplating the loss of these new
commodities grew stronger than the joy of having them. As a result of
the psychological changes wrought by a growing materialism—especially
an increasing vanity (amour propre), a tendency to judge onesclf accord-
ing to the gaze of others—wealth eventually became the standard of
comparison among individuals and groups (188-89). Luxury, the crown-
ing height of materialistic depravity, results finally in depopulation.
Farmers, squeczed by taxes and unable to manage a subsistence wage,
flee to the cities, leaving barren fields, only to become destitute and to
join the growing ranks of the wretched urban poor—*“[t]hat is how the
State, while it on one side grows rich, grows weak and is depopulated on
the other™ (206).

In a similar vein, Diderot castigates many civilized desires as “super-
fluous™ and “factitious” (43). Thus, a decp suspicion of ever increasing
commodities, other material trappings, and the attendant flourishing of
selfish and degenerate passions in modern Europe runs throughout both
Roussean’s and Diderot’s writings. The most primitivist silch: of Rous-
seaw’s interpretation of the New World, however, posits a simpler, argu-
ably matural, and presocial life as a benchmark ngai_nst which the material
excesses and passionate willfulness of civilized nations can be measured.
In contrast. Diderot lauds Tahitians’ artfiel (that is, cultural) _ﬂEﬂﬁs at
maintaining a community that appropriates its surrounding environment
prudently, for the benefit of enhancing human welfare rather than for the
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at with what he considers to be elemen al {or natural)
nmﬁe:n‘fﬂcg:ulr:s. He celebrates the importance that Tah:u_am have ac-
corded to leisure in contrast to the torment u_f excessive toil or wanton
Juxury in France. Tahitians themsclves, in this view, have determined
what balance between work and leisure is most conducive to a healthy
lifestyle and polity. For Diderot, the narrative uf dcwlopmn‘llt ﬁ.'tun 2
primitive to a civilized society is thoroughly social from beginning to
end—it does not presume that human problems arise with mcu.l activity,
~  for he rakes social life to be constitutive of the human condition. The
character of social practices and institutions, not the very existence of
sociability, is the crucial issue for Diderot’s analysis of both European and
non-European peoples. The psychological changes and technological
momentum created by early efforts to make humans’ environments habit-
able eventually foster social conditions that generate inflated needs and
conflicting, unstable passions. As Diderot contends, these forces of his-
torical change drive “[man] well beyvond his immediare objective; so that
when his need has elapsed he comes to be swept into the great ocean of
fantasy from which he cannot pull out.” (66) Thus, humans' efforts 1w
survive in harsh surroundings foster a set of needs, desires, and passions
that compel them disastrously to attempt to master Nature itself. Diderot
argues that Europeans have impoverished their souls and socicties by
adopting such a domineering attitude toward their environment. Accord-
ingly, he argues in his Observations sur le Nakas that
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logical changes and social inequalities arise as a result of a system of
private property. For Rousseau, however, the opposite fact protects the
New World from rampant corruption and injustice: it is the lack of inter-
dependence, not the communal linkages among individuals, that ensures
a “free, healthy, good, and happy™ life, despite the existence of some
private property (171). For Rousseau, then, Amerindians escape the ills
of Europe’s property relations for reasons largely outside of their control,
while in contrast, for Diderot, a combination of environmental factors
and humanly chosen and sustained social acuvities and insttutions ex-
plain Tahitians’ greater liberty and equality.

The sentiment of love and the role of women in society. Another criti-
cism of European society through the comparative lens afforded by the
New World concerns the status and the role of women. Diderot and
Rousseau both contrast relationships between men and women and their
social effects in the New World with those in European societies. Judging
the latter in light of the purported superiority of the former is, however,
one of the few similarities on this issue between them. Their writings
reveal radically divergent positions on the status of women and about
how encounters with particular New World peoples’ moral values could
inform European notions about sexual relations.

The Supplément is as much a work on sexual politics as on politics
conventionally understood. Returning to the concept of property and its
connection to the New World, Diderot berates Old World societies for
treating women as either the de jure or de facto property of men. This
“tyranny”, Diderot argues, is one of several ways in which human sexu-
ality is twisted into an almost criminal act in contemporary European
societies, One of the central claims of the Supplément is that Tahid is in
part founded upon, and thus not inconsistent with, humans’ elemental
desires and needs. Thus, Diderot portrays Tahiti as a society at ease with
the personal and social dynamics of human sexuality. In Tahiti, Diderot
asserts, women arc not confused with property and, thus, intimate rela-
tionships are more libcrated and relaxed. The empirical evidence fur-
nished by Bougainville about Tahiti, then, demonstrates for Diderof th_nt
2 healthy, well-functioning community can exist with sexual mores signif-
icantly different from what the Catholic church, European states and
their censors, and prevalent European social customs di-:tal;rt are Necessary
to preserve a basic moral order. Diderot argues that in treating wormen as

propertied objects, European societics have

confused something which cannot feel or think or desire or will . . . with a very
different thing that cannot be exchanged or acquired; which does have freedom,
will, desire; which has the ability to give itself up or hold itself back forever;
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which complains and suffers;
unless its character is forgotten and viole

and which can never be an amicle of exchange
nce is done to its nature. (50)

The confused belief that reduces women to mere property, then, in addi-
tion to laying the groundwork for monogamy, rules of chastity, and other
social practices that, in his view, _viul;_-te humans’ sexual passions, ult-
mately constricts liberty, thereby violating human dignity.

The subtitle of Diderot’s Supplément foreshadows his position on the
sources of European virtues and vices: “dialogue berween A and B on the
inappropriateness of attaching moral ideas to certain physical actions that
do not accord with them”. For Diderot, a whole host of purported vices
and virtues are social constructs that are born of the mistaken impulse to
restrict in_sl:inctive human desires that are often amoral. In the Supplé-
ment, a litany of such qualities of character are analyzed from the per-
spective of Tahitian social behaviour and mores. Diderot argues E:an:t
stance, that jealousy is exacerbated in civilized societies because :;f “false
moral standards and the extension of property™ to an entire class of ha
man beings (68). He asserts that the most socially harmful conseque .
tt}lf ]H]ﬂusrh:,:d other personal vices are minimized in Tahiti bcuu: :f

¢ more liberal approach thar i adopt with regard
scxuality. In the uFlE '['::hiti;n:‘; 1:p:1:zhChEsifi:ntﬂ . o g
ghrisﬁa.n_iqr helped to breed shame :m::i fear :]l:-u'::n:::ﬁl mrd“-m 5

uropc, It NOw un i mn
missionary work {;:‘;’::ﬂ!s the healthy sexual attitudes of Tahiti through its

Diderot takes to task T e
lar legal code (in pmﬂcﬁ;}ﬂrﬂr’]hﬂ"““ institutions, but also the secu-
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cratic society (70-71). Thus, in e q::""j‘.l'““ and propricties of aristo-
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es the form of a h ute morals;
at her trial in Connecticur.® Ls;pcm purportedly given by Polly Baker
;hﬂng‘ﬂ the nature of innm:::nt_ hE“Tnd HK.:i'ﬂ prejudices, she argues,
ﬁ‘:ﬁf'::d, actions that truly « ks puﬁ:::rt:nns into criminal offences.
e :’n onsidered unjust criminal behaviour ngu:u:ty should be right-
s nacted that punish irresponsibl ; s0, she adds, laws should

cceive, and negl ¢ men, the bachelors who i

titution, not the ::S;:r:}";'i'“ and who even drive m;:: of ﬂ‘wm .
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improper, Diderot implies, is a manifestation of the exploitative and un-
just values that guide European societies. To be sure, Diderot’s presenta-
tion of Tahitian life also exhibits its share of socialized communal values.
But he insists that in Tahiti such habituated practices and social norms
engender individual contentment and the broader social welfare much
more effectively than in any European society because of an approach
that seeks to make social institutions and their values compatible with the
most basic human needs and desires. Just as Tahitian society arguably
structures itself in accordance with, not against, self-interest, it also pro-
vides socially productive and nondestructive outlets for humans’ sexuality
and other fundamental drives and passions.

Rousseau claborates a distinction between physical and moral love that
manifests the profound differences berween his and Diderot’s concep-
tions of women and their position in society. “Savages”™, Rousseau ar-
gues, take part in physical love, a sentiment born of the most general
sexual desires. Their limited ability to think abstractly and their inability
to make comparisons, to focus vainly on appearances, beauty, or merit,
preclude them from engaging in moral love, a passion unique to the
civilized world that focuses humans’ raw physical desires to a specific,
preferred object. And so the Caribs, who have “departed least from the
state of Narture”, are the least susceptible to jealousy and “the most
peaceful in their loves” (158). “Now it is easy to sce”, Roussean adds in
contrast, “that the moral aspect of love is a factitious sentiment; born of
social practice, and extolled with much skill and care by women in order
to establish their rule and to make dominant the sex that should obey.”
{158)

The critical ends to which Rousseau and Diderot deploy New World
women also differ greatly. While Diderot’s contentions about sexuality,
love, and women sometimes ref the conventional views of his time,
Rousseau more typically exhibits the norms of his age. Diderot rejects
treatment of women as property in European socicties, in which, he notes,
it is clearly men who wicld not only the most social, but also sexual
power.” In contrast, Rousseau asserts that women deploy moral k:f“: to
subjugate men. Diderot ww@}ggw%:fj@ﬂ in or-
der to counter the objectification of women; Rousseau endorses the view
that women are naturally inferior and, thus, properly constituted to obey
men.~ Although Diderot and Rousseau, then, portray sexual relations in
European societies as inferior to those found in ﬂu? New World, they
employ distinct moral vocabularies to explain such differences, and m_us
differ widely in their analyses and conclusions. Rousscau deploys Amerin-
dians as instinctually loving creatures who are not yet mJ-.?d h].r_rhe arti-
ficial sexual dominance of women, while Diderot chastises European
patriarchal attitudes by celebrating Tahitians consciously formed and
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Jintained sexual morality, one that, he belicves, comes closer to affirm.
= 3

; -ontrast with Diderot’s account of
ing wgmufn’s hn.:nrauur!rl::l ‘::Eﬁtsﬂ: s::-ik'ms- for Rousscau’s naturalized
_gcxua]_.it}f_ll'l New Wor ‘? but engage in physical love. Diderot's Tahi-
Amerindians can do netaing intain moral values and social insti-
tians, on the other hapd, form an‘d n:]l: s
mﬁons_d]at acmrd.wlﬂ.."l }:]I:::zs\:::::uuntfrﬁ that New World travel litera-

The 1ntﬁﬂtm:)3i *»:"‘:':E urope from the late fiftcenth century onwand
ware brought about On the one hand, the rise of comparative
yield an ambiguous legacy. Bgeronty Sor i o i
social theory and a growing interest in foreign peoples s :
helped to create an awarencss of the cﬂmr:llﬂlt‘.i' of ROD-STEGPS 00
eties.” On the other hand, the theme of the exotic noble savage re-
mained strong throughout the eighteenth century, as the writings of
Lahontan and Rousseau make clear. Diderot, hrmﬂ'c.r,. even when play-
ing the New World against Europe for his own puhpcai purposes, ac-
knowledges New World peoples as conscious, fully rational, -'md cultural
beings. Also, as we have seen, Diderot satirizes his imaginative recon-
struction of Tahitian life. Such ironic moments indicare Diderot’s scli-
awareness about the idealized representation of Tahitian society that he
employs in the course of his social criticism of European practices and
institutions.” Most importantly, the substance of his characterization of
‘primitive’ life is almost always at odds with the mechanical and naturalis-
tic conception of New World peoples that one finds most often in the
radition of noble savagery. Ultimately, Diderot’s vigorous anti-imperial-
ism makes clear his cthical interest in non-European peoples for their
own sake, and distinguishes him from those who, however inadvertently,
present a nearly animalistic characterization of New World peoples. Di-
derot developed his multifaceted and subversive perspective of New World
peoples for the Supplément at abour the same time as his anti-imperialist
mntﬁbulfiuns to Abbé Raynal's Histoire des dewx Indes—indeed, some
passages in the latter are simply borrowed from the former® Before tum-
I0g 10 an examination of how Diderot’s philc hical anthropology and
social theory shape his anti-imperialist m:{:ﬁcﬂ”::::u;ht in the next chap-
;‘:L;ET; {:‘-Dm-‘lwde with some _i'u_rrhc:r observations about the ethical and

nsequences of theorizing ‘natural humaniry’

The Dehumanization of Natural Humanity

Diderot deployed the nobj
: C 5ava . :
figne and Rousseau in criticizing By ol unkers such & Moa

Wurld, but his Chﬂﬁl:ttl“lza‘j Yiﬁg El.ll‘!'.lpl: thﬂlush the lens of the New

d : lzation of New World peoples challenged the
tnderstanding of humanity and its relationship to mlmcu&"d by no-
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ble savage thinkers. Moreover, he went far bevond most noble savage
accounts in attending to the predicament of New World peoples them-
sclves, especially in light of European imperialism. While only strains of
this concern exist in Rousscau’s thought, Diderot’s writings resolurely
attack the injustices commirtted against aboriginal peoples. Instead of fo-
cusing almost exclusively on the problems facing Europeans as the noble
savage theorists did, Diderot details and decries the plight of New World
peoples. Noble savage theorists occasionally criticized the corruption that
Europeans could bring to ‘natural® and ‘innocent” peoples. The dehu-
manization brought about by these thinkers’ exotic characterizations of
Amerindians and others, however, undercat whatever possibilitics cxisted
in their thinking for cultivating a genuine cross-cultural sympathy with
historically real, flesh-and-blood aboriginals who at worst were being sys-
tematically enslaved or massacred. The problems that motivared noble
sivage thinkers were almost always those of Europe—hence their need to
place foreign peoples at the level of an idealized, *natural® standard in
order to decry European materialism, corruption, and injustice.
Rousseau and Diderot are among the eighteenth-century thinkers who
developed a multidimensional social theory, one that approaches the
study of societies by recognizing the complex interdependence of struc-
tural and voluntary features of human life. The understanding of the
human subject that such an account presupposes is that humans are cul-
tural agents, thar is, humans are partly shaped by and sitnated within
cultural contexts, vet are also able to consciously and freely transform
themselves and their surroundings. While Rousseau acknowledges this to
be true for humans at particular stages of development, Diderot theorizes
humans to be constitutively cultural agents. In their own ways, then,
Rousseau and, Tirderhis—influence, Diderot theorize the manifold and
intricate relationships berween our inherited institutions, practices, and
beliefs and our ability to scrutinize and reconfigure them. Roussean in-
troduces the term “perfectibility™ to philosophical discourse, arguing that
this is one of the defining characteristcs of humanity, while also formu-
lating a subtle and profound analysis of the ways in which humans are
psychologically moulded and constrained by technological and sociologi-
cal factors not of their own choosing. Diderot, to, recognizes liberty to
be a constitutively human trait, while also appreciating the costs and ben-
efits of physiological, historical, and even geographic determinants. For
Diderot and Rousseau, humans® partial autonomy is a universal feature of
humanity in addition to being the ultimate source of p:m;icul_ariry, of Ehr:
multiplicity of human life. Their social analyses point to the mtf:rlnckmg
web of voluntary and structural elements that comprisc all societies. As
we have seen, however, Rousscau tends to praise Amerindians and Hot-
tentots for factors beyond their control—such as the inborn stirrings of
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natural pity—while Diderot theorizes Tahitians as individuals who have

j et ial institut hat are in accord
nsciously formed and maintained m.?cmll institutions that

with their collective goals and natural instints. Overall, Diderot concep-
tualizes humans as such (and thus New World individuals) as cultural
agents, in contrast to Rousscau. While Rousseau usu;llylum Amerin-
dians to illustrate the concept of a universal human subject, the pure
natural humans of his earliest state of nature, it is Diderot’s thicker and
" more particularized understanding of Tahitians that paradoxically pre-
pares the way for a universal, inclusive anti-impernialist political theory,

| one that embraces both Europeans and non-Europeans.

Diderot’s application of a multidimensional social analysis toward soci-
eties such as Tahiti is linked to his moral respect for, and his impassioned
anti-imperialist defence of, New World peoples. As we have scen, despite
Rousscau’s potential for an anthropologically acute understanding of
Amerindians, it is Diderot who attempts to understand New World in-
habitants as cultoral beings. We saw earlier that the influential and arche-
typal noble savage theorist Lahontan had been able to favour colonial
policies that were explicitly destructive of Amerindian societies while also
lauding these societies’ practices and beliefs because his appreciation of
Amerindians was ultimately very thin, Lahontan’s account of the Huron,
for example, rested fundamentally upon a deculeured description of their
life; in spite of his stated belief in their humanity and his arguments that
thr:}i possessed impressive cognitive powers, Lahontan effectively dehu-
manized Amerindians in light of his often naturalistic representations of
them, which denied their status as cultural agents. | have argued thar
Rousseau’s political thought also manifests this connection between
deculturation and dehumanization. As the Discomrse on Ineguality dem-
onstrates, Rousseau moves easily fic i i -, »

/ T ¥ from discussing the savages™ of the
nﬂm stare Df narure t h [ » -

e b o the “savages”™ of contemporary New World
societies, Given that the * : R
himsclf considered savage condition” amounts to what Rousscau
World travel liremare cs o, & Pearly animal existence, his use of the New

: terature to theorize the earliest state of nature results i
precisely the same curious result created b . "
thus: c’CIChl‘a.tcd as d.h: most I = v Cﬂl'tl.lrf ﬂ{)blt ﬂﬁF accounts:
driven, and mechanical anim aim Yy human appear as inhuman, instinct-

In addition to the dj R
World peoples in this d::;:l:::l::"“g cthical consequences of portraying New
believed tha T, many cighteenth-centy political thinkers
T _that the very concept of 3 * v

oday, significant i 3 nmatural human® was indefensible.
logical inheritance and i BN 0 — hwltdﬂ of humans’ bio-
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humans, far more than other animals, are dependent upon extragenetic
mechanisms—not merely environmental stimuli, but cultural signals that
partly order and structure behaviour and expectations—because the ge-
netic information humans inherit is far more diffuse than the narower
and more precisely ordered and effecrive genetic cues given to cognitively
simpler animals. Cultural norms and expectations, in other words, pro-
vide humans with informaton without which they could not funcdon.
Evolutionary history in part explains our unique dependence upon cul-
tural knowledge and may well demonstrate the centrality of culture to
the human condition.” A variety of philosophers in the eighteenth cen-
tury argued in a more speculative fashion that humans are unlike other
animals in that they rely upon far more than their basic instincts and
partly fashion the world themselves, thus living their lives according to
the conventional worlds of their own making (and remaking). Those who
defended the idea of human sociability as a constitutive element of hu-
manity believed that humans not only can but must live according to
mare than their instincts, and the environmental stimuli that trigger them,
in order to functon coherently.

Natural humans, humans stripped of their cultural attributes, would
thus be, as Clifford Geertz writes, “unworkable monstrosities with very
few useful instincts, fewer recognizable sentiments, and no intellect: men-
tal basket cases”, far from the placid and well-ordered natural humans
described at length in the Disconrse on Inequality.” Like many contem-
porary scholars, Geertz mistakenly identifies the reductive concept of a
natural man with what he calls “the Enlightenment view of man™® As I
have argued (and will continue to argue with reference to the anti-impe-
rialist political philosophies of Diderot, Kant, and Herder), there are im-
portant strands of cighteenth-century social and political thought that
take humans to be intrinsically cultural agents who partly transform, and
yet are always situated within, various contexts. Strikingly, anti-imperialist
political theories in the Enlightenment era were almost always informed
by such understandings of humanity.

Rousseau, then, followed the tradition of noble savagery in denying a
crucial and indispensable feature of human nature: cultural agency, an
clement moreover that, at certain moments in the Disconrse on Incqgnal-
ity, he appears to deny to a whole set of peoples—the indigcnc:us 'y1hab-
itants of the New World. To be sure, given Rousscau’s theorization of
perfectibility, he too believes that humans, in many respects, m_nkf them-
selves. Bur in his conjectural history, Rousseau does not theorize human

beings Wmaﬁmir_ very nature—as social and cul-
tural beings. As we have scen, this has profound consequences for his
interpretation of New World peoples. Rousseau’s need to provide empiri-
cal examples for a supposedly hypothetical category transforms what
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ight have been merely a heuristic (if implausible) concept of naturl
e )

ity i ethically troubling and inadvertently d:humwg
f:gﬁﬁwnnmcmth::mﬂiﬂmz the paradoxes _uf the noble savage tradition.
Pace -:u;wenn‘unal understandings of _I:nhg,htcnn;‘cnt phﬁalrn;anphy; [::;
the relationship of art, ingenuity, and freedom l:ubcum?n was : ._
topic of debate in the cighteenth century, a number o .Rm'm. u l; c;:&
temporaries attacked his concept of a _n:tturafl human n:;‘ pq;.:u,r
manner. As Adam Ferguson argued, Iw:rh refercnce to he New Wt_-rld
and Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality, and as parnt of his own conjec-
tural history of humanity,

We speak of art as distinguished from nature; but art itself is MM to man, He
is in some measure the artificer of his own frame, as well as his fortune, and s
destined, from the first age of his being, to invent and contrive. . . . If we are
asked therefore, Where the stare of nature is to be found? we may answer, It is
herc; and it matters not whether we are understood to speak in the island of
Great Britain, at the Cape of Good Hope, or the Straits of Magellan. While thas
active being is in the train of employing his talents, and of operating on the
subjects around him, all situations are equally natural. . . . But if nature is only
opposed to art, in what situation of the human race are the foorsteps of an
unknown! In the condition of the savage, as well as in that of the citizen, are
many proofs of human invention. . . .™

As we have seen, Diderot theorizes along these lines that humans are
intrinsically social and cultural beings and, accordingly, conceptualizes
New World peoples as such. For the cighteenth-century thinkers who
explicitly or tacitly challenged the tradition of noble savagery, a multi-
dimensional social theory—one thar attends to the complex interplay be-
tween our structural and voluntary characteristics (which Rousseau un-
dertakes in his radical analysis of European socicties)—was crucial for an
understanding not only of ‘civilized peoples’, bur a fortior of any group
of human beings. Since Diderot understood non-European ptﬂplu as
:#.!'.tnrmll' beings, he therefore afforded them More genuine respect as bu-
- bem?m a regard borne out most comprehensively in his anti-impen-
alist contributions to the Histoire des denx Indes.

H)CAL:I ::gtcrsmtat::ﬁ?l& of New World (and other non-European) peoples as
0Ll Ings served as a key catalyst of the rise of anti-impe-

cighteenth century. The exotic beings that clas-

:ﬂc;yeldd b;h;llt:ngchf.ump:an_ _imfrcﬁahﬁm, Diderot was powerfully infiu-
ral human; mcd and F',":'lltlcal criticism that Rousseau’s device of na-
manity made possible, and he incorporated much of Rousscau’s
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account of perfectibility and freedom into his increasingly humanistic po-
litical thoughr. Bur Dideror also challenged the view that humans were at
bottom asocial, and rejecred the view that humanity could be best under-
stood by attempting to reveal a core, natural human that underlies the
various cultural layers of human life. For Diderot, human beings are fun-
damentally social and cultural beings, and he thus interpreted Tahitan
society in the Supplément as a set of constructed social norms and institu-
rions that are amenable to conscious human transformation, rather than
portraying Tahitians as natural humans who live by the light of nature
alone. The moral and political significance of this is crucial, as an exam-
ination of Diderot’s anti-imperialist writings in the following chapter will
show.



o

Three

Diderot and the Evils of Empire:
The Histoire des deux Indes

ABBE Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, the man celebrated throughout Eu
rope as the author of Histoire philosophique et politique des établissements
et du commerce des Euvopéens dans les denx Indes _[ Phnlosoplncal _‘““ polis-
cal history of European settlements and commerce in .I'}J'Il' mwo Iniu'_.r], was an
iconoclastic Jesuit who edited and wrote parts of this extraordinary ten-
volume work, a broad survey of global political and economic ties from
the carliest Spanish conquests in the Americas to the colonial and com-
mercial activities of, among others, the Danes, Poruguese, Dutch,
French, and English.' In addition to providing a synthetic history, the
Histoire also offered commentaries on European and non-European so-
cieties and launched numerous attacks on both the slave trade and im-
perialism. The intellectual genesis of the Histoire was in many respects
analogous to the Encyclopédie that Denis Diderot coedited with Jean
d’Alembert, for it included contributions from many writers. Unlike the
latter, however, all of the contributions to the Histoire were aAnonVmous,
with Raynal alone listed as author of the entire text. With Raynal raking
the cover, his contributors were able to make heterodox arguments that
w?uid Itk-_.:ly havF landed them in jail if their authorship had been known.
DldFIGt, in particular, seemed to relish the opportunity to craft contro-
versial moral and political arguments without the threat of expulsion or a
ruTTm;D ;-Ec;nncs, where he had been imprisoned for having written
indfc P DP{:JTGHS fl"fatcna}. Many of the radical contributions, and
know) by Didcmtcmmrllzl-l?pena!m Srpuments, were written (as we now
the parlement of Paris i d?j;}s‘ Predictably, the Histoire was banned by
That Edmund Burke lr.nan v ]'*“““"f copies were ordered to be bumed.
called T 2 ew of the Histoire and held it in high esteem (he
ynal “one of the finest authors of the age™)," and that, signifi-

cantly, both Immanuye| Kant and Joh - &< ) U, g
have read the Hiistwise as well and ann '[l(JF‘IfI‘IEd Herder scemed 10
and traditional justificar; *";_ APPropriated its attacks on the practices
surprise. Despite its n:n: nsd:r Stls-um!xm En:lpim!." Shuuki b i g
most popular cightﬂﬁnﬂif:_rn t;l.ls, Rﬂ?ﬂﬂ s Histoire was one of the
through an astonishing thj rny forbidden” publications, having gone

i y editions in seve .
The 1780 edition of the Histoi nteen years,

#7¢ was published as ten volumes of rext
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and one volume of maps and tables. The “two Indies™ in its title refer to
the East and West Indies, but this signifies almost everything east of Per-
sia and south of Russia for the *‘East Indics’, and the entire Americas (not
only the Caribbean islands) for the “West Indies’, all in addition to what
was then known of Africa. Thus, the Histoire was no less than the history
of Europe’s interactions with virtually the entire non-European globe
that had been traversed, and largely subjugated, by European explorers,
missionaries, traders, armies, and imperial administrators from 1492 on-
ward.” Diderot’s contributions to this ambitious work were significant,
amounting to roughly 700 pages in the 1780 edition. His contributions
ranged in size from a single paragraph to essays of over thirty pages, and
comprised a broad array of subjects such as (to take a sample from hun-
dreds of topics) the history of taxation in Europe and its relationship to
modern commerce and society; the songs, dances, and other artistic prac-
tices and crafts of the indigenous peoples of Canada; the religious philos-
ophy of the Brahmins in India; and the social structure of the Inca civili-
zation. In contemporary terms, Diderot’s contributions fall under a range
of subjects from cultural anthropology and social history to political the-
ory and economics. Linking them all is a provocative and subtle cthical
sensibility that contributes greatly to our understanding of modern polit-
cal thought.

I begin here with an overview of some of Diderot’s key claims about
the nature of imperialism and his criticisms of the European imperial
enterprise, the presuppositions and further details of which will be elabo-
rated more comprehensively in the following sections. In Book IX of the
Histoire des denx Indes, Diderot writes,

Marional character is the result of a large number of causes, some constant and
some variable. This part of the history of a people is perhaps the most interest-
ing and least difficult o follow. The constant causcs are determined by the part
of the earth which they inhabit. The variable causes are recorded in their an-
nals, and are evident from their effects. While these causes act in contradiction
to one another, the nation is unconscious [of itself as a nation]. It only begins
1o have a character suitable to it at the moment when its speculative principles
accord with its physical situation. It is then that it makes great strides towards
the splendour, wealth and happiness which it can expect from the free nse of its
local resources. (IX, 1)

National character, a much discussed and highly contested term in cigh-
teenth-century political thoughr, is for Diderot a kin{% of p-_:-hrlcni culture
that is best represented symbolically by a mask, for it is simply a set of
societal tools that structures behaviour through incentives and norms to-
ward (ideally) ethical, peaceful, and productive ends. Dldcmtl stresses that
national character “almost never determines the actions of individuals.”
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Rather, the “mask” of national character serves as ijl‘FU'IUL'I.! cu:ilturc th:f
more subtly shapes and influences mnra]_ and P"h"‘_‘l'hp'-'ml-PE“:;-‘;niT:ln
tices, and institutions (1X, 1). The pluraht_-_v of masks that ucd ::; L g
all peoples and social institutions also n'ldlcatm a sjw._rcd. underlying fea-
ture of human life, the “general will of I.mmamry for norms of r“Ptf;
and reciprocity, which manifests itself diversely ;{ccnrdzng. to time .}l;
place. The problem with colonial cmpircs, acgnrdmg to Dndc.run is v ht
“[t]he greater the distance from the capital | -::“-f the empire ] the ?mmr the
mask becomes. At the frontier it falls off. Going from one hemisphere to
another, what does it become? Nothing.” (IX, 1)

In the noble savage literarure, as we saw in chapter 2, a dn}‘uimrcd
(and sometimes a desocialized) individual is a *natural man’, a being who
ought to be celebrated for his independence, ph}'sicallplmwce_m :uwl‘ pure
uncorrupted instincts. Under the influence of such writings, in particular
those of Baron Lahontan, Rousseau often elaborates his contentions about
humans in the earliest state of nature ( despite his own claim that maost
‘primitive’ peoples exist in a middle stage berween the state of nature and
civilized society) by describing the supposed attributes of Amerindians

and other New World peoples. For Diderot, however, the figure that
most embodies an unmasked humcm
'EMW{JU d have humanized
him and that might have moderated his outlook and behaviour, the im-
perialist runs wild in the New World, clamouring for profit, brutalizing
fellow human beings, and destroying foreign nations. Just as Lahontan’s
Amerindians are, from an anthropological standpoint, amorphous and
undifferentared wholes, Diderot’s colonizers are, from an ethical stand-
point, virtually indistinguishable. Still, the colonizers are human enough
to act voluntarily and so are morally culpable. Diderot thus reserves much

of I'Iu's most rhetorically powerful and harshest criticism in the Histoire for
their actions:

Beyond the Equator a man is neither English, Durch, French, Spanish, nor
Pcmug_;ucs-:. He retains only those principles and prejudices of his native coun-
try which justify or excuse his conduct. He crawls when he is weak: he is violent
:ﬂh:nhzzong; he is in a hu.rr_y to enjoy, and capable of every crime which will
i most quickly to his goals. He 18 2 domestic tiger retuming to the
. :cst, the thirst of blood takes hold of him once more. This is how all the
thc:rl:qp:nru:{r t';rcry one of them, indistinctly, have dppeared in the countries of
ew World. There they have assumed a common frenzy, | - (IX, 1)
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then be colonized legitimately. If the territory is only partly occupied,
then unless the entire land is necessary for the indigenous group’s sur-
vival, the uninhabited portion can be justly sertled. But in this situation,
he wams, it is imperative that the newly settled community live alongside
its neighbours in a peaceable and nonthreatening fashion. Employing
again the symbol of a once domestic tiger now in the wild, a beast wholly
freed from its domesticating and humanizing social and cultural environ-
ments, Diderot argues that

[wlith . . . reason, and with no offence against the laws of humanity and jus-
tice, that [indigenous| people could expel and kill me if 1 seized women, chil-
dren and property; if [ infringed its civil liberty; if I restricted its religious opin-
ions; if I claimed to give it laws; if [ wished to make it my slave. Then | would
be only one more wild animal in its vicinity, and no more pity would be due to
me than to a tger. (XIII, 1)

Diderot astutely deplovs the language of counteracting perceived future
threats—a rationale that played a crucial role in justifications of imperial
war and conquest—against the Europeans themselves by arguing that it
is aboriginals who can justly attack colonists who settle a partially inhab-
ited land in such a manner that the indigenous community’s future safery
and prosperity are in doubt. He stresses that not only actual injuries, but
the likelihood of future incursions into an indigenous group’s lands or
potential disruptions of their ways of life legitimate aggressive responses.
“Every people”, writes Diderot,

is justified in providing for its present and future safety. If I ser up a stockade,
amass weapons, and put up fortifications, a people’s deputies would be wise if
they came and said to me: *Are you our fniend? Are you our enemy? If a friend,
what is the purpose of all these preparations for war If an enemy, you will
understand why we destroy them.” And the nation will be sensible if it imme-
diately gets rid of a well-founded fear. (XIII, 1)

Finally, in the case of a fully inhabited land, explorers should at most
trade peacefully and nonexploitatively with the indigmou.s, population,
who in addition are under no ethical obligation to engage 1n commerce,
especially in light of Europeans’ proven tendency to be untrustworthy in
their commercial dealings with non-European sncitl:ies,“rﬁ]ung these
lines, presaging a similar argument by Kant {who was likely |{1Hucnccd by
this section of the Histoire), Diderot explains that “[t]he Chinese may be
bad politicians when they shut us out of their empire, but they are not
unjust. Their country has sufficient population, an_d we are too dangerous
as guests.” (XIII, 1) It is obvious, Diderot then |rn_p11es, that_ gumpms
have failed to meet any of these principles. Accordingly, he ridicules the
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absurdity of the New World conquests in which Europeans claim lands to
be dirir.zighrﬁ;l property not because they are uninhabited, bur because
they are unoccupied by anyone from the Old World.

Diderot’s understanding of European imperial activities as well as of
New World peoples led him to doubt whether peaceful and just rela-
tions between the Old World and the New could ever be established.
Diderot’s attempt to imagine how a more noble and beneficial relation-
ship might have developed stresses the value of shared learning and
cross-cultural interaction. Diderot envisions a situation that might have
been, a mecting of the Old and New Worlds in which small numbers of
Europeans would settle among New World peoples and exchange both
commaodities and ideas. In addition to such commercial and intellecrual
exchange, through intermarriages, an entirely new people might have
been created who would represent the fruits of this peaceful interaction:
the European “men would have married the women of the country, and
the women the native men. Ties of blood, the strongest and most im-
mediate of bonds, would soon have formed a single family out of the
natives and the foreigners.” (IX, 1} Diderot realized, of course, that the
chance for such learning to take place and for such communities to
form had long passed and would not likely be taken up in the future
given that Europeans in the New World and other non-European realms
continued to arrive with “the imperious commanding tone of masters
and conquerors™ (IX, 1).

To appreciate further the nuances of Diderot’s anti-imperialist political
thought, the central themes of his contributions to the Histosre thar bear
upon his critical judgements of empire must be investigated. Accordingly,
1 first examine Diderot’s flexible moral universalism that allows him both
to trumpet the freedom an 1ENITY o umans and to consider a wide
array of caltural practices and institutions (of moenrs) in the non-Euro-
pean world as rational, defensible responses to local needs and concerns,
This will involve an analysis of his idea of 2 general will of humanity in
relation to his related arguments about human sociability, the partial in-
commensurability of diverse ways of life, and the ethical and psychologi-
cal dimensions of travel across borders and forms of hospitality abroad.
Then, Diderot’s anti-imperialist arguments will be analyzed by focusing
pon arguments that European imperialism has been catastrophic for
non-European peoples; the special role that commerce and trading com-
patties occupy in imperial exploits; the destabilizing effects of empire
upon European countries; and the ideg that Europe itself is so degraded
cthically and politically, and that its few genuine achievements are so

fragile, thar it is hardly a model of society thar should be exported by
force to the non-European warld, -
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The General Will of Humanity, the Partial
Incommensurability of Meenrs, and
the Ethics of Crossing Borders

For Diderot, the “gencral will of humanity”, the most fundamental ethi-
cal attitude that humans generally hold in their relationships, derives its
need and efficacy in part from what he takes to be a universal and highly
potent source: the emotions of “indignation and resentment” that hu-
mans share not only among themselves bur also with other animals and
that lie behind the vast array of practices, norms, and institutions that
invoke “social laws” and carry out “public retribution™. Hence, the
“principles of the prescribed law™ of civilized nations, the “social prac-
tices of savage and barbarous peoples”, and even “the tacit agreements
obraining amongst the enemies of mankind” (the codes of honour and
respect that keep relations among pirates and brigands, for instance, rela-
tively stable and predictable, however arbitrarily violent their actions may
be toward the rest of humanity) are all social phenomena that attend to
our fundamental sense of injustice and our need as social beings to con-
struct norms of respect and reciprocity that in content can vary widely over
various times and different places.” The universality of the general will of
humanity, the humanistic core of Diderot’s moral thought, rests upon
the similar desires thar all peoples have to create workable rules of con-
duct thar allow particular ways of life to flourish without themselves cre-
ating harsh injustices and cruelties. The struggle that all societies face to
survive, adapt, and develop is the common feature among humans that
forms the basis of a cross-cultural moral understanding, one that Diderot
contends Furopean imperialists routinely violate. This “similarity be-
tween the physical constitution of one man and another, a similarity
which entails that of the same needs, pleasures, pains, strength and weak-
ness”, “the source of the necessity of society, or of a common struggle™
(XIX, 14) underscores the physical vulnerabilities that draw humans to-
gether and that provide a common framework for the most basic ethical
precepts (which themselves may well differ over time and place). Yer,
morality as such does not flow from our physical natures unreflectively
and deterministically; to be sure, Dideror writes of an innate principle of
compassion (e.g., X, 5), but the general will of humanity, while it relates
to humans’ physical similarities and vulnerabilities, 15 a feature of life that
humans recognize, discuss, and shape as they construct and alter their
social and political institutions.” For animals, as Diderot notes in the En-
eyclopédie article “Droit Naturel” [“Natural Right”], the general will
takes the form of a brute sense of injustice; for humans, it manifests itself
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in the conscious development and transformation nli' social laws and prac.
s over e Diderot’s account of mur.lhlj:‘ in his later writings of the
1770s onward show the great extent 1o whzch_ "F moved away from 3
ngidly materialist ethics and embraced a humanistic morality that placed
human freedom at its core.” _ videy |

The general will of humanity is the core ethical disposition, then, thar
animates social and political institutions, rather than a determinative set
of laws that is meant to produce the same or similar social practices and
instituions. As Diderot argues, “all morality consists in the maintenance
of order, Its principles are steady and uniform, but the application of
themn varies at times according to the climate and to the local or political
situation of the people” (XIX, 14). As he contends in “Droit Naturel”,
humans® desire to be happy, their ability to reason, to communicate, o
transmit their “feelings and thoughts™ to cach other, and their equal vul-
nerability in the face of natural calamities and the unjust “hazards™ that
humans can inflict upon one another all point to a shared basis: “a gen-
cral and common interest”, by which humans can leginmately seek to
prevent injustices and to protect basic freedoms. It is within the context
of these broader claims that Diderot asserts “the general will never ems”,
a sentiment that Rousseau would later appropnate and transform in order
to thearize the general will of a self-governing community based upon
collective sovereignty, rather than a more universal general will of hu-
mtfq“

Clearly, for such an account of universal morality (which all humans
arc said to share simply in light of being human) to be plausible, sod-
ability must be taken as an elemental feature of the human condition. We
have seen already, in Diderot’s presentation of Tahitian socicty in the
Supplément, which was composed at roughly the same time as his contr-
butions for the third edition of the Histoire, that the ‘naturalness’ of
Tahitian life tums out to be, in his view, the result of a relatively complex
NI‘ﬂf social norms and institutions that were constructed with specific
“h":"i and social purposes in mind. In the Histoire, Diderot criticizes
Wwhat is surely meant to be a description of Rousscau’s state of nature:

From considering the few wants that men have in proportion to the FESOUrCes
nm“f affords them; the little assistance and happincss they find in a 'I-'l"“ﬁ-“’"!l
?tah:., In comparison to the pains and cvils they are exposed to in it; their desire af
lﬂdltpmdmcc and liberty in common with all other fiving beings, together Wil
“[El:l.ls ﬂﬁ'h‘.l‘ reasons deduced from the constitution of human nature, from
considering all of these circumstances, it has been doubted whether the soci
FHate was as natural to humanity as it has been generally thought. (XIX, 2)

W:rtg these ﬁnl"”v Diderot continues, some have supposed that humans
mﬂ'ﬂl}' mlimd md [ha[ '[h': eventual creation of gt“-cn]n]fﬂl b}
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the founders of political authority was partly a response to an artificially
created state of war, “Thus it is”, he writes, again tacitly implicating
Rousseau, “that the first founders of nations are satirized, under the sup-
position of an ideal and chimerical savage state.” (XIX, 2) Diderot chal-
lenges what he views as a fantastical understanding of human nature; as
he bluntly contends, “|m]Jen were never isolated in the manner here de-
scribed. They carried within them a seed of sociability which tended con-
tinually to be developed.” (XIX, 2) The deep bonds and reciprocal at-
tachments between mothers and children that result from nurturing and
mutual care, the many signs of communication and rudimentary forms of
language, a variety of “natural events” that can “bring together and unite
free and wandering individuals”, and the accidental causes that get hu-
mans to meet and eventually to seek sustenance together all demonstrate
that humans have a “natural tendency to sociability.” (XIX, 2) Both set-
ded and nomadic tribes are examples, in his view, of the mutual associa-
tion that humans form for, at the very least, the purposes of survival.
While for rhetorical effect, Diderot occasionally describes “men without
society™ as a foil to the socially complex, oppressive condition of civilized
societies (c.g., XVII, 4), his extensive discussions of New World peoples
and other nonsedentary peoples treat them explicitly as social beings with
consciously created and mainrained nommns, customs, and collective prac-
rices. Tn the Tanguage that I have been using to summarize such claims,
then, Diderot assumes that humans as such are cultural agents.

The social projects that exemplify the general will of humanity vary
widely, according to Diderot, and represent a range of responses to the
challenge of institutionalizing political rules and practices that foster the
norms of respect and reciprocity. Diderot states repeatedly that different
political institutions should be expected and may well be legitimate given
differences in population, the extent of territory, the impact of a variety of
local opinions, and external influences. For these reasons, it is simply not
the case, he argues, that only the character of rulers can legitimately ac-
count for a plurality of political laws and practices. Perhaps only in the
most absolutist and despotic governments, surmiscs Diderot, does the
character of the ruler truly wholly shape the polity. Thus, “[t]he scienc
of government does not contain abstract truths, or rather it does not rest
upon one single principle that extends to all branches of public adminis-
tration.” (XIX, 2) The lack of a predetermined, universal theory of politi-
cal authority and the law makes a detailed knowledge of local circum-
stances a prerequisite for sound and just governance. “The state is a
complicated machine,” he asserts, “which cannot be wound up or sect
into motion without a thorough knowledge of all of its components.™
(XIX, 2) As we will see, it follows for Diderot that imperial rule over far-
flung territories is unlikely to yield just political institutions; foreigners
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. . local circumstances better than indigenous
will ?;uﬁﬂ;ﬁglx:nhﬂi:md;:m no universally valid, prvileged political
f:;:gug}r exists that could guidF a would-be conqueror. Sound ﬂ!nl
knowledge is not the province of one ruler, ©ONE NAtion, of one continent,
“ morcover, it manifests itself differently over time aml plaw in such :l way
that even the same actions are treated l:_s;ml‘l:-‘“th' in dﬂm:ﬂ ways. “lt
everywhere known what is just and unjust, he. am:u, but the wame
ideas are not universally attached to the same actions. {XIX, 2.] In elab-
orating this claim, Diderot examines the differing rules conceming scxul
behaviour and modesty in hot countries versus cold climates, the killing
of animals in India, and when the killing of humans is permitted by the
Iroquois and Huron. Rather than treating such remarkable instances of
ethical diversity as fundamentally inconsistent or irrational, he concludes
that “[t]he means that are the most opposite in appearance all tend
equally to the same end, the maintenance and prosperity of the body

politic.” (XIX, 2)| None of this implies m relativism, for the general
will of humanity im%EEm that embodies
cross-cultural norms of mutual respect and individual freedom; rather,
Diderot appears to balance a commitment to a plurality of cultural values
and institutions with a humanistic concern for the equal dignity of all
individuals)At times, his commitments to equality and freedom lead him
to engage’in cross-cultural judgements that point to the evils of non-
European institutions, such as the fixed inequalitics and oppression that
he detests in the caste system of India, which he discusses at length in
Book I (I, 8). Such judgements (which he makes against an amray of
European practices and instirutions as well), for reasons that will be fur-
ther explored in this chapter, offer no grounding, however, to the view
that f:::rrclgn p:up!cs should be placed under European imperial rule. Di-
:J:mt s ﬁn;:u:l p;]lh}snph}' is obviously nonsystematic, and his scarered

= and arguments about ethical thought owe much more in

tive ethical systems of some of his fellow Philosophes, in particular those of
[mlﬁ'?a nra;tcmhm_ such as La Mettric and Helvétius (whose De Fhomsme
] diderot criticized at length)." It is in part due to Diderot’s intel

i ;

ne-;i::;al disposition thar he provides no formula or casy recipe to deter-

o how to balance the evitable tensions Between his Tments 10
I

ble, abstracr S U8 not amenable to straightforwardly applica
For Dideror, a5
aspects
constitute h“n;an divg::f Shewide range of practices and institutions that
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humans, as they so clearly and egregiously violate the most basic norms
Qf. respect and reciprocity. Among them, as we will examine further in
this chapter, are those associated with imperialism and slavery, the latter
of which Diderot condemns at length in an influential section of the
Histoire. Yer, in addition to such cross-cultural moral judgements, Di-
derot believes that a wide array of practices, institutions, and ways of life
{pastoralism, hunting and gathering), as well as peoples themselves, are
not condemnable in this manner, and in fact are, from a moral viewpoint,
incommensurable, That is, there are no cross-culturally valid, defensible
ways to rank order them definitively or to judge them either as simply
superior or _inferior. The pluralism that guides Diderot’s survey of the
relationship between the European and non-European worlds in the His-
toire arises early, in a passage from Book I for instance, when he praises
the multiplicity of religious worship that Hinduism appears to accept.

Brahma delights in the distinct form of worship observed in different coun-
tries. . . . He is the intimate of the Muslim, and the friend of the Indian; the
companion of the Christian, and the confidant of the Jew. Those men whom
he has endowed with an elevated soul see nothing in the opposition of sects
and the diversity of religious worships, but one of the effects of the richness he
has displayed in the work of creation. (I, 8)

Accordingly, Diderot often attacks the lack of anything even rescmbling
such pluralism among European imperialists. In a contribution that de-
tails the earliest Spanish conquests of the Americas, after having discussed
the achicvements of the “Tlascalans”, an indigenous people of Mexico
who had formed a republic before being laid waste by the conquistadors,
Diderot concludes that the Spanish viewed even such complex and highly
structured societies contemptuously because of the “pational prejudices”
that coloured their sentiments, judgements, and characters.

Such were the people whom the Spaniards disdained to acknowledge to be of
the same species with themselves. . .. They fancied that these people hnd no
form of government because it was not vested in a single person; no cvilization
[ policé] because it differed from that of Madrid; no virtun.:s becanse they were
not of the same religious persuasion; and no understanding because they did
not adopt the same opinions. . . . This national pride, carried to an CXCCSS f::nf
infatuation beyond example, would have inclined them to consider Athens in
the same contemptuous light as they did Tlascala. They would have trc_zm:d the
Chinese as brutes, and have everywhere left marks of outrage, oppression, and

devastation. (V1, 9)

o the Histoire make abundantly clear,

iderot’s many contributions t : _
As Diderot’s y nly with regard to the imperial officers

this is a judgement he makes not ©
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of the Castilian crown, but against the dogmatism that informed every
: in condgquest.
Eul:D o E:ﬂ;rzgﬁnnfei;;csuc% self-centred prejudices, in Diderot’s
ﬁcwm:s that they are so often based upon a willful ignorance of non-
Eurc;pcnn socicties. As he notes above, even other technologically com-
plex and highly stratified societies like Chma—_—that. on ﬂ"!l: surface at
least, resemble European countries—have been _judgcd br:.rl l*.u_mpcam u:u
be patently inferior and backward. In a long section on China in ﬂ'l‘: carly
editions of the Histoire, the unattributed contributor defends Chinese
mores, social practices, and political institutions as part ofa bm_:d:r cele-
bration of Chinese civilization. For the 1780 edition, Rayn.ltl :nscrmj a
following section, written by Diderot, that aimed to summarize the criti-
cal arguments made against Chinese civilization by European travellers
and philosophers. Part of the point of this sccu'uln was to present a
broader range of views that readers could peruse in order to make a
betrer informed set of judgements abour the nature of Chinese society.
But even these two sections put together would not be sufficient for the
purposes of truly coming to terms with China. As Diderot writes,

The several arguments of the partisans and of the calumniators of China are
now submitted to the judgement of our readers, to whom it is left to decide:
for why should we be so presumptuous as o attempt to direct their judge-
ment? If we might be allowed to hazard an opinion, we should say that al-
though these two systems are supported by respectable testimonies, neverthe-
less these authorities do not bear the marks of a great character thar would
inspire faith. Perhaps, in order to decide this matter, we must wait until some
impartial and judicious men, who are well versed in Chinese writing and lan-
guage, arc permitted to make a long residence ar the Peking court, to go
through all the provinces, to live in the country villages, and to converse frecly
with the Chinese of all ranks. (1, 21)

Given Europeans’ limited sources of knowledge about China, and that
sur:h_ sources were often based upon information from burcaucrats and
administrators in Peking, Diderot concludes that at most one could make
only very tentative and provisional judgements about the nature of Chi-
nese society. Such a eritical and modest intellectual temperament, of
course, was precisely the antithesis of the hubristic mind-set that Did;nﬂ
believed was at work among the most powerful

thB n_:hurch and its religious orders.
cl;L:mt s a;ttcmpts at crafting relatively balanced accounts of non-Eu-
:DP Peoples, however, fostered other problems. He was especially
oncerned to counter the view—which he thought might be implied by
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his many sympathetic comments on hunting and gathering, and on pas-
toral and other nomadic, less structurally complex societies—that the
‘s:wagr:‘ way of life was superior to the “civilized’ condition. In response
to this anticipated reaction to his writings, he contends not that we are
unable to judge aspects of foreign societies, but rather that there arc such
a wide array of features in any one society that it cannot be judged as a
whole to be definitively berter or worse than any other.

It is not, however, that [ prefer a savage to a civilized state. This is a protest [
have made more than once. But the more [ reflect upon this point, the more it
seems to me that, from the rudest ro the most civilized state of namre, cvery-
thing is nearly compensated, virtues and vices, natural good and evil. In the
forest, as well as in [civilized, sedentary] socicty, the happiness of one individual
may be less or greater than that of another: but 1 imagine that nature has set
certain bounds to the felicity of every considerable portion of the human spe-
cies, beyond which we have nearly as much to lose as to gain. (VI, 23)

To assert that peoples themselves could be rank-ordered or that collective
ways of life that structure whole societies, such as pastoralism or hunting
and gathering, arc fundamentally inferior or superior overlooks the fact
that peoples are inherently too diverse and complex to judge in such a
manner. Specific individuals could be happy or unhappy in a particular
society, and, as Diderot’s analyses of many European and non-European
societies evince, particular institutions and practices in any society could
be ineffective in promoting social goals or might reasonably be judged as
manifestly unjust. However, whole peoples and the fundamental social
choice of how to seek subsistence, in his view, cannot be treated as mor-
ally commensurable. As Diderot implies carlier, it makes no sensc to as-
sert baldly that pastoral socicties are fundamentally inferior to agri-
culturalist socicties or vice versa. Indeed, it would be absurd, he implies,
to make such judgements about nomadic versus agriculturally based sed-
entary societies given that their development derives not from a sup-
posedly objective rationality or reflection upon the abstract choice of how
to organize a socicty, but rather upon the contingencies of the local envi-
ronment. One “becomes cither a shepherd or an agriculturalist, accdﬂrd-
ing to the fertility or barrenness of the soil he inhabits” .'md‘, for c:rhlc:r
collective way of life, a great deal of art and creativity will be involved in
fashioning and maintaining such an existence, given that “humans arc
endowed with a power of 2ccommodating” themsclves “to the various
modes of life that prevail in every climate™ (L, 8). ur :
Since Diderot militates so often against European political and_ reli-
gious institutions and other pernicious sites of social power a_n_d while he
also comments at times upon the harshness of a nomadic lifestyle, he
considers (most likely in order to respond to Rousseau’s argument about
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the life “best for man™) whether a "“jdd!ﬂ_ E”:““d between what was so
often described as the “primitive’ and ‘civilized wurlﬂs \lmuld_b: the best
possible condition for humans. As we have scen, Diderot himself occa-
sionally engages in a wistful reverie about the life b-c_nwr:cn Irhc excesses of
a corrupt and unjust civilized existence and the rustic travails of the most
rudimentary societies that might have been created in tI_v: Htw_ World
had Europeans not arrived with the intention of dcs_n‘n}_mﬁ indigenous
socictics and replicating their own, highly imperfect, institutions abroad.
Diderot often characterizes history as an ultimarely cyclical set of events
and revolutions, and thus he notes frequently in the Histoire and else-
where that the seemingly most stable and highly refined societies at some
point collapse and disintegrate (the fall of the Roman empire was one of
his favourite examples), just as simpler societies are by no means destined
to stay the same, but rather are sure to develop more complex and hier-
archically structured social and political practices over time."” In the final
analysis, while he appears to be attracted to it, he ultimately expresses
scepticism about the idea that a medium between these ways of life
should be a goal toward which all humans should work.

In all future ages, savages will advance by slow degrees roward the civilized
state, and civilized nations will return toward their primitive state; from which
the philosopher will conclude thar there exists, in the interval between these
two states, a certain medium in which the happiness of the human Specics is
placed. But who can discover this medium, and even if it were found, what

authority would be capable of directing the steps of man toward it, and to fix
them there? (IX, 5)

This _happ].r medium berween the two—perhaps flectingly captured on
occasion as part of the cyclical process of history that Diderot theorizes—
cannot be identified with any precision; nor could it be used as a model
for a sll:a_hll: society. It remains in his political thought ultimately as a
pessimustic reminder that almose all existing socictics are highly im;:;trfcct
m?ﬁ that i:n;»,r gmr:;.l made by them are fragile, an assumprion thar, as we
Will see later in this chapter, u . i ial id y
tJL::lt aims to ‘civilize® nunFiEum:cda;Tm L e o
‘he Idis-:uxsicms of ancient trading routes and imperial ti

the {Imﬁw underscore the extent to which Didlf::l :::i:-‘:;:;ﬁh::
crossing Df'bmdx:'r? and the interactions of peoples with distinct histories
r::amﬂ, and political institutions to be continuing phenomena rather
;al:tn ti{:=:melu-p.n‘u:nt.-a thalnt were distinctive to the modern age; :w:n‘su the
ks at suchh connections became global from the sixteenth ac:n:ru:l-u"v.;l on-
i Di’di::nmttmt :;:cer scale of travel in the modemn imperial age, appeared

ate unique conditions abroad for voyagers." Along these

lines, he defines “hospitality” as “the offspring of natural commiseration”™
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and argues that it was practised universally in the ancient world; the ar-
duous and less frequent travels in ancient times depended cmciajly upon
the hospitality of those in foreign lands. “It was,” he writes, “almost the
only thing that attached nations to cach other, It was the source of the
longest lasting and the most respected friendship, contracted between
families who were separated by immense regions,™ (IX, 5) With increased
contact among peoples, such “instances of humanity™ have decreased.
For Diderot, it is not simply technological developments, such as the
compass and improved navigation, but the development of “social insti-
tutions”, modern “commerce”, and “the invention of signs to represent
wealth™ that led travellers to create their habitation abroad on their own
terms, rather than relying upon the hospitality of indigenous hosts. He
argues thar the interactions among diverse peoples in the modem world
are brought about by explorers, traders, missionaries, and other travellers,
who are often “industrious, rapacious™ men and who form

scitlements in all parts, where the traveller takes his place and commands and
where he disposes of all the conveniences of life as if he were at home. The
master, or the landlord, of the house, is neither his benefactor, his brother, nor
his friend; he is simply his upper servant. The gold that he spends at his house
entitles him to treat his host as he chooses; he cares about his host’s moncy,
not his respect. (IX, 5}

The position of humility adopted by many ancient travellers has given
way, in his view, to those who arrive in foreign lands animated principally
by the spirit of conquest. The newly institutionalized forms of cross-
national commerce, such as the chartering of trading companies that act
as quasi-sovereign entitics abroad, are among the eighteenth-century
travels that Diderot has in mind. The ancient ethic of hospitality, “that
sacred virtue”, he suggests, has become obsolete with the advent of more
modern, and more aggressive, forms of travel, trade, and exchange."
Diderot’s anti-imperialist arguments sometimes focus at length on pre-
cisely these violent, unchecked passions that are unleashed among cru-
sading voyagers given the peculiar social conditions in which they f&nd
themselves, and that lead, in his view, to the modern erasure of al'.tEIt‘.lﬂt
norms of hospitality. Under global empires, the weakening of h-:v?pntnlnty
arises not only from the technological means of European colonists an:d
merchants to create their own habitations abroad, but also from tru_:nr
lack of a set of humanizing characteristics that Diderot views as_csscnual
for basic human decency and that he sees ar the heart of social Efc, both
European and non-European. Hence, in his efforts to criticize European
imperialism, he ancmprsp:n craft a moral and political prsycl:mlng?r of the
imperial mind-set, one key feature of which details the disorientation that

occurs when those who cross borders are unmoored from the ethical
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ha;i-f aniderﬂt, undcfstmpj.ing modern, global empires requires an “:“I'
vsis of the character of individuals who regularly ‘-'m“_b““j"" and “are
fond of going from one country to another” (V, 9). To be sure, sheer
coercion and prejudice—as Diderot notes, a whole panoply of intolerable
social and political conditions, from oppressive governments and lack of
religious toleration to cruel systems of punishment—could drive F"'-DP]"-'
from their lands (V, 19). For those who, in some sense, t'nl}lntanl}r go
halfway around the world, it is more difficult, in Diderot’s view, to dis-
cern the motivating factors behind such decisions. Given his view that
people are inclined to be attached to their homelands or at least to more
familiar lands because of a fondness for such societies, the ties of blood
and friendship, acquaintance with the local climate and languages, and
the variety of customary associations that we associate with places in
which we have lived and worked, he suspects that very powerful induce-
ments must exist to get people to leave their societies (V, 9)." In part, he
asserts that states and the proxies of states, such as the Indies companies,
play a central role in stirring up interest in global commerce through
their efforts to recruit voyagers; as a result, “[i]t is imagined that fortune
is more casily acquired in distant regions than near our own home.” (V,
19) In addition to the political forces behind this phenomenon, he ac-
knowledges that enterprising individuals exist in every age because of a
natural energy and curiosity, and that not only the thirst for gold, but
also the thirst for knowledge may impel some to travel (V, 19). Overall,
then, Diderot concludes that “tyranny, guilt, ambition, curiosity, a kind
of restless spirit, the desire of acquiring knowledge, and of seeing things,
[and] tedium™ have driven, and will continue to drive, a certain number
of humans to the farthest reaches of the earth (IX, 5).

‘ Whatever the reasons for their vovages, imperial voyagers and commer-
cn,al_ travell:r_s (who often, in Diderot’s view, lay the groundwork for im-
f;fai exph?nts} arc potentially dﬂi'i_gcmus, for they suddenly find them-
selves outside the network of reciprocal relationships and expectations
that had once given them the cultural contexts for their actions, beliefs
E; ;f;;:ﬂ—i-fﬂr thFir moeurs. For Didl.‘.mlt,twhilc such contexts obviously
g ng tln time and pl;lwc_, thcsc: differentiating national characters

- particular spheres within which more humanitarian. universal
moral ideas develop, those that enable connect ¥ g
lines of difference that appear to divid e SN ENE
=% ¢ humanity. The general will of
humanity itself, then weakens sufficient] : B upa
* 1 ntly such that the most cRregious

belidv térines B
ﬂ\i:::si; cll'mra-.ta_:ﬂz»:s European conduct abroad; it is most likely for
: that Diderot employs the image of unleashed tigers that -

nce domesticated by their social ¢ F oot

ontexts and thus animated at least

will of humanity—that normally would
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partly by the bonds of reciprocity, but now run rampant in the subju-
gated lands -:}F the non-European world. As we have seen in his discussion
of the changing norms of hospitality, crossing borders need not always
produce such destructive and violent results, Indeed, Diderot theorizes
that the ideal relations in the modern world among European and non-
European peoples would not have to be restricted simply to trade, but
could in theory also involve some forms of settlement in already settled
lands. Such settlement, however, would not involve colonization; rather,
Europeans should settle in settled areas of the non-European world only
with the permission of the host society and in the spirit of ancient hospi-
tality that has been so often abrogated by modemn travellers. In a discos-
sion of how the French should conduct themselves if they ever get to
reestablish regular contact with India, Diderot writes thart all such settlers
should become “naturalized” into their host country (IV, 33). A wise
people, he ultimately recommends, will never encroach upon the liberty
or property of the host country or destroy their places of worship, but
will conform to their customs and laws. Diderot was under no illusions,
however, about the likelihood of such travel, and indeed many of his
contributions to the Histoire document in vivid detail how far from this
ideal Europeans have in fact conducted themselves abroad.

On the Cruelties Unleashed by Empire
in the Non-European World

One of the primary methods that Diderot uses to argue against European
imperialism is to detail what he considered to be the catastrophic effects
of empire upon non-European peoples, and to attempt to offer explana-
tions as to why Europeans engage routinely in such barbaric actions in
the non-European world. In a typical passage, he summarizes the d-:var,l-
tation of European imperial incursions abroad as the work of an evil
genius.
Settlements have been formed and subverted; ruins have been heaped on ruins;
countries that were well peopled have become deserted; ports that were ﬂﬂllol'
buildings have been abandoned; vast tracts that had been ill cemented with
blood have separated, and have brought to view the bones of :.'nurdm:rs and
tyrants confounded with cach other. It seems as if from one region o another
prosperity has been pursued by an evil genius that ap_eaks our [F::.mp:an] sV
cral languages, and which diffuses the same disasters in all parts.’® (IV, 33)

The nineteen books of the Histoire describe and

with the non-European world by dividing t!1is
activities of each imperial power. In the opening

judge European contacts
history according to the
book, Diderot considers
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: EatE i evastation
at length the Britl,?h experience in [ndm.di{c n:;nr::uu:;:c; ;1:;1 tL “saeprs
brought upon India by conquest and trade, ! e e
ularly tragic given what he deems from a previous an y&:sfm e
natural plenitude and gentle mores of the reglon.l“Thi: rage o cc:nqu!.-.x.-t‘
and what is no less destructive an evil, the greediness of traders,™ writes
Diderot, “have, in their ums, ravaged and -::Pprcs?cd the ﬁm?s: country
on the face of the globe.” (I, 8) From a consideration -:!f the lr_ldlgcrmm
politics of India as the British began to make contact with Indian rulers,
he concludes that internally weak, and thus cspcnal!}r vulnerable, coun-
tries eventually fall prey to conquerors, but that this p?'n_ducts an even
worse barbarism. The clashing customs, manners, religions, and lan-
guages of conquering and conquered peoples, which have not coexisted
over a long period of time, produce a kind of chaos whose effects several
centuries cannot dispel (I, 8). y

In a chapter entitled “Oppressions and cruelties exercised by the En-
glish in Bengal”, Diderot focuses upon the 1769-70 Bengal famine and
attempts to determine whether the English can be held morally account-
able for it. After a grim description of the amount of misery and death
that the famine brought about, Diderot blames the English for ignoring
the desperate needs of starving Bengalis after a drought led to poor har-
vests. Although noting that it is difficult to determine the merits of the
charge that the monopoly of the British East India Company is to blame,
“no one”, he contends,

will undertake to defend them [the English] against the reproach of negligence
and insensibility. And in what crisis have they merited that reproach? In the

very instant of time when the life or death of several million of their fellow
creatures was in their power. (111, 38)

While on the surface this appears to be a purely natural disaster, Diderot
argues that it was the failure of the British to respond effectively to the
miscries of Indians during the drought that yielded the famine. Mere
mlsf_orm;c, then, was greatly compounded by what amounts to a form of
passive injustice, the failure to intervene or to act when one has the
power to stop or to prevent further disaster.'”” As Diderot concludes, “it is
not to be doubted that, if instead of having solely a regard for them-
fn&:%v_cs, and remaining entirely in negligence of t\'cr:rthing clse, they had
mmal]?r taken every precaution in their power, then they might have ac-
complished the preservation of many lives that were lost.” (111, 38) While
there was no revolt against the British, Diderot argues that r‘h: affected

Indians would have been just: i :
Justified in d
powerful Bles kboue Hicic oing s0 and could have made a

vid : oppression under the English. He he

es a speech in the guj nce, he pro-
guise of a downtrod ; : A

many sympathetic rhetorical den Indian (one of Diderot’s

attempts to give voice to oppressed imperial
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subjects) in.which the English are described as onerous masters who seek
ml_'}]}r to enrich themselves and who at times seem to deny even that In-
dians are “human creatures™. As Diderot’s Indian exhorts,

Deprived of all authority, stripped of our propenty, weighed down by the teri-
ble hand of power, we can only lift our hands to you to implore your assistance.
You have heard our groans; you have seen famine making very quick advances
upon us; and then you arrended to your own preservation. You hoarded up the
small quantity of provisions that escaped the pestilence; you filled your gran-
aries with them, and distributed them among vour soldiers. (111, 38)

All this compares unfavourably to what likely would have been the ac-
tions of the Mughal sovereigns. Indians’ former rulers, he suggests, were
more humane and less grasping; they would have sought assistance from
neighbouring realms and opened up their own coffers in the thought that
by preserving their subjects they were enriching themselves. In contrast,
the English weigh down Indians with tyranny and indifference, offering
nothing to help Indians’ preservation while taxing them, managing their
commerce, exporting their merchandise, and reaping benefits from their
industry and soil, which pours resources into English factories and her
other colonies. “All these things you regulate, and you carry on solely for
your own advantage. But what have you done for our prescrvation? What
steps have you taken to remove from us the scourge that threatened us:”
(111, 38) On the supposition that “every sentiment of humanity was ex-
tinguished in their [English] hearts”, as a result of the corrupting influ-
ences of absolute, imperial rule upon the English themselves, Diderot
suggests that wrenching descriptions of the humanitarian catastrophes
created or deepened by the English are unlikely to have any effect upon
them. Only the comparison he made with India’s former rulers, he con-
tends, could possibly sway the English, since it appeals to England’s rep-
utation and national standing,. ]
For celebrants of the English government and its relative moderation
at home, the daily abuses by it (and by its trading company proxy ) a:?d
“the entire loss of all principle”™, he notes, are especially curious and dis-
turbing. Diderot suggests that even countrics that have achicved a less
despotic form of rule at home are virtually guaranteed to act dy:lspnmjally
abroad when they amass far-flung imperial realms. The English might
have arrived in India as traders, he writes, but they are now absolute
rulers, and so it is nearly impossible for them not to do wrong. He argues
along these lines that the great distance of India from their country, the
different climate and its cffects both upon Irul-:r and ruled, and the ac-
companying unlikelihood of viewing Indians as fellow m;l:;ects, ;rc
among the causes of English oppression abroad. Whatever sanctity
and moderation of English jurisprudence at home, one could not rea-
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¢ the British East India Company to restrain lLﬂtlfaE{t}rde

2"2‘33 e semblance of the rule of law, for, as he argues, the whole
arpose of the company’s activities in India waslpmﬁt. Ultimarely, the
%nglish government gave the company “the d“““‘!f_‘}f 1 il_““nll_‘"“ peo-
ple” in order to inZrease Great Britain’s revenue by “9 million livres per
am™ (111, 38). | AT
-.a.n;ln i Egﬂ:cti{jns upon the carliest phases of the Smssh empire, [),
derot acknowledges that there is a certain grandeur to 1mp¢na! exploits,
though, in his view, they are outweighed by the sheer moral bhrl'nilncﬁs of
such enterprises. Hernin Cortés surely possessed great qu;dmc_s that
stand as shining examples of his distinctive character; yet, the entire en-
terprise in which he and his countrymen were collectively engaged was ar
bottom cormupt, and so his faults, in some sense, are those of his people.
As Diderot concludes, “[t]his Spaniard was despotic and cruel, and his
successes are tarnished by the injustice of his projects. He was an assassin
covered with innocent blood; but his vices were of the times, and of his
nation, and his virtues were his own™ (V1, 12). Cortés’s impressive per-
sonal qualities and skills were put to use, in Diderot’s view, in a funda-
mentally unjust and necessarily violent cause. Founders are, in a sense,
imperious figures, but he argues that one should distinguish imperial
founders, who aim to subjugate and rule a foreign people with whom
there are no or few preexisting bonds, with the “peaceable founder”,
who is thoroughly acquainted with a country, its geography, tempera-
ment, and genuine needs, and accordingly takes the time to foster the
institutions and practices necessary to develop a stable, lasting, and just
society (VI, 12). Thus, while what so many have viewed as the greatness
of empire understandably inspires some admiration—arising, Diderot
writes, from the sheer atrociousness of such a project—the accompany-
ing h-:-m::rs also lead one o “freeze with horror.™ (V1, 24) Thus, in ligi'n
of his I‘f:llﬁf:.‘ltcd expressions of astonishment and wonder ar the extraordi-
nary military and political successes of the conquistadors, Diderot notes
explicitly that his goal in writing the history of such exploits is bound

up with a moral duty to highlight the evils perpetrated by his fellow
Europeans,

It has not been my intention to be the celebrant of the conguerors of the other

hemisphere. I have not allowed my judgement to be so far misled by the bnl-

liane i e i i
¢ of their successes as to be blind to their crimes and acts of mjustice. My

aim is to write history, and I almost always write it bathed in tears. (VIL, 1)
Gi peeat | pm gl
P;:;na:;: nhb]cctwc, not only to describe the relations between the Euro-
S f:_.: non-European world, but to make clear the injustices that
e wnl : n marked these relations, he warns his readers at the outset of
© be prepared for a litany of further atrocitics, some of them
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to be committed yet again by the Spanish, but many more by the hands
of the other European imperial powers.

We arc here going to display scenes that are still more terrible than those that
have so often made us shudder. They will be unintermuptedly repeared in those
immense regions that remain for us [in the Histoire] to go over. The sword will
never be blunted, and we will not see it stop untl it meets with no more
victims to strike. (VIL, 1)

By the end, once the spectacle of European empire has run its course,
there will be no people left to oppress. The globe itself, he implies, places
a geographical limit to the wandering madness begun by the Spanish.
One of the great ironies, in Diderot’s view, of modern European impe-
ralism is that the conquests and injustices that once afflicted so many
European socicties as a result of the barbarian invasions have simply been
repeated on a wider scale by those who were once subjugated peoples.
“The Spaniards,” whom he notes were “the descendents or slaves of the
Visigoths, like them, divided among themselves the deserted lands and
the men who had escaped their swords. Most of these wretched victims
did not survive for long, doomed to a state of slavery worse than death.”
(VIIL, 32) In part, Diderot refers here to the slavery of the soul, to the
devastation of indigenous peoples’ spirit to govern themselves effectively.
Those Peruvians, he notes, who have managed to escape death or the
brutal tyranny of the conquerors, have “fallen into the most degraded
and brutal state™ (VII, 27). Their religion, which once elevared their
spirits, and the other institutions that formed the context for their
thoughts and actions, have been decimated. What results, suggests Di-
derot, is the “listless and universal indifference” to which “it is in the
power of tyranny to plunge humans.” (VII, 27) In light of this, dispens-
ing liquor to such nations, usually for ill purposes to begin with, he
notes, has done as much harm to them as the use of arms; we must rank
this “among the number of calamitics with which we have lmdeld the
other hemisphere.” (VIIL, 6) It is precisely because of the destruction of
Amerindian nations in Peru and clsewhere, and the resulting condition of
the “few men who remained there”, that Spanish imperialists rurned to-
ward another continent, in order to keep their fields and mines in opera-
tion. “[BJut this mode of substitution,” writes Diderot, “whm_h was dic-
tated by the refinement of Europcan barbarity, was more prc]1:1::l1naj o
Aftica than useful to the country of the Incas.” (XIL, 27) For Diderot, all
this suggests that the state itself is a monopoly of brute power that tends
to be exercised over ever morc spheres of life. Empire only strengthens
this power and further creates such opportunities; it should come as no
surprise, then, that it would want monopolistic power even over the
trade of human beings themselves. “The government, €VEr intent on lay-
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ing taxes upon vices and
and bad projects, upon th
mission of being exempted from them,
NI, 27
i csuses of the ferociy of the Spanish conquest and the reasons why
Spain did not simply engage in a Tum‘aﬂ}" "5_1":1:""5"‘-1‘5“‘t Eﬁd‘ with an inde-
pendent Mexico and Peru—ignoring, in this respect, the true principles
of commerce”—are manifold, according to Diderot, and they have much
to do with the curious nature of the imperial enterprise itself (VIII, 32).
The ecase of their early victories over various Amerindian peoples, the
natural pride of conquerors, and in general their thirst for riches and the
spirit of religious fanaticism, set them on their path toward further impe-
rial activities. He also notes that fear and panic, in addition to the dif-
ficulty of stopping the camage once it began, enabled the brutality
brought about by conquest. Furthermore, the increasing power of Spain
within Europe that its initial successes vielded provided a further impetus
for extending their empire. Finally, Diderot considers the possibility that
“the sentiments of humanity grow weaker the more distant we are from
our native country”, especially when humans become ferocious as a result
of being disconnected to any of the social, legal, and political contexts
that might otherwise have moderated their behaviour. In light of this, the
Spanish failed to recognize in Amerindians the cultural agency that de-
fines humanity itself, “the image of an organization similar to their own
(a similarity which is the foundation of all moral duties)”, which he calls
elsewhere, as we have seen, the general will of humanity (VIII, 32). Di-
derot counscls against immediately granting liberty to the Spanish colo-
nies, on the ground that a hasty departure would leave newly indepen-
dent countries barely able to function, given the extent of the Spanish
desFrucunn of indigenous societics. While liberation is a moral nECessity,
Spain has a responsibility, he argues, to renew its lands and pmplo:s—n&
as an act of civilization, it should be noted, but to avoid the further
oppression that would result if the Spanish simply left the Americas in its

destroyed condition—after which somewhat regenerated socicties could

then be run by truly free people. Posterity itself, he intones, in an invocs-

tion to Spanish monarchs, will not forgi !

i ? give them until they make produc-
m:l the Iam:}s rha_t they destroyed and return happincﬁt:nd treedom w0
Hmcigenous inhabitants. Only after such an effort of careful decoloniza-

tion, he impli i i indi
o implies, will a revival of indigenous rule be meaningful (VIII,

virtues, upon industry and idleness, upon good
¢ liberty of exercising oppression, and the per-
made a monopoly of this base

, and snl! are”™. (XI, 9) Rather than lcam any
arliest conquests of the Americas, the
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imperial powers scem determined, he notes, to repeat their calamitous
practices among the peoples of Africa. Yer again, Diderot believes, the
dehumanization of ever more non-Europeans creates ripe conditions for
the most barbaric crueltics.

Savage Europeans! You doubted at first whether the inhabitants of the regions
you had just discovered were not animals which you might slay without re-
morse because they were black, and you were white. . . . In order to repeople
one part of the globe that you have laid waste, you comupt and depopulate
another. (VIII, 22)

At first, he notes, Europeans viewed their slaves in the Americas and in
Africa as virtually animals, but then over time they could occasionally
accept them as potential fellow Christians, a fact that only “redoubles™
the horror of slavery since, having acknowledged them as human, they
continued to practse slaveholding.

Another form of self-serving blindness, in Diderot’s view, which afflicts
Europeans and leads to enormous suffering in the non-European world,
concerns property. Diderot argues that Europeans fail to recognize that
the right to property is universal. In a discussion about the origin of
property, he argues that in the first ages of the world, all humans had a
common right to everything upon the earth. Unfortunately, he notes, this
is the understanding of property that Europeans have used in their deal-
ings with Amerindians. This is the only standard of “public right” with
regard to property that they appeal to during their imperial endeavours,
though in this case entirely erroncously. Such a standard, he contends,
can only be applied legitimately “to the primitive state of nature, which
the European nations considered America to be when it was first discov-
ered.” (XII1, 13) Thus, the injustices committed agamst Amerindims_bc—
gan with the mistaken notion that America constituted an open region,
free of legitimate property claims. The protection that property should
enjoy, Diderot contends, is no less valid when one enters a distant terri-

tory than it is in one’s own land.

Isn’t the nature of property the same everywhere; isn’t it everywhere feunficd
upon posscssion acquired by labour, and upon a long and peaceable enjoy-
ment? Europeans, can you then inform us at what distance from your residence
the sacred title becomes abolished? Is it at the distance of a Ff:w steps, of one
league, or of ten leagues? You will answer in the negative, in which case it
cannot possibly be cven at the distance of ten ﬂ:.t:-t.lsa.nd. lcaguF&. Do you E:t
perceive that while you arogate 1o yoursclves this il'l'l.a..s:l.nal}' right over a
tant people, you confer it at the same ome to those distant people .m ].r(_mr'
selves? . . . You hold the system of Hobbes in abhorrence among your neigh

i istance thi which
bouring countries, and yet you practisc at 4 distance this fatal system,
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makes strength the supreme law. After having been thieves and assassing, noth.
ing remains to complete your character, but that you should become, a5 s
really are, a set of execrable sophists. (XIII, 13)

The only form of political rhetoric, or sophistry, in Diderot’s view, thar
European imperialists hold on to consists then of corrupted principles
and half-baked theories that are intended merely to provide an excuse for
the instigation and perpetuation of mass injustices, such as the expropria-
tion of Amerindians’ lands. No genuine understanding of property rights,
he asserts, could legitimize such seizures of goods and lands, any more
than Amerindians could legitimately claim Spain on behalf of their kings.

At times Diderot steps back from such analyses of specific injustices,
such as slavery or violations of property rights, or of particular episodes in
the history of European empires, in order to assess the more general
pathologies of conquest. He regrets that

[hlistory entertains us with nothing but the accounts of conquerors who have
worked to extend their dominions at the expense of the lives and the happines
of their subjects, but it does not set before our eyes the example of [even] one
sovercign who had thought of restraining their limits, (XII1, 1)

The peculiarity of this, in his view, is that a thorough examination of the
effects of empire reveal that it is fatal to the construction of a healthy,
long-lasting polity. Is it at all proper, he thus asks, to found settlements at

so much expense and with so much labour in other hemispheres? A "vast

/. empire” and an immense population, he suggests, are “great evils” (XIIL,
1). They both offer the surface impression of greatness, but they cause far
more problems than are usually acknowledged. Very small states over
time tend to increase in size without violent conquest, Diderot suggests,
adding that very large states necessarily break down into smaller units.
f,-'rThc cfficient and just rule of a body politic depends crucially, he implics,
{ upon a territory and population that are self-sustaining and that can be
effectively governed. There are, in this sense, natural limits to a healthy
political society, which the creation of empires violates with pernicious
results. Accordingly, he asks, “Is not this extension of empire contrary 10
nature? And must not everything that is contrary to nature have an end?”
(XTI, 1) While the increase of European governments’ power through
conquest might be destined to end, Diderot fears that it may be the fate
of states nevertheless to attempt vainly to govern vast realms. A such 2
great distance, he argues, the effects of laws of the ‘mother country’ upon
imperial subjects can hardly be great, and their obedience will likely b‘
weak. Over time, he predicts, they will cease to be interested in the affars
of the metropole. Moreover, drawing implicitly upon his understanding
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of the general will of humanity, he argues that the absence of “witnesses
and judges of our actions necessarily induce[s] corruption in our man-
ners”; outside of the domestic context of social practices and institutions,
then, colonists subvert the very ideas of virue and justice, even as they
are called upon to establish such foundations in order to build colonial
societies abroad. Hence, the directors sent to govern colonies, he charges,
arc tyrants. The administrators and other officials who run the imperial
enterprise lack the “spirit of patriotism”, roaming as they do from one
possession to the next (XIII, 1). By “patriotism”, Diderot implies thar
they lack any attachment to a community of persons and to the rule of
law that binds a community, rather than to a dogmatic attachment to a
particular country and a corresponding hatred of foreigners. In this sense,
then, his use of the general will of humanity and the language of patrio-
tism mutually reinforce one another, for Diderot attacks a kind of profi-
feering, destructive cosmopolitanism while also viewing a wide array of
cultural differences across socicties to be the manifestation of a shared,
cosmopolitan commitment to the norms of [respect and reciprocity.)
“Diderot expresses astonishment throughdur the Historre about the
sheer level of cruelty involved in the imperial enterprise. As he moves
from the activities of the Spamish and Portuguese in the non-European
world, and the widely discussed *black death’ that many of his contem-
porarics attached to Spanish rule abroad (but withheld from their own
governments), Diderot turns his attention to the English, French, Dutch,
and Danes. Will they be “less savage™ in their activities in the non-Euro-
pean world than the Spanish and Portuguese who have been so roundly
condemned by the Europeans of his day? “Is it possible”, he asks,

that civilized men, who have all lived in their country under forms of govern-
ment, if not wise, at least ancient, who have all been bred in places where they
were instracted with the lessons, and sometimes with the example, of virue,
who were all brought up in the midst of polished cities, in which a rigid exer-
cise of justice must have accustomed them to respect their fellow-creatures; is it
possible that all such men, without exception, should pursue a line of conduct
equally contrary to the principles of humanity, to their interest, to their safety,
and to the first dawnings of reason; and that they should continue to become
more barbarous than the savage? (X, 1)

The rest of the Histoire, of course, is meant to show precisely that the
Fﬂhﬂr European states who sought to become imperial powers proceeded
in the same destructive, inhumane manner. As Diderot notes, the coun-
tries from which imperialists come are by no means the model of wise
government and virtue. Yet, one would expect some semblance, he be-
lieves, of moderation to have been inculcated in countries that at least on
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occasion practised the rule of law. That this was obviously not the case
led Diderot to determine how such seemingly ‘civilized’ persons could
unleash such furious horrors abroad.

This change of character in the European who leaves his country is a phenome-
non of so extraordinary a nature, the imagination is so deeply affected by i,
that while it attends to it with astonishment, reflection tortures itself in endeay-
ouring to find out the principle of it, whether it exists in human nature in
general, or in the peculiar character of the navigators, or in the circumstances
preceding or posterior to the event. (X, 1)

Diderot then answers at length that all three of these reasons appear to
be behind the inhumanity of Europeans’ actions in the non-European
world. Humans who are free from “the restraint of laws”, he argues, tend
to be more “wicked”. When they are “far from the effects of public re-
sentment . . . no longer awed by the presence of their fellow citizens, or
restrained by shame and fear™, a “spirit of depredation follows™ that
manifests itself with horrible violence (X, 1). This, he implies, resuls
from the aggression and violence at the heart of human behaviour that is
normally conditioned by domestic forms of habituation and restraint. In
addition, those who travel tend to be dissatisfied with their lot in life, or
they are sufficiently ambitious “to entertain a contempt for life, and to
expose themselves to infinite dangers” in the hope of gaining power and
riches. The expense of travel, the sufferings involved, and the need to
justify such costly voyages all contributed to the rapacious and greedy
attitude of voyagers. Hence, the specific character of voyagers themselves
led in part to nearly ceaseless violence abroad. For them, the “New
World” was thus “a rich prey to be devoured” (X, 1). Finally, in the
ruling circles of Europe, divisions and competition among royal houses
exacerbated, in Diderot’s opinion, the cruel ambitions of imperialists
abroad.

Morcover, there was little oversight of imperial administrators and
travellers by governing officials in the metropole, who were often indif-
ferent to what took place overseas (X, 1). In general, Diderot argues, the
very idea of building empires is bound to be inconsistent with constrict-
ing and maintaining peaceful, just societies.

Is it possible even in our days to rule nations that are separated by immensc
scas from the mother country in the same manner as subjects who are situated
immediately under the eye of the sovercign? Since distant posts are never solic-
ited and filled, unless by indigent, rapacious men, without talents or morals
strangers to all sentiment of honour, and to every idea of equity, the refuse of
the higher ranks of the state, must we not consider the future splendour of the
colonies as a chimerical notion; and will not the future happiness of these &
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gions be a phenomenon even more astonishing than their first devastation?
(X 1)

Given the litany of bloodthirsty, greedy, and shorsighted European ac-
tions abroad that Diderot so often presents in the Histoire, he notes his
frustration at the unwillingness of those with any power in the capitals of
Europe to heed his warnings and to decolonize, even though it would
ulomately be not only in the interests of humanity, but also in their own
best interests. Given that the lot of both Europeans and non-Europeans
is never truly improved by any of the imperial activities overseas, then
breaking the chains that tic Europe to such colonies, in his view, is imper-
ative. Such advice, he realized, would continue to be ignored by those
who had much to profit in the short term from imperial aggression abroad.
«] am much afraid that my voice has only exclaimed, and will only ex-
claim, in the desert.” (X, 1)

Trading Companies and Conquest: On Commerce
and Imperial Rule

For Diderot, the phenomenon of modern imperialism was increasingly a
commercial affair. While it was clear that religious conversion, European
geopolitics, and notions of improving or civilizing other peoples, among
others, all continued to play significant roles in the imperial enterprise,
Diderot understood that the growing importance of the European trad-
ing companies and of the profit-oriented, commercial side of empire de-
manded an analysis of the role of commerce in the global affairs of his
day."* Hence, in a discussion of the importance of global commerce in

English society, Diderot jokes that

[tlhe passion for trade excrts such influence over you [the English] that even
your philosophers are governed by it. The celebrated Mr. Boyle used to say
that it would be a commendable action to preach Christianity to the savages
because, were they to know only as much of it to convince them of their
obligation to wear clothes, it would prove of great service to English manufac-
turers. (X, 13)

While the eighteenth century is often interpreted as an age that cele-
brated commerce as a way of inducing peace and industry among other-
wise aggressive and warlike Furopean states,” Diderot’s view of com-
metce was ambivalent. On the one hand, it could indeed bring about
relations among distant peoples and promote social ties and productive
industry (I, intro,; XII, 24). On the other hand, it was the impetus be-
hind so many of the cruel and destructive practices of the imperial
powers, who either misunderstood or chose to ignore the true benefits
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that a well-arranged global commerce could ideally promote. The whole
range of Diderot’s positive commentary upon commerce in the Histoire
muakes clear that the beneficial aspects of commerce usually refer to com-
merce understood broadly as communication, interaction, and exchange
(not only of goods, but also of ideas). The English and French word
commerce can mask the ways in which this concept refers both to com-
munication or interaction and to economic barter, trade, and industry. In
ancient medieval writings, the Latin commercism was similarly muly.
face ¢ idea that ‘the Enlightenment’ as such ultimately provided
the justifications for modern market-oriented commerce masks the rch
ambiguity of the concept of commerce that many of the most prominent
eighteenth-century thinkers self-consciously exploited as they soughr o
analyze the emergence of global commerce in its multiple forms. Di-
derot’s ambivalent understanding of commerce in the Histosre shapes his
discussion of the relationship between travel, trade, profit, and empire,
thercby providing another plank for his criticism of empire. His anti-
imperialist arguments along these lines focus on the violent, unchecked
passions unleashed among commercial voyagers and other imperialists
due to their “thirst for gold” (IX, 1).

In a discussion about English traders in India, Dideror argues that the
thirst for gold did not take hold at first, as the English usually formed
small trading settlements with the consent of local Indian governments,
The English numbers were small, and in this period, it seems, they often
respected the ancient norms of hospitality. Diderot even goes on to state
that the earliest expeditions to the East Indies were “nothing more than
the enterprises of humane and fair traders™ (111, 2}). The escalation to-
ward the blood-soaked frenzy of tigers returning to the forest began very
shortly thereafter, and it was instigated, in his view, largely by the compe-
ition among European powers in the East Indies. The competition that
was sometimes said in eighteenth-century writings to yield “frugality,
cconomy, moderation, work, wisdom, tranquillity, order, and rule”
brought instead a fierce desire to build exclusive commercial tics to the
non-European world.* “They thought that it was difficult to acquire
great riches without grear injustice, and thar, in order to SUrpass or cven
equal the nations ﬂ'il:!r’ had censured, d‘l{:!..' must pursue the same conduct.
This was an error which led them into false measures.” (111, 2) Such
ambitions released the English from the ties of social norms and instead
?'il_:ldf:d the imperial mind-set previously described, not only with its rank
injustices but also, as Diderot likes to point out, with a precarious hold
upon the gains achieved by such violence, fraud, and deceit. While pros-
perity might come faster with injustice, he notes, the authority and the
possessions that follow from it are fragile precisely because of the means
used to acquire them. Thus, both out of concern for indigenous nations

-1}
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and for European nations’ own welfare, Diderot asserts that he “can
never be convinced that it is a martter of indifference whether we make
our appearance before foreign nations in the character of infernal spirits,
or in that of celestial beings.™ (111, 2) Empire had become an increasingly
commercial affair—ultimately, “the passion for trade™ was the instigating
factor behind an increasing number of imperial ventures, and commerce
was the “sole object” of the many wars and violent conflicts among im-
perial powers (X, 13).

The false confidence in a narion’s powers that global commerce en-
courages, in Diderot’s view, induces political instability and violence, as
European states become increasingly hostile and arrogant toward one an-
other. The idiotic rvalry among European nations, as he describes it,
each of which appears to think that its prosperity somehow requires the
poverty and weakness of all the others, is sadly not lessened by the painful
experience of continual wars and animosities. Far from fostering the co-
operative bonds of mutual commerce and practising fe dowx commerce,
European nations at most pay lip service to the ideals of peace, while
acting in direct contradiction to them. “[W]e hear on every side,” he
WrItCs,

nations, especially commercial ones, cryving out for peace, while they sall con-
tinue to conduct themselves toward one another in a way that excludes them
from ever obtaining thar blessing. They will all aspire to happiness, and each of
them would enjoy it alone. They will all equally hold tyranny in contempt, and
they will all exercise it upon their neighbours. They will all consider the idea of
a universal monarchy as extravagant, and yet most of them will act as if they
had either attained it or were threatened by it (XII, 14}

The battles and tensions over global trade and colonization exacerbate
the already fragile relationships among European states, then, which even
int the best of times could come apart easily because of the hazards intrin-
sic to international politics, with its lack of a common “tribunal” to
which all nations could submit. After reflecting upon the social, eco-
nomic, and political damage done to European nations themselves by the
growth of commerce, Diderot concludes with a discussion about how
commerce and imperial pursuits have ultimately weakened and subverted
Dutch republicanism. This makes it more difficult, he regrets, for sup-
porters of republicanism outside of Holland to make their case, and so
the zeal for creating and maintaining empires abroad also weakens the
chances for democratization in Europe. Diderot darkly concludes that it
may be the case that “the destiny of every commercial nation [ nation
commergante] is t be rich, careless, corrupt, and dominated.” (II, 27)

_ For Diderot, economic monopolies over trading routes abroad and po-
litical monopolies over sovereignty within European societics went hand
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in hand. Absolute authority in one sphere merged casily with tyrannical
control in another. Indeed, the political character of his discussions of
commerce stems from this connection; his criticisms of the monopolies
of quasi-sovereign imperial companies are ﬂl‘hetn only thinly veiled attacks
upon the corrupt and unjust political authority of European sovereigns
who lord over both the unfortunate inhabitants of European societies
and the inhabitants of an increasing number of far-flung, non-European
socicties. Diderot contends that monarchs, ministers of state, and com-
mercial chiefrains, who already collectively exercise an overwhelming sov-
ereign power, now seck to enlarge this power, while disingenuously justi-
fying imperial strength abroad as a means to safeguard domestic security,
Addressing European sovereigns, Diderot argues that the jealous and
cruel ambition of European powers who seek to monopolize trading
privileges and imperial rule is the real

motive for which you take up arms, and massacre each other! It is to determine
which of you shall retain the exclusive privilege of tyranny, and the monopoly
of prosperity. 1 am aware that you colour this atrocious project with the pre-
tence of providing for your own security: but how can you be credited, when it
is evident that you set no bounds to your ambition; and that the more power-
fual you are, the more imperious you become? (V, 4)

Diderot’s tone throughout the Histoire on such matters is pessimistic; he
continually describes European governments as largely unaccountable to
the interests of their subjects and increasingly corrupted by wealth. Com-
menting upon the lively debates in England about whether the East India
Company’s charter would be renewed in 1780, he notes that everything
scems to suggest that a renewal would be enacted by Parliament, despite
the dreadful effects that such imperial and commercial power has had
upon both the English and the Indian nations. The commercial profits
that benefit the political class are large enough, he implies, to rule out
any possibility of reforming the East India Company; thus, “[g]ovem-
ment, after having secured for itself the major part of the produce of
these conquests, will again deliver up these regions to the oppressive
yoke of monopoly.” (111, 41)

In a ‘speech’ to the English that Diderot contributed to the Histoire,
hF not only lists a variety of the injustices committed against Indians and
highlights the failed efforts of those who plead their case in England, but
also prophesies that the English will continue to oppress India and
should therefore expect to be avenged.

The horrid spectacle of so many immense regions pillaged, ravaged, or reduced
to the most crucl servitude will be displayed before us again. The carth now
covers the carcasses of three million humans who have perished through your
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[ British fault or neglect [a reference primarily to the Indian famines in com-
pany territories in the 1770s, which Diderot discussed earlier in detail|: they
will ery out to Heaven and to the earth for vengeance, and will obtain it. (IT11,
1)

Diderot balances such appeals to the commercial, imperial classes—argu-
ing that based only on their self-interest, they should understand thart
they will eventually come to their nun since they will be forced at some
point to answer for their oppression—with the grim reality thar, for now,
they have bought with gold the silence of legislators and the courts. Di-
derot’s final rhetorical appeal, when he has outlined the depths of injus-
tice, is almost always to the selfishness of the powerful. However, in the
case of commercial zealots who build empires abroad for European states,
he knows that even this tactic may well be ineffectual, for global trade
does not depend necessarily upon protecting commercial gains in any
one region. Since new markets and new lands for pillage can always be
found, global economic arrangements give powerful interests no incen-
tive to cultivate any one relationship. Accordingly, Diderot characterizes
the monopolists’ “creed” as a paean to globalizing ventures that lack any
rootedness in particular communities:

Let my country perish, let the region [ command also perish; perish the citizen
and the forcigner; perish my associates, provided that I can enrich myself with
his spoils. All parts of the universe are alike to me. When I have laid waste,
exhausted, and impoverished one country, 1 shall always find another, to which
[ can carry my gold. . . . (111, 41)

Diderot argues further that the metropole has little concern even for
the European inhabitants of its colonies, and that their great distance
from the halls of power, both imperial and commercial, mirrors the plight
of rural inhabitants within European countries, who remain largely ig-
nored, he notes, by those in cities (XIII, 41). Addressing colonists, he
argues that they should “implore the assistance of the mother-country to
which you are subject, and if you should experience a denial, break off
your connections with it. It is too much to be obliged to suppor at once
misery, indifference, and slavery.” (XIII, 41) The absurdity of the situa-
tion, in Diderot’s view, is that the most profitable colonies receive the
fewest liberties and are often the most oppressed, for their masters are
“commercial states™ that accordingly rule in light of the most cruel spirit
of administration; in large part, he contends, it is pure profit of the most
short-sighted kind that drives them to heavy-handed rule (XIII, 41). Col-
onies that become independent, with their mixed populations of indige-
nous inhabitants, slaves (whom Diderot hoped would be freed or who
would more likely free themselves by violence), and the descendants of
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Europeans may well be the hope of the _ﬁ.ltun‘:. he suggests, if they can
learn the proper lessons from Europe’s disastrous commercial and impe-
ral exploits. Thus, in an invocation to the people of North America,
Diderot declares,
[Llet the example of all the nations which have preceded you, and especially
that of the mother-country, serve as a lesson to you. Dread the influence of
gold, which, with luxury, introduces cormuption of manners and contempt of
the laws. Dread too an unequal distribution of wealth, which vields a small
number of rich citizens, and a multitude of citizens plunged in misery. . . .
Kecep yourselves free from the spirit of conquest. The tranquillity of an empire
diminishes in proportion to its extent. (XVIII, 52)

The eventual independence of colonies, however, was not a solution to
the problems associated with global commerce, as Diderot well under-
stood, The manner in which global commerce itself should be reformed
after having been steeped in blood, tyranny, and corruption from the
discovery of the New World onward was, in SOME respects, an open ques-
tion for him, for he never presents a systematic response to this issue in
the Histoire. Still, he believed that a reform both of European states (to
break their absolute sovereignty, and to make them more accountable to
their subjects) and of the international order (to create a meaningful tri-
bunal that would oversee the increasingly complex political and commer-
cial disputes among nations) would be necessary first steps. He was, how-
ever, under no illusions about the likelihood of such developments. His
pessimism about domestic political reform followed from his belief that
the citizens of European states were pacified by the influx of commercial
goods and were increasingly unaware, or tolerant, of the most egregious
social and political injustices both at home and abroad. Europeans have
become reconciled, he writes, to a “regular and constant system of op-
pression”, and social and political debate has been reduced ultimately to
what amounts to “the various ranks of slaves assassinating each other
with their chains, for the amusement of their masters.” (VI, 1) Yer Di-
derot also affirms that the spirit of barter and exchange is not fundamen-
tally inconsistent with peace and tranquillity. In the future, he hopes,
governmental sanctions will apply across borders “to the private engage:
ments between subjects of different nations and . . . those bankruptcies,
the effects of which are felt at immense distances, will become concerns
of govenment.” Although Diderot refers here primarily to commercial
bankruptcies, their attendant moral bankruptcies, as we have scen, are
also among the effects of a global commercial order; these, too, could
perhaps be regulated by a set of transnational practices and instirutions.
The one cemainty for Diderot is that global commerce has become the
key framework within which intemational politics is practised; thus, “the
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annals of nations must hereafter be written by commercial philosophers,
a5 they were formerly by historical orators.” (VI, 1)

Even without thoroughgoing institutional reforms, however, Diderot
believes that it could be beneficial simply to transform the way most
people conceptuilized commerce both as a practice and as an ideal, In a
discussion of what the French could hypothetically achieve in their trade
with the East Indies, in the unlikely event that they recover the influence
they once had there, Diderot explores at some length what nonexploita-
tive commercial relations might look like not only in India, but in general
(IV, 33). Diderot describes a relationship in which Europeans might form
trading posts, but would do no more politically than to serve as the medi-
ators of local disputes, in contrast to the Indies companies that served as
the auxiliaries of some local political powers in their (sometimes manu-
factured) disputes with others. No trading posts should be fortified, local
customs and religions should be respected, and the very idea of conquest
should be banished from the minds of those who voyage to the Indies.
As Diderot notes, “[t o conquer, or to plunder with violence, is the same
thing.” An extensive and flourishing trade would no doubt involve com-
petition with other European powers, but this could occur lawfully if the
nature of exchange and trade was itself moderate and just, characterized
by a “faithful observance of engagements™ with indigenous peoples and
other European nations and contentment “with a moderate profit™.* Set-
tlers must become “naturalized™ into their host country, in order to avoid
becoming the ‘tigers’ free of any national character who cross borders
with no ambition but wealth and destruction. It is thus absolutely crucial
“to keep good terms with the indigenous inhabitants [ les indigénes]” (IV,
33). In a final appeal to humanitarian norms, he writes, “Let us, there-
fore, no longer be imposters on our first appearance; servile, when we are
received; insolent, when we think ourselves strong; and cruel, when we
have become all powerful.” (IV, 33)

From Diderot’s perspective, however, non-European nations should
not wait for the unlikely possibility that European states and their com-
mercial proxies will reform themselves. The only examples of successful
resistance to the most corrupting and unjust forms of commerce, in his
view, are those of non-European nations that were strong cnough to
curtail interactions with untrustworthy European merchants and potential
imperialists; as diplomatically harmful as this can be, he notes that it is a
defensible and sensible strategy, one consistent with the norms of hospi-
tality, as Kant also would later argue as part of his theory of cosmopolitan
right. Upon entering an inhabited country, Diderot contends, what is
due to one as a matter of justice and hospitality from the indigenous
society is limited. The host country can justifiably curtail visitors’ at-
tempts to promote commerce and communication if it concludes that a
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peaceful and moderate commerce is unlikely to result. Writing from the
point of view of a European visitor, he writes that

if T am granted sanctuary, fire, warer, bread and salt, then all obligations to-
wards me will have been fulfilled. If 1 demand more, 1 become a thief and a
murderer. Let us suppose that [ have been accepted. I have become acquainted
with the country’s laws and maeurs. They suit me. 1 want to settle there. If T am
allowed to do so, it is a favour done to me, and a refusal cannot offend me. The
Chinese may be bad politicians when they shut us out of their empire, but they
are not unjust. Their country has sufficient population, and we [Europeans] are
too dangerous as guests.” (XIII, 1)

Most societics, however, were cither decimated or weakened by their
encounters with Europe or had already been conquered; shutting down
commerce with European states was a stratcgy that few non-European
realms could attempt. Moreover, as Diderot was well aware, less techno-
logically complex nomadic societies, such as hunters and herders, were
particularly vulnerable to the juggernaut of commerce and empire, and
obviously lacked the military and political power that a nation like China
could deploy. In light of this, he writes that tragically “one cannot help
imagining that before three centuries have passed they [‘priminve’—i.e.,
nomadic peoples] will have disappeared from the earth.” (XV, 4)

The Disastrous Effects of Empire upon Europeans

It is only on rare occasions, according to Diderot, that conquest pro-
duces genuine benefits for imperial powers themselves. In what he de-
scribes as one of the great ironies of modern European history, various
forms of oppression within Europe, including slavery and harsh feudal
laws, were eased somewhat at the beginning of the crusades. The vassals
of feudal lands were “almost reinstated . . . in the order of human be-
ings” by being sold property by the lords to fund conquests abroad. Asa
result. 2 minimal right to property and some rudimentary forms of inde-
pendence became instituted. Thus, “the first dawnings of liberty in Eu-
rope were, however unexpectedly, owed to the crusades: and the rage of
conquest for once contributed to the happiness of mankind.” (1, 13)

~ Much more often, however, the imperial enterprise further strengthens

governmental power, which already tends toward a dangerous expansion
of authority (IX, 30). The character of imperial governance is such that
the great distance of colonies from the metropole increases the already
complex array of matters that governments must rake account of, in light
Df :whi-:h state power assumes further roles—with yet further opporm®
nities for injustice. As a consequence, Diderot argues, empires lead -
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variably to abuses at home and abroad (VIII, 23). Along these lines, he
prescn-rs the administration of the Caribbean colonies as a typical case,
for it seems inevitable that they will continue to be administered in a
harsh and absolute fashion. Their colonial administrators are either cor-
rupt to begin with or they are made so by being given absolute power.
Hence, in overseeing a system of laws that are, by their nature, not at-
tuned to the interests and needs of its subjects, and given that they are
rarely given the time to understand any of the local features of their
constituency before they return home, disaster tends to follow both for
them and for their colonial subjects (XIII, 56).

As we have seen, Diderot concludes that even the descendants of Eu-
ropeans in colonies are poorly treated by imperial administrators who
simply institute programs that are set in the metropole. Much of his criti-
cisms of this kind stem from the view that the sovereigns in Europe are
motivated primarily by a spirit of jealousy of other sovereigns’ imperial
power. Thus, they would be less affected if their colonies were destroyed
by the sea, Diderot suggests, than if they were taken over by a rval
power (X111, 41). Now that new communities have been created by the
cohabitation and mixing of various peoples, through settlement, slavery,
and the remnants of indigenous populations, remarkable new societies
might prosper in the future, in a manner that might even eschew the
injustices of past imperial practices, But for this to occur, the masters of
such socicties could no longer be monarchs and royal councils thousands
of miles away in Europe (XI, 31). At the moment, he notes, the descen-
dants of Europeans in the Caribbean, for instance, have had their charac-
ters thoroughly cormupted by camying out the most brutal functions of
imperial rule, such as slaveholding (XI, 31).

The lack of judgement exercised by the most powerful classes in Eu-
rope disturbs Diderot, for a clear-headed assessment of imperial politics
would reveal that the possession of colonies creates far greater problems
for European countries than what are seen to be the impressive gains in
riches and power, which only continue to dupe governments into ex-
panding their imperial exploits. In a discussion about whether the acqui-
sition of Canada has been advantageous or harmful to England, he ar-
gues that it is forgotten “that every domain, scparated from a state by a
vast distance, is precarious, expensive, ill-defended, and ill-govemed”
(XVI, 23). The politically powerful routinely fail to think about the long-
term economic, political, and moral costs of empire in part because of the
obsession for national glory that imperial enterprises stoke in the capirals
of Europe. Hence, since they never consider “whether a miserable little
island will not occasion cares and expenses that cannot be compensated
by any advantage, they will suffer themselves to be dazzled with the friv-
olous glory of having added it to the national dominion.” (XVI, 23)
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These and many other lessons and dangers are lost upon those who are
consumed by “the rage of extending their dominions”. The dangers of
an ever increasing state power in European countries, which already sup-
ported a framework of customs, practices, and institutions that weighed
down most of its subjects, should be even more obvious in an age of
empire, when the brute force of state administration covers extensive ter-
ritories across the globe. Such developments further oppress European
subjects, and Diderot concludes bleakly in a notable passage that the very
idea of settled communities with fixed magistrates and a codified rule of
law, indeed with all of the hallmarks of what are considered to be “civili-
zation®, appear only to promote the interests of an increasingly haughty
and aggressive elite.

Such are the effects of national jealousies, and of the rapaciousness of govem-
ment, to which men, as well as their property, become prey. What our encmies
lose is reckoned an advantage, what they gain is looked upon as a loss. When a
town cannot be taken, it is starved; when it cannot be kept, it is burnt to ashes,
or its foundatons are razed. . . . A despotic government separates its enemics
from its slaves by immense deserts to prevent revolts within one, and emigra-
tion from another. In such a manner has Spain chosen to make a wilderness of
her own country and a grave of America, rather than divide its riches with any
of the other European nations. The Dutch have been guilty of every public and
prvate crime to deprive other commercial nations of the spice rade. They have
frequently thrown whole cargoes into the sea rather than sell them ar a low
price. . . . England destroyed the neutral French inhabitants of Acadia to pre-
vent them from retuming to France. Can it be said after this thar civilization
[n police] and society were made for the happiness of mankind? Yes, for the
powerful man; ves, for the evil man. (XVII, 16)

When Diderot wrote his contributions to the Histoére in the 1770s, France
had lost most of its colonial possessions as a result of the Seven Years’
War, and was reduced largely to its Caribbean plantations. Yet, his anti-
imperialism by no means assumed the historical demise of the imperial
project, for he clearly believed that while the balance of imperial power
might shift among European states, imperial rule itself appeared to be
firmly entrenched, largely because it served a variety of governmental,
c?nuncrcial‘ and clerical interests. Ultimately, however, empire came at a
high cost not only to subjugated non-Europeans, but to Europeans as
well, whose prospects for peace, economic stability, and freedom were
undx..:r even greater threat, he maintained, than before the advent of mod-
em imperialism.,

While Diderot’s concerns about the impact of empire upon European
Societies, and in particular upon European governments, fostered a deep
pessimism about the nature of political rule itself, he also writes in the
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Histoive of some positive lessons about politics that might be gleaned
from the experience of imperialism. In a more hopeful vein, he writes
that “[n]o society was ever founded on injustice™, that is, as a matter of
principle (XVIIL, 1). Such a polity would cither be destroyed by what
would naturally be its many enemies or by its own immorality. A society
thar is virtaous, in contrast, would do no injury to anyone, and it would
be founded upon an impartial equity, stable laws, and an exercise of polit-
ical power that would protect every group and all ranks. For such a peace-
ful and productive society, neighbours would rush to its defence. The
unreal quality of such a polity, as far removed from reality as a socety
founded thoroughly upon injustice, should hence be considered as a kind
of “imaginary excellence in politcs.”™ (XVIIL, 1) Politics, then, is incvita-
bly imperfect, for it never truly occupies either of these extreme or ideal-
ized images; nonctheless, some societies may well be closer to one end of
the spectrum than another. “These two sorts of government”, Diderot
explains, “are equally unknown in the annals of the world, which presents
us with nothing but imperfect sketches more or less resembling the atro-
cious sublimity or the affecting beauty of one or the other of these great
portraits,” (XVIII, 1) While numerous factors influence where along this
idealized spectrum any one society sits, the possession of imperial realms
is a feature that virtually guarantees, according to Diderot, a condition of
injustice for the socety in question. Often the nations that are the most
astonishing in their achievements—not simply within what could plausi-
bly be described as their realm, but also {in light of conquest and the
building of empires) in “the theatre of the world, [and thus] impelled by
destructive ambition”™—display “a greater resemblance to the former [so-
cieties founded upon injustice].” The nations, in contrast, that fail to
achieve such grand proportions and spectacles are nevertheless, precisely
because of their more modest goals and the vast injustices they have
forsaken in concentrating upon local matters of social import, more likely
to achieve at least some modicum of political justice. “Others, more wise
in their constitution, simpler in their manners, more limited in their
views, and enveloped, if we may use the expression, with a kind of secret
happiness”, Diderot explains, “seem to be more conformable to the sec-
ond [to the societies founded upon justice].” (XVIII, 1) Saill, while his-
torical experience, in Diderot’s opinion, demonstrates that the metro-
politan societies of imperial powers corrode and move closer to pure
conditions of injustice as a result of empire, ruling elites are unlikely to be
swayed from conquest in light of this, since they are motivated primarily
by the sheer possession of power.

The most powerful nations, Diderot suggests, are often insignificant in
their origins. In a chapter on the early history of Denmark, which de-
scribes the variety of forest-dwelling peoples who eventually plundered
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the Gauls in the quest of glory and a milder climare, he argues that such
conquest is the single most important factor in determining the sheer
power of states. “It would be difficult to produce one single instance of 3
nation, since the creation of the world”, he notes, “that has either ex-
tended or enriched itself during a long interval of tranquillity, by the
progress of industry alone, or by the mere resources of its population.”
(V, intro.) Because the brute force that a state, or a state in league with
other religious and feudal institutions, can marshal over its own subjects
and against other states appears to be the paramount goal of sovereigns,
states engage in imperial exploits whenever the best opportunities of this
kind arise. Given that arguments premised upon the welfare of Europeans
would fail to stir the interests of the governing clites who sought, in
Diderot’s view, to solidify and expand their power, he turns not infre-
quently to arguments about the destruction and death that will inevitably
befall European imperialists themselves. “Nations that are subdued long
for a deliverer; nations that are oppressed, for an avenger; and they will
soon find one™, he warns (IV, 33). The prospect of Europeans—not only
lowly soldiers and colonists, but a number of the most powerful among
them—being massacred, he hopes, might help to establish, from selfish
motives, the view that fostering a good character and reputation abroad
best secures European interests. Both in his discussions of slavery and
imperialism, Diderot turns to the violence that will overcome Europeans
if they persist in their colonial efforts.

Diderot makes an appeal to European sovereigns to abolish slavery,
only to chastise himself: “But what am I saying? Let the ineffectual calls
of humanity be no longer pleaded with the people and their masters:
perhaps, they have never been attended to in any public transactions.”
(XI, 22) Accordingly, he switches rhetorical tactics, aiming instead at Eu-
ropeans’ self-interest. In part, Diderot believes that arguments about the
perils that empire create within European societies, ler alone humani-
tarian arguments, are most likely ineffective because of the arrogance and
cruelty of absolute monarchs and their corrupt courts. Moreover, the -
ing i s that imperial activities and the slave

T uie Camaped e pouss, Ohe ShilRy T TR people to e
with the plight of ﬂEErmsed non-Europeans. The evisceration of

uman sympathy inherent in the émergifig commercial practices of his
day affects consumers, then, and not only, as one would expect, the man-
ufan:mrlers, traders, agriculturalists, and other producers and middlemen
of the imperial cconomy. The zeal for profiteering abroad is matched by
the consumption of steadily multiplying goods at home, most of which
serves little social purpose, as Diderot notes often, and only fuels further
corrupt and rapacious activities in the metropole and in the colonies.
Thus, he finds that the kind of rhetorical tactics employed by his fellow
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ilosophes to rally readers to the cause of African slaves, for instance,
would likely fail. The intermingling of cruelty and imperial commerce
depicted in Voltaire’s Candide—recall Candide’s encounter with a dying
fugitive slave, bleeding heavily and with of his two limbs hacked off in
punishment for having escaped from a local plantation, who tells him
that “this is the price of the sugar you eat in Europe”—may well make
for a powerful image. In Diderot’s judgement, however, the goods brought
to Europe from the non-European world generally deadened any sympa-
thetic response to suffering that such stories might otherwise stoke.

“ Before describing the traditional defences of slavery and repudiating
each one, Diderot notes that arguments alone will fail to end the slave
rrade. In an age, he contends, in which human equality is constantly
affirmed, Europeans appear nevertheless only to take pity and to become
outraged at the treatment of fellow Europeans—for instance, those who
have been taken captive in the notorious raids off the coast of Barbary.

Writings, which will become immortal, have established in the most moving
ways that all humans are brothers. We are filled with indignation at the cruel-
ties, either civil or religious, of our ferocious ancestors, and we wm away our
eves from those ages of horror and blood. Those of our neighbours whom the
inhabitants of Barbary have weighed down with irons obtain our pity and assis-
tance. Even imaginary distress draws tears from our eyes . . . especially at the
theatre. It is only the faral destiny of the Negroes that does not concemn us.
They are tyrannized, mutilated, bumt, and put to death, and yet we listen to
these accounts coolly and without emotion. The torments of a people to whom
we owe our luxuries are never able to reach our hearts.™ (XI, 22)

In light of this phenomenon and what he took to be the deafness of all
political powers to any arguments based upon moral considerations, Di-
derot concludes thar slaves will most likely have to Tiberate themselves by
violence. He predicts that this will eventually be achieved by a “great
man”, a “Black Spartacus”, in a passage of the Histojre that would fa-
mously inspire the Haitian revolutionary, Toussaint L’Ouverture, who
would later be described by others, and would then describe himself, as
precisely this foretold avenger.® (XI, 24) Given Diderot’s theory of the
deadening effect of imperial commerce upon human sympathies, he re-
places Voltaire’s strategy of fostering pity for suffering slaves with the
more searing image of blood vengeance, appealing to Europeans’ wholly
self-interested desire not to have their throats slashed open, a prospect
that Diderot not only believes is just, but that he describes gleefully in
some of his most provocative contributions to the Histoire.™

In addition to resistance against slavery, Diderot also calls for and justi-
ﬁcs the use of violence against Europeans engaged more broadly in impe-
fial enterprises. One of the most vivid instances of an appeal to force,
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once again in light of what he assumes will be the failure of all arguments
and negotiations to deter imperial powers in their ventures, occurs to-
ward the end of his analysis of Dutch colonial ambitions in southemn
Africa. After discussing the distinctive customs and practices of Hottentot
socicty, Diderot bemoans the fact that they were being steadily over-
taken, beginning in the seventeenth century, by the forces led by Jan van
Ricbeeck, the Dutch East India Company official who founded Cape
Town. Given the many other interactions between European and non-
European peoples that are surveyed in the Histoire, Diderot feared thar
peoples like the Hottentots would not use force against European visi-
tors. Yer, only in violently resisting the Dutch would the Hottentots have
any chance of preserving their society. Their lives might be beset with
dangers in the African wilderness, but the Dutch will almost certainly
deprive them of their liberty. Diderot argues that the “wild beasts that
inhabit” the forests surrounding the Hottentots “are less formidable than
the monsters under whose empire you are going to fall. The tiger may
perhaps tear you to pieces, but he will take nothing but your life away.”
(II, 8) The Dutch arrive, he notes, in the manner of so many modem
conquerors, portraying themselves peacefully as faithful allies, but con-
cealing their true intentions. Their outlook is based entirely upon the
benefits that they can procure for themselves, without any sense of even
the most basic norms of decency and respect; these they will continue to
deny the Hottentots, Diderot suggests, just as Europeans have denied all
rights to non-Europeans in other continents. In addition to the greed for
power and commercial benefits, the Dutch are inspired by the same grossly
inegalitarian disposition as that of other Europeans who have venrured
into non-Europeans’ territories: the different climate, geography, physical
attributes, customs, and institutions of the Hottentots will thus inspire
not wonder and reflection, but rather the most base inhumanity and dog-
matic prejudices. “Their attitude will be that of benevolence; their look,
that of humanity: but cruelty and treachery reign in the bottom of their
hearts. . . . You must either agree with their extravagant opinions,” Di-
derot warns, “or they will massacre you without mercy, for they believe
that the man who does not think like them is unfit to live.” (11, 18)
One option for non-European peoples who are nomadic and likely to
be subjected to imperial rule might be to flee—*Fly, Hottentots, fly!”
Diderot exclaims ar one point—but such strategies in the end will fail,
!’or European explorers and conquerors will reach them eventually. The
ideal response is to confront incoming Europeans directly with brute
force, the only language they appear to understand. “Do not address
them with representations of justice, which they will not listen to,” he
insists, “but speak to them with your arrows.” (I1, 18) Diderot even
hopes that the Dutch colonialists will all be killed, if only the Hottentots
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can see through Dutch false promises and accordingly steel their resolve
for the bartles that might save their liberty. “[T]ake up your axes,” he
counsels, “bend your bows, and send a shower of poisoned darts against
these strangers. May there not be one of them remaining to convey to his
countrymen the news of their disaster!” (11, 18) Knowing that such ad-
vice would disturb many of his Eumpmn readers, Diderot nonetheless
notes that his arguments are made not only in the guise of historical
judgements against Riecbeeck and other past imperialists, but toward
those who seek to undertake and to defend such ventures currently and
in the furure. To those readers offended by his words, he remarks that
such a reaction deserves a similar condemnation, for it arises from a sym-
pathy toward murderous Europeans. “[Y]ou perceive in the hatred 1 have
vowed against them [the Dutch imperial incursions into the Hottentots®
territory ] that which I entertain against you.” The contemptuous attitude
that Diderot holds against those who express some sympathy toward Eu-
ropeans suffering abroad in the midst of their imperial activities seems
only to reinforce his pessimism, for it fosters his belief that the work of
writers alone will fall upon deaf ears. Thus, as a last resort, he routinely
turns to violence, in the hope that Europeans’ desire to live and to flour-
ish might lead to behaviour that humanitarian arguments alone should
ideally inspire. Even after colonization takes place, if violent resistance by
indigenous peoples does not occur initially, it is inevitable thar Europeans
will be attacked and ultimately destroved by the violent forces that they
themselves unleash in such territories, If for no other reason than self-
interest, he implies, Europeans should decolonize and rescind their impe-
rial holdings; they can do so now, with the hope of forging peaceful and
respectful ties of commerce and communication, or they will be made to
leave by a series of bloody revolts against their imperial governance.
“This is the decree pronounced by fate upon your colonies: you must
cither renounce your colonies or they will renounce you,” (XIII, 1)

Europe: Not a Civilization Fit for Export

Some of Diderot’s arguments that undercut the standard justifications of
European imperialism concern not so much the activities of empire itself,
but more generally the corruption of European civilization. Accordingly,
he challenges European pretensions of civilizing others by criticizing
many of Europe’s religious and political institutions and practices as fun-
damentally unjust, and thus as unfit to be exported abroad. Diderot views
“the fanaticism of religion and the spirit of conquest, those two distur-
bers of the universe™ as equally problematic features of global relations.
Some of his arguments about Europe’s own woes are directed toward the

¥
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Catholic church specifically, but also more generally toward the power of
religious clites. In this respect, he notes, the abuse of power that the
Catholic priesthood engages in is indicative of the problems associated
with religious clergy indigenous to the non-European world as well. The
“sacred dialect” of Sansknt in India, he argues, serves a familiar purpose:
the laity is thereby deprived of the resources with which they might ques-
tion the prerogatives of clerical power, which in this case is housed
among the Brahmins. Thus, “the spirit of the priesthood is everywhere
the same: and that at all times the priest, either from motives of interest
or pride is desirous of keeping the people in ignorance.” (I, 8) S4ll, Di-
derot notes that many individuals of great talent and virtue enter such
professions and do not directly engage in deceiving and tyrannizing their
“fellow crearures”. (I, 8) It is not religious doctrine as such, but the
abuse of the enormous social an itical_powerthat religious elites
wield that Diderot most often attacks in the Histoire. Hence, at the end
of a critical discussion of church policy during which Diderot calls for the
end of the sale of indulgences and, more broadly, for a broad reform of
church policy, he argues that the tenets of the faith, however absurd from
his own standpoint, would not bother anyone if the church were in facta
positive influence upon society. As he writes, “[v]our spirit of intolerance,
and the odious means by which you have acquired, and still continue to
heap, riches upon riches have done more injury to your opinions than all
the arguments of incredulity.” (VIII, 28) Given that Diderot’s quarrel
with the church in the Histoire is primarily social and political, rather
than about theological doctrine, his criticisms focus not upon ideas that
missionaries propagate abroad, but upon the significant ideological and
material support that religious institutions provide to the imperial enter-
prise. In this respect, his analysis of religious power differs somewhat
from his satire of church doctrines on the liberty of women, marriage,
and sexuality in the Swpplément. Commenting upon the Pope’s grant of
Peru to Spain, Diderot notes that the papacy does not have legiimate
control over such matters in the first place; he concludes that the choice
between “submission to the European monarch, or slavery; baptism, or
death”™ amounts to a contract that should horrify anyone with any sense
of morality and justice (VII, 2). The establishment of European religious
power in the non-European world, he finds, simply replicates abroad the
injustices that it has sown and continues to sow in the Old World. Di-
derot argues that the church forces indigenous peoples to be impious by
demanding that they give up their gods, and encourages them to break
their bonds with their own “legitimate sovereign”. The indigenous king
wl:u? voluntanly accedes to such papal injustices abandons his countty,
political power, and religion “to the mercy of an ambitious despot . - -
and [to] the most dangerous system of Machiavellism.” (VII, 2)
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Challenging such abuses of religious power is difficult for the same
reason that reforming governmental power is ineffective. Toward the end
of a brief history of asylum, including houses of worship, for alleged
criminals and outcasts, Diderot notes that such safe havens are sometimes
abused. “The most dangerous of asylums, however, is not that into which
a man may make his escape,” he asserts, “but that which he carries about
with him, that which accompanies and invests the guilty person, which
serves him as a shield. . . . Such are the ecclesiastical habit and character.”
(V1, 13) For Diderot, the use of privileged power to hide oneself from
laws and judgements that ought to be made equally without regard to
rank is the common thread that binds clerical and sovereign institutions.
The idcal thar “justice is equally and without distinction due to every
citizen” cannot easily be put into practice, given the cormupt advantages
that the powerful hold in order to distance themselves from reform and
critical scrutiny (VI, 13). Religious power in particular is perhaps the
most difficult to challenge when it is synonymous with state power. Draw-
ing upon the English travel literature about India, Diderot notes that
Brahmins in Calicut unusually possess sovereign power directly. Such
forms of theocratc rule, he argues, tend to become “the worst of all
governments, because the hand of the gods adds to the weight of the
sceptre of tyrants, . . . The orders of the despot are changed into oracles,
and the disobedience of the subjects incurs the stigma of a revolt against
Heaven.” (II1, 15) But even when clerical institutions are not formally
conjoined with sovereign power, the close relationships among the two
in European societies create an enormously complex and domineering set
of institutions that can easily thwart attempts at change. When state
power and religious power are in league with one another, he contends,
humans are oppressed, and when they conflict, even the most minimal
norms of justice are set aside in order to settle their differences. Religious
powers, he argues, are only satisfied with state power if the govemment
uses the “axe™ that they have sancrified against practices, people, and all
that they have deemed sinful or heretical. As he writes, “when the latter
[state, or sovereign power| has conquered and enslaved the world, the
former [religious authority] interposes and prescribes laws in its tumn:
they enter into a league with each other, humanity falls prostrate, and
submits to its chains” (111, 15). These two parties, one under the banner
of the sovereign and the other under the standard of superstition, as
Diderot describes them, fight against decent social and political norms
and against cach other until the blood of innocent persons streams in the
streets. The dynamics that result both from the conjoined and from the
nven powers of states and churches play themselves out in the non-Euro-
pean world. Imperial rule in the non-European world, from this perspec-
tive, is simply an extension of this seemingly omnipotent coalition of
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secular and divine power. The spread of European civilization amounts,
then, to the spread of a particularly corrupt and unjust constellation of
sovereign and religious powers; having sown injustice within Europe for
hundreds of years, their combined strength now brutally dominates the
rest of the globe.

Most of Diderot’s arguments about the inadequacy of European soci-
eties, and hence the absurdity of asserting that an ideal of the European
way of life should be actively promoted by force abroad, concerns the
injustice of European litical institutions, rather than its religious activ-

WMMWuH seen, it is the political dimen-
sion of religious power, and especially those moments when clerical force
and governmental authority reinforce one another, that most disturb
him. Thus, first and foremost, he maintains that Europe’s social and po-
litical degradation in particular should not be exported abroad. It would
be understandable, he writes, and there “might™ even be “some excuse™
to be made on behalf of Europeans (though he is careful to avoid claim-
ing that they would be wholly excusable), if Europeans had arrived in
southern Africa with the intention of leading Hottentots into a “more
civilized kind of life” or encouraging meeurs “preferable” to those in
Europe (II, 18). Such an enterprise might well have been well inten-
tioned, however morally dubious ultimately, but Europeans have done
worse by either attempting to spread their own highly impertect, and by
no means superior, mores and practices abroad or even engaging in out-
right brutality simply to satisfy their avarice. With regard to the Hotten-
tots, for instance, he asserts that the Dutch armived in their teritory
merely to drive them out of their homeland and, when possible, to use
the Hottentots “in the place of the animal who ploughs the ground un-
der the lash of the farmer’s whip™ (11, 18).

Many of Diderot’s moral argunments about the Hottentors are a re-
sponse to a common question that underlay imperialist ventures: could
such a wandering lifestyle of herders, so remote from the sedentary, fixed,
and refined institutions and practices of European societies, give the Hot-
tentots any real happiness, and, if not, would not their condition be im-
proved by the introduction of a “civilized’ life? He responds in part by

J asserting that Europe’s own ills do not place it in the position to judge
the Hottentots as fundamentally ‘unhappy’. One would have to be not
only thoroughly “prejudiced in favour of the advantages of our social
institutions”, but also a rotal “stranger™ to the sufferings in Europe to
make such comparative judgements about nomadic and sedentary life-
styles (11, 18). In response to Europeans who view the rustic lives of the
nomadic Hottentots as animalistic, focusing upon elements of their lives
ﬂ'lat were seen to be especially distasteful—thart they clothed themselves,
for instance, in animal entrails— Diderot asserts that the hatred, evil, and
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duplicity of Europeans abroad, in addition to the general corruption that
pervades their politcs, disgusts his reason more than the Hottentots'
“uncleanliness” disgusts his fellow Europeans. He argues at length that
Europeans tend to overlook their own similar, or even worse, problems
when they condemn others’ faults. Thus, referring to Europeans® criti-
cisms of the Hottentots® supposedly vulgar religious practices and simple-
minded belicfs, he writes,

You [Eump!:ans] smile with contempt upon the superstitions of the Hotten-
tots, But do not vour priests poison your minds in your infancy with prejudices
that torment you during life, which sow divisions in your families, and arm
your countries against cach other? Have not your ancestors destroyed each
other several times in defence of incomprehensible questions? (11, 18)

Encounters with non-European peoples, he implies, ought to be an occa-
sion for sustained and critical self-reflection about the shared problems
and injustices that face diverse peoples. Instead, he contends that Euro-
peans’ blindness toward their own faults leads to an arrogance that fuels
their aggression in the non-European world. In order to deflate such
pride, he contends that the advanced knowledge of the arts and the fixed
system of laws that instills pride in many Europeans often create prob-
lems at least as great as their benefits; moreover, much of this would be
of no use to the Hottentots, given the type of life that they choose to
lead. Diderot criticizes imperialists for speaking the language of virtue
abroad and asserting that they are the agents for spreading such virtues
despite the fact that their societies fail to practise them or to live by them
in the course of satisfving their colonial ambitions. Their hypocrisy stems
not only from the injustices that imperial ventures unleash, but crucially
also from the deep flaws in the institutions and practices of European
societies, which many Europeans fail to recognize.

Hence, Diderot often engages in a blistering assessment of European
societies themselves in a work that is otherwise largely focused upon the
activities of Europeans in the non-European world, for this approach un-
dercuts imperial arrogance. Some of Diderot’s criticisms along these lines
target royal absolutism and, more broadly, state power as such, and on
these occasions non- European societies are at times taken equally to task;
his other criticisms focus on the particular ills of European polities or
upon the precarious role that Europe has come to occupy in global poli-
tics. Commenting upon the monuments that sovereigns commission to
celebrate their own glory, he argues that very few of them would exist if
only truly public-spirited monarchs were so honoured. Indeed, he sug-
gests, if all the inscriptions on such monuments were truthful, they would
consist mainly of a litany of oppressions, murders, and injustices (V, 3).
Frederick the Great of Prussia, he notes, has often been celebrated for his
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strong rule and patronage of the arts, winning praisc from German phi-
losaphers, who at times overlook his bloody exploits, but he is overall 2
rare breed, a ruler who is, in many respects, a “patriot king” (V, 10).
Most rulers, however, make “no distinction between truth and error, jus-
tice and partiality, good and evil, consider the principles of morality
merely as metaphysical speculations, and imagine that human reason is
swayed entirely by interest.” (V, 10) The monarchs of France, in particu-
lar, he implies, are no exception to this general assessment. In a lengthy
address to Louis XVI, Diderot complains of the great problems facing
France and the lack of any political will to confront such issues. From
appressed and destitute farmers who are routinely extorted by feudal and
governmental taxes, to desperate poverty in the cities and the unnecessary
luxurics of the military class, the nobles, and the royal house, he artacks
the corruption and the excessive wealth of a tiny and powerful few (IV,
18). Such conmributions to the Histoire serve to repudiate the view that
Europe represents a higher, more just, and happicr existence. While it
also, of course, provides him with an opportunity to further a number of
his criticisms of European social and political life that he had undertaken
in earlier writings (such as his observations on Catherine II's proposed
reforms in Russia), given his view that imperial activities abroad are, in
some respects, extensions of pathologies at home, such judgements about
European life and politics are part of his broader anti-impenialist agenda.

Diderot suggests that many of the roots of Europe’s domestic injus-
tices derive from once understandable (and, in some cases, perhaps even
justifiable) rules and institutions that outlasted their original social pur-
poses. In this sense, he appears to believe that an appreciation of injus-
tices in the non-European world illustrates the sources of inequality and
misery that all societies share in some form. Thus, in a discussion about
the beleaguered lives of the lowest, pariah castes of India, Diderot offers
a conjecture about how such indignities may have arisen. In contrast to
the “half barbarous governments™ of Europe, he argues that Indians’
more moderate system of legislation spared the lives and did not shed the
blood of “malefactors™, but instead banished them from respectable
community (I, 8). This unjustly applied to the children of such individ-
uals as well, and thus over time their outcast status became institution-
alized, ultimately bearing no relationship to the injustices that provided
at least some justification for the initial banishment. Such a speculative
account is characteristic of Diderot’s intellectual disposition in the Histo-
#re, and thus alive to the apparent paradoxes of history and to the possi-
ble sociological origins of contemporary practices and institutions. It also
underscores the extent to which he engages non-European societics in 2
sympathetic, but critical spirit; thus, his anti-imperialist arguments in the
Histoire usually do not rest upon a naive veneration or idealization of
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non-European peoples. With regard to the caste system more generally,
then, Diderot argues that in a land rich with resources and a people with
an otherwise compassionate moral system (which, in his view, makes In-
dians “averse to persecution [from each other] and the spirit of con-
quest™), it is a particular tragedy that there exists at the heart of Indian
society such a “barbarous inequality”. In attempting to determine how
such a moral order could have formed, Diderot notes that the answer is
maost likely rooted in the same principle that has been the source “of all
of the calamities that have befallen the inhabitants of this globe.” (I, 8)
In this case, he argues that the original hierarchical distinctions constitu-
ted a moral “error” that over time became generalized to encompass
every station of Indian life; it became the basis of “an entre system of
politics and morality”. In such a condition, humans’ innocent propen-
siies begin to contradict their sympathetic inclinations toward each
other; thus, only “perpetual violence™ can enforce the moral order, which
itself creates resentment and discord.

As a martter of moral psychology, Diderot contends that people, even
the lowliest victims, tend to blame nature rather than humans themselves
for the miserics of life. People begin to believe that a number of social
injustices are built into the fabric of socal and political life itself, or are
somehow preordained or natural, rather than viewing them as thor-
oughly conventional and thus subject to reform; “such is the picture of
all the people of the earth, excepting, perhaps, a few societies of savages.”
(I, 8) Diderot’s cautions qualification stems from his belief that there
could be a few, less complex societies that order their social practices
almost seamlessly with the most basic needs and desires of human com-
munities such that rank injustices and pervasive conflicts between natural
needs and social resources are minimal. Such is the picture of Tahiti that
Diderot knowingly constructs in the Supplément; even there, as we have
seen, such a society is by no means natural in any stereotypically utopian
sense, but is rather made up of creative, cultural beings who consciously
form and maintain such collective lives. Still, Diderot appears to believe
that some peoples who practise relatvely simple and well-ordered life-
styles might not suffer from the tragic slavishness that characterizes the
vast majority of human societies. In a passage marked by Rousseau’s in-
fluence, Diderot regrets that “[a]bsurd prejudices have perverted h
reason, and even stifled that instinct that teaches animals to resist oppres-
sion and tyranny, Multitudes of the human race actually believe them-
?;1\';; to be the property of a small number of men who oppress them.
~ The injustices that mark European societies and that inculcate the be-
lief that oppression is a sorry fate that is somehow inevitable or even
justifiable led Diderot to bouts of pessimism. Throughout his contribu-
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tions to the Histoire, moments of dark cynicism recur that call into ques-
tion whether Europe could reform i ture. Ar times, he fears
that the great revolutions that brought spectacular periods of change in
the ancient world will become less common over time because the “sev-
eral nations of the earth, after repeated shocks . . . seem at length totally
content with the wretched tranquillity of servitude.™ (VI, 1) An increas-
ing number have become reconciled with the abuses of political authority
at home and with rampant injustice abroad. Diderot suggests that over-
throwing or establishing governments, or avenging the natural rights of
humanity, are no longer—even rhetorically—the goals of great struggles
and bartles; rather, political projects now only gratify the caprices of a few
powerful men who want to further their realms by adding another few
towns. European political elites, he argues, never seek the happiness of
their people, but instead desire to augment their riches and security by
raising large armies, fortifying fronticrs, and encouraging increasingly vio-
lent forms of trade. Hence, he regrets that “Europe, that part of the
globe that has the most influence over the rest seems to have fixed itself
on a solid and durable basis. . . . The period of founding and subverting
empires is past.” (VI, 1) Such pessimism about the strength and dura-
bility of injustice practised both at home and abroad by European
powers, and consequently the seeming intractability of imperial govem-
ance as a form of political rule, never leads Diderot to suggest that Euro-
pean empires should be seen as inevitable, nor does he ever relent from
his scaring criticism of the imperial enterprise. In part, the moments of

Wut the plight of European societies in the Histoire help
Lo eXp e scepticism that Diderot held for any claim that Europe was
in a position to educate or to improve the world through imperial rule.
Ultimately, however, his ffustrations about the cruelties of European poli-
tics do not fully represent his analysis of the strength of the imperial
order, for in less pessimistic moments, he discusses the fragility of any-
thing humanly made, even the seemingly permanent institutional bases of
entire civilizations.

Diderot argues that the process of “civilization™—the construction,
maintenance, and development of social and political institutions and
processes in a sedentary, agriculturally based society—tends to make peo-
ples lose their virtue, courage, and love of independence. As we have
seen, much of iis criticism along these lines concems the growing power
of the state and the abuse of public, or publicly sanctioned, forms of
legal, social, and clerical power. Diderot contends that the oldest civilized
socicties are those of Asia, which were thus the first to undergo despo-
tism (V, 34). In contrast with the tradition of theorizing oriental despo-
tism as a fixed category that resulted either from climate or the despotic
character of the peoples of Asia, Diderot’s argument that despotic gov-
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ernments and socicties are never destined to last follows from his belief
that no form of political rule can entrench itself permanently. All arbitrary
power, he argues, hastens its own destruction; revolutions are bound to
occur under such conditions, and they eventually restore at least some
modicum of liberty (V, 34)." In addition, scemingly powerful civiliza-
tions will one day unravel and end up in ruins. Reflecting upon the desti-
tute condition of modern Peru, and its fall from grandeur to a debased
and impoverished colony, Diderot contends that even the greatest civili-
zations arc powerless against the unforeseen, contingent character of his-
torical change. Europe too, he asserts, will see upon its soil, arising
“gpon the ruin of our kingdoms and our altars”, new peoples and new
religions (V1I, 28). Europe’s reign over the world will not be permanent,
as if it were the crowning glory, or the end, of history:

But as commotions and revolutions are so natural to mankind, there is only
wanting some glowing genius, some enthusiast, to set the world again in
fames. The people of the East, or of the North, are stll ready to enslave and
plunge Europe into its former darkness. . . . A city that took two centuries to
decorate is bumt and ravaged in a single day. . . . You nations, whether amisans
or soldiers, what arc you in the hands of nature, but the sport of her laws,
destined by turns to set dust in motion, and to reduce the work again to duse?
(XIX, 12)

The apparent fatalism of such comments about the cycles and flux of
history, and the delusion of believing that any human institution or prac-
tice could last throughout the ages, never led Diderot to doubt that
humans themselves are responsible for altering their social and political
conditions for the better.

Hence, Diderot exclaims that writers should attempt to “revive those
rights of reasonable beings, which to be recovered need only to be felt!”
(I, 8) Philosophers are key to this task, he argues, for they can publicize
the sources of injustice and appeal to government officials, the “slaves”
who act as agents of roval, clerical, and commercial masters. By perform-
ing this function, Diderot proclaims that the people can then over time
“reassume the use of their faculties, and vindicate the honour of the hu-
man race.” (I, &) Diderot often acknowledges, however, the unlikelihood
that such results would follow from the writings of the philosophes, in
large part because powerful elites shelter themselves from any critical
commentary. Thus, it often seems like “folly”, he finds, to address “our
discourse to deaf persons, whom we cannot convince of anything, and
jﬁ’hﬂm we may offend” (VI, 25). Diderot’s hopes appear to have focused
instead on the new societies being formed outside of Europe, those that
bf*?“Eht various peoples together into thoroughly new national commu-
nities. He notes, for instance, thar the intermixture of peoples that results
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from trade, travel, and empire, make it impossible to ty to keep the
blood of a nation or even a family “pure™: “The purity of blood among
nations, if we may be allowed the expression, as well as the purity of
blood among families, cannot be more than temporary, unless kept up by
whimsical or religious institutions.” (V, intro.) The inevitable mixture
creates a new people with a distinctive character. If ever the new peoples
outside of Europe attain independence, they could, Diderot asserts, form
socicties that might learn the right lessons from Europe. Thus, he calls
upon young “Creoles™ to come to Europe to collect information about
ancient mores and to take note of the productive spirit that Europeans
had lost. They should “study our weakness, and draw from our follies
themselves those lessons of wisdom that produce great events.” (XI, 31)
Strikingly, for Diderot, it is primarily Europe’s mistakes from which the
v non-European world could profit. Pointing to the damage done both to
the Americas and to European societies as a result of European imperial-
ism in the New World, he asserts that “America has poured all of
the sources of coruption on to Europe. To complete its vengeance, it
[America] must draw from it [ Europe] all the instruments of its prosper-
ity. As it [America] has been destroyed by our crimes, it must be renewed
by our vices.” (XI, 31) Perhaps the only real hope that Diderot ultimately
¢ held was for the non-European world to seize independence themselves,
and in a future post-imperial age to foster societies and transnational
relationships that would avoid the brutality of Europe’s modem imperial
pracrices.

Since the bold attempts of Columbus and of Gama, a spirit of fanaticism, until
then unknown, has been established in our countries, which is that of making
discoveries. We have traversed, and sll continue to traverse, all the climates
from one pole to another, in order to discover some continents to invade, some
islands to ravage, and some people to spoil, to subdue, and o massacre.
Wouldn't the person who put an end to this frenzy deserve to be reckoned
among the benefactors of humaniry? (XIX, 15)

Diderot’s anti-imperialist arguments range from criticisms abour the in-
justices of profit-oriented commercial enterprises abroad, and attacks
upon the role of the church and missionaries, to arguments based upon
the damage done to European societies by constructing and maintaining
empires abroad and the impossibility of fairly and efficiently governing
far-flung imperial realms, as well as claims that Europe’s half-barbarous
socicties are hardly the model for any other country to adopt. In addi-
tion, Diderot’s arguments often proceed by describing at length what he
viewed to be the horific devastation visited upon non-European peoples,
and by attacking what he took to be the error of judging foreign prac-
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tices and institutions, such as those of hunting and pastoral peoples, only
by the standards of one’s own socicty. The basic elements behind the
various arguments of Diderot’s anti-imperialist political theory include
the idea of a basic human dignity that all humans share, in part because
of their individual freedom, sociability, and ability to reason and commu-
nicate about justice. Along these lines, I have argued that his concept of a
general will of humanity is the ethical touchstone of a number of his
political arguments. The second key component concerns the idea that
humans are fundamentally cultural agents—that 1s, that they are social
cfeatares who craft, maintain, and reform social and political practices
and institutions. As we have seen, Diderot develops this understanding
with regard to Tahitian society in the Supplément as well; in the Histoire,
this contextualized and pluralistic understanding of humanity plays a key
role in his characterizations of non-European peoples and in his argu-
ments against European empires. A third key feature of Diderot’s anti-
imperialism balances his commitment to cross-cultural moral norms with
m{ﬁ:ﬁm whole peoples, as well as many of their practices and insti-
tutions, are morally incommensurable; that s, they cannot be rank or-
dered as definitvely inferior or superior. Each of these elements alone
undercuts imperialist conceits, but taken together they form a philosoph-
ically puwcFﬁfl response to defenders of European empire. Diderot’s anti-
slavery and anti-imperialist political thought was widely read and dis-
cussed by his contemporanes, for Raynal’s Histoire became one of most
popular underground books of the eighteenth century. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that Kant and Herder appear to have read it; as we will see,
their anti-imperialist political philosophies are, to a remarkable degree,
cut from the same cloth. They too treat humans as cultural agents and
interweave commitments to moral universalism and moral incommen-
surability in the course of their arguments against European imperialism.
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Chapter One
Introduction: Enlightenment Political Thought and the Age of Empire
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pher Kelly, Roger D. Masters, and Peter G. Stillman, and trans. Christopher Kelly
(Hanover: University Press of New England, 1995), 575 (Letter to Malsherbes,
12 January 1762). See also Maurice Cranston, Jean-Jacques: The Early Life and
Work of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 1712-1754 (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1982), 226-29.

42. Rousseau, Collected Writings, 5:295.

43. Rousseau, ibid., 5:326.
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44. As Rousseau writes in the Confessions, the passage “about the philosopher
who reasons with himselfwhile blocking his ears in order to harden himselfto the
moans of an unfortunate man is of his [Diderot’s] making, and he provided me
with others still stronger that | could not resolve to use.” Rousseau, ibid. On
both the friendship and the rift between Rousseau and Diderot, see Jean Fabre,
“Deux Frtes Ennemis: Diderot et Jean-Jacques”, Diderot Studies, 3: 155-213;
see also George R. Havens, “Diderot, Rousseau, and Discours sur I'lneOalite",
Diderot Studies, 3: 219-62.

45. See Arthur M. Wilson’s definitive intellectual biography, Diderot (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1972), 841, n. 63.

46. This theme is made exphcit immediately in the subtide to Madame de La
Carliere: “Sur I'inconsequence du jugement public de nos actions particulieres”
[“On the inconsistency of the public judgement of our private actions™].

47. Denis Diderot, Oeuvres completes de Diderot, vol. 2, ed. Jules Assezat and
Maurice Tourneux (Paris: Gamier Freres, 1875), 206, 203.

48. The Supplement first appeared in the privately circulated periodical that
was edited by Diderot’s friend Friedrich Grimm, Correspondance Litteraire, in
1773 and 1774. Diderot continued to make changes and additions to these early
versions. The Supplement was first published posthumously in 1796. The two
French editions that 1 have consulted are Denis Diderot, Supplement au Voyage de
Boupfainville, ed. Herbert Dieckmann (Geneve: Droz, 1955); and Diderot, Sup-
plement au Voyage de Bougainville, public d’aprh le manuscrit de Leningrad, ed.
Gilbert Chinard (Paris: E. Droz, 1935). The Dieckmann edition of the Supple-
ment will be the basis for what is becoming the standard critical edition of Di-
derot’s writings: Oeuvres completes, ed. Herbert Dieckmann, Jean Fabre, and Jac-
ques Proust (Paris: Hermann, 1975-). The volume of Diderot’s political writings
in this edition is still forthcoming. (As indicated in note 40, all citations of and
quotations from the Supplement are from Diderot, Political Writings).

49. On the sophisticated literary configuration of Diderot’s Supplement znA the
philosophical oppormnities it affords him, see Dena Goodman, “The Structure of
Political Argument in Diderot’s Supplement au Voyage de Bougainville”, Diderot
Studies, 21 (1983): 123-37; and Goodman, Criticism in Action: Enlightenment
Experiments in Political Writing (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989), 169-
229. See also Claudia Moscovici, “An Ethics of Cultural Exchange: Diderot’s
Supplement au Voyage de Bougainville”, CLIO, 30 (2001): 289-307; and Ralph
Leigh, “Diderot’s Tahiti”, Studies in the Eighteenth Century, 5 (1983): 113-28.

50. Diderot, Oeuvres completes, ed. Dieckmann, Fabre, and Proust, 4:334. In
this work, Diderot even cites New World “savages” as examples of such creatures,
a view that he jettisons in later writings such as the Supplement and his contribu-
tions to the Histoire des deux Indes.

51. Bougainville, Louis Antoine de. Voyage Autour du Monde: Par lafregate la
Boudeuse et la flute Pitoile ([1771] Paris: Club des Libraires de France, 1958),
137. On European understandings of Tahiti and, more generally, of the South
Pacific, see NeU Rennie, Far-Fetched Facts: The Literature of Travel and the Idea
ofthe South Seas (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995); Roy Porter, “The Exotic as Erotic:
Captain Cook at Tahiti” in Exoticism in the Enlightenment, ed. Roy Porter and G.
S. Rousseau (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1990), 117-44; and Alan
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Frost, “The Pacific Ocean: The Eighteenth Century’s ‘New World’”’, Studies on
Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, 152 (1976): 779-822.

52. See M. L. Perkins, “Community Planning in
aae de Bouaainville”, Kentucky Romance Quarter]y, 21 (197 )e . ’
"BS SeeTrederick Whelan, y‘PopuaIlatlorPand Idgolog in th)e Enlightenment ,
History of Political Thought, 12, no. 1 (1991): 35 72. . )

54 "Demography also furnishes the standard that Rousseau prescribes in O«
the Social Contract as the one valid criterion of poliucal welfare per
of the many historical and institutional differences among pohues™ ™at isth
aim of the political association? It is the preservation and prosperity of its me
hers. And what is the surest sign that they are preserving themselves p osper®
ing? Itis their number and their population. . . . M other things being equ® Ae
cLmment under which the Citizens, without resort to external
naturalizations, without colonies, populate and mulnply is

that under which a ;i)fople dwindles and wastes away is the worst. Calcifiators, it
?now up ryou: L.m, measure, compare.” (419-420, Book 111, chapter 9:

%*LTDi~ro?rartfcle “Encyclop6die” from the Encyclopedic (partly re-
printed in Diderot, Political Writings, 21-27) for his understanding of this mas-

) Diderot raises the difficulty of formulating cross-
cu mrairvald cnteria of judgement for assessing the political health of socie”s.

Z each L.ance, he points to the conjunction ofthe common good and individ-
"ABr*On self-interest and its relationship to virtue in eighteenth-century French
pWIlosophical writings, see Mark Hulliung, Ue Autocntrque of Enlightenment
fCambridge; Harvard University Press, 1994), 9-37. .
58 In %\ddlt%n to travel Wr|t¥ngs, actual hl)storlcal visits by New World indivi
uals to Europe in the eighteenth century provoked an intense interest in fore g
peoples ForLance, as Diderot notes in the Supplement, a Tahman named Au
L rou accompanied Bougainville on his journey back to France and spent a few
weeks in Paris, attending operas and some of Ae st Aun
commercial trading ships back to Tahiti. See Bougainville s account of Auto

ul;qul’s-giosriﬁénot}iﬁ)i\éoey'%ale_lag}g&r%gHt’mﬁr&%% t#ége }1?115 teeaU (tmd may have been

influenced by) Lahontan’s arguments about Huron women. )

60 The PoUy Baker stoiy appeared in English journals in 1747 ongina ¢
purportedly with Benjamin Franklin, and later was included by Abbe Raynal m
Ih~HistoiJe des deux Indes. For an extended treatment of this poplar «ghteentii
century story, see Max Hall, Benjamin Franklin and Polly Baker: T
Literary Deception (Chapel HiU: University of North Carohna Press 1960).

61 Despite such arguments, Diderot’s comments about women (for “'stance
in the essay “Sur les Femmes™) are on the whole a curious mix of egalitarian an
hierarcS views. For a discussion of Diderot’s arguments in je context of the
philosophes’ writings about women, see Sylvia A lelTIOT A

Debate on Women”, History Workshop, 20 (Autumn 1985). 101-24. See also A.
Sfragaro, “La Representation de la femme chez Diderot”, Studies on Voltaire and
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the Eighteenth Century, 193 (1980): 1893-99. Cf. Maiy Trouille, “Sexual/Tex-
tual Politics in the Enlightenment: Diderot and D’Epinay Respond to Thomas’s
Essay on Women”, The Romanic Review, 85, no. 2 (March 1994): 191-210.

62. In an early fragment, Rousseau writes: “Let us begin by considering
women deprived of their freedom by the tyranny of men, and men the masters of
everything . . . everything in their hands, they seized it by I know not what natu-
ral right which I could never quite understand, and which may well have no other
foundation than main force.” (Oeuvres completes, Pleiade ed., 2:1254) By the time
NS JUR SN th e A R 2N (S ROHRSN B8 WeJgRRd such a view

63. See Melvin Richter, “The Comparative Study of Regimes and Societies in
the Eighteenth Century”, in The Cambridge History ofEighteenth-Century Politi-
cal Thought, ed. Mark Goldie and Robert Wokler (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, forthcoming).

64. The question of whether one can nonethnocentrically practise anthropol-
ogy, and how one can assess varying interpretations of foreign peoples, is, of
course, an ongoing debate, the genealogy ofwhich can be traced to many of the
early modem debates over New World peoples. A particularly telling and heated
skirmish in cultural anthropology along these lines concerns competing accounts
of why Captain Cook was killed by Hawaiians in 1779. See Gannath Ob-
eyesekere. The Apotheosis of Captain Cook: European Mythmakinp/ in the Pacific
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1992); and Marshall Sahlins, How “Na-
tives Think: About Captain Cook, for example (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1995).

65. See Michele Duchet, “Le ‘Supplement au voyage de Bougainville’ et la
collaboration de Diderot a ‘L’Histoire des deux Indes’”, Cahiers de PAssociation
Internationale des ttudes Frangaises, 13 (1961): 173-87.

66. | borrow the term ‘multidimensional social theory’ from Steven Seidman,
Liberalism and the Origins ofEuropean Social Theory (Berkeley: University of Cal-
ifornia Press, 1983), 33. Seidman argues that although many sociologists have
viewed the development of multidimensional accounts of society (which theorize
the symbiotic relationship between human agency and social stmcture in a meth-
odologically sophisticated fashion) as a nineteenth-century revolt against the pre-
suppositions of social contractarianism and other theories that were considered to
presuppose methodological individualism, the roots of a multidimensional social
theory can in fact be found in a variety of eighteenth-century Enlightenment
writings.

67. As Clifford Geertz has noted, a significant overlap exists between protohu-
mans’ culmral history and humans’ phylogenetic development. Since Australo-
pithecines (pK-homo sapiens) began making tools, engaged in social practices such
as orgamzed hunting and lived in famifial/social units (thereby leading a radi-
mentary cultural life), homo sapiens originated and developed physiologically
within a cultural context. Accordingly, “culture, rather than being added on, so
to speak, to a fimshed or virtually finished animal, was ingredient, and centrally
ingredient, in the production of that animal itself” (47) In brief, from this per-
spective, the structure of our brains and our complex nervous system are partly
cultural products. Thus, because “our central nervous system—and most partic-

‘uk.
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ularly its crowning curse and glory, the neocortex—qgrew up in grealLpart in inter-
action with culture, it is incapable of directing our behaviour or organizing our
experience without the guidance provided by systems of significant symbols.”
(49) See Clifford Geertz, “The Impact ofthe Concept of Culture on the Concept
of Man” in Th” Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973).

68. Ibid., 49.

69. Ibid., 34.

70. Adam Ferguson, An Essay on the History of Civil Society, ed. Fania Oz-
Salzberger ([1767] Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 12, 14.

Chapter Three
Diderot and the Evils of Empire: The Histoire des deux Indes

1. The Histoire was first published in 1772 (with an imprint of 1770). It was
published in extensively revised and enlarged forms in 1774 and 1780. There
were numerous editions that followed with further alterations. All of Diderot’s
contributions can be found fi'om the 1780 edition onward. Anthony Strugnell is
now at work on a modem critical edition of the Histoire, which will be published
by the Voltaire Foundation. Since this edition has not yet been published, there is
no standard edition that is used to cite the Histoire', moreover, volume and page
numbers differ from edition to edition. Thus, | have cited Raynal’s Histoire by
book and chapter in parentheses in the text (the Histoire is divided into 19 books,
a division that is consistent across most editions). | have used the following edi-
tion: Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, Histoire philosophique et politique des etablisse-
ments et du commerce des Europeens dans les deux Indes, 10 vols. (Geneve: Jean-
Leonard Pellet, 1780). A small selection of Diderot’s contributions to the
Histoire has been translated into English; see Diderot, Political Writings, ed. Ma-
son and Wokler, 169—214. The translations ofthe Histoire in this essay are usually
mine, since most are from passages not included in the Mason/Wokler selection;
in some cases, | have drawn upon their edition, sometimes altering their transla-
tion in light of the French text.

2. The philological work that has been done on the Histoire is complex and
although we do not know the author of every passage, the cache of Diderot’s
manuscripts in the Fonds Vandeul (the collection of Diderot papers at the Bibli-
otheque Nationale in Paris) that came to light in the 1950s has alerted scholars to
his contributions. Thus, until fairly recendy, although Diderot’s participation in
the Histoire had been ramoured since the 1770s, there was no evidence that
could indicate what his specific contributions may have been. For a comprehen-
sive analysis of these manuscripts that links them to sections of Raynal’s Histoire,
see Michele Duchet, Diderot et PHistoire des deux Indes ou P”criture Fra”men-
taire (Paris: Libraire A.-G. Nizet, 1978). | have used this study as my guide to
locate all of Diderot’s contributions. On the issue of various contributors and
their relationship to the anti-imperialism of the Histoire, see Yves Benot, “Di-
derot, Pechmeja, Raynal et I’anticolonialisme”, Europe, 41 (1963): 137-53.

3. Edmund Burke, letter to Richard Champion, 13 June 1777, in The Corre-
spondence of Edmund Burke, vol. 3 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press;
Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1958-78), 353.
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4. Robert Damton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-revolutionary France (New
York: Norton, 1996), 22-82.

5. See J.G.A. Pocock, “Commerce, Settlement and History: A Reading of the
Histoire des deux Indes”, in Articulating America: Fashioning a National Political
Culture in Early America, Essays in Honor ofJ. R. Pole, ed. Rebecca Starr (Lan-
ham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), 15-44. See also Anthony Strugnell, “Post-

v/ modernism versus Enlightenment and the problem of the Other in Raynal’s His-
toire des deux Inded’, Studies on Voltaire and the Eijihteenth Century, 341 (1996):
169-82; and William R. Womack, “Eighteenth-century themes in the Histoire
philsophique et politique des deux Indes of Guillaume Raynal”, Studies on Voltaire
and the Eighteenth Century, 96: 129-265. For insightful collections of essays on
the Histoire, see Hans-Jiirgen Liisebrink and Manfred Tietz, eds.. Lectures de
Raynal: L’Histoire des deux Indes en Europe et en Amerique au XVllle siecle.
Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, vol. 286 (Oxford: Voltaire Foun-
dation, 1991); Hans-Jiirgen Liisebrink and Anthony Strugnell, eds., L’Histoire
des deux Indes: Reecriture et polygraphie. Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth
Century, vol. 333 (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation, 1995). Forthcoming disserta-
tions by Anoush Terjanian (Johns Hopkins University) and Sunil Agnani (Colum-
bia University) will shed further light on this rich and influential, yet still under-
studied, text.

6. As Diderot writes, “The [commercial] exchanges should be free. If | want
to seize by force what is refused me, or to use violence to have something which
is not wanted forcibly accepted, then | could legitimately be either put in chains
or driven away. Ifl get hold of the foreign commodity without offering the price
for it, or | take it away by stealth, | am a thief who can be killed without re-
morse.” (XIII, 1)

7. Diderot, “Droit Naturel”, in Political Writings, 10.

8. Thus, a “universal morality” is not simply “inherent in the nature of man,
[but] is also inherent in the nature of societies” (XIX, 14).

9. A fine study of this turn in Diderot’s thought is Anthony Strugnell, Di-
derot's politics: A study ofthe evolution ofDiderot's political thought after the Ency-
clopedie (The Hague: Nijhoff, 1973). See also the essays in Peter France and
Anthony Strugnell, eds. Diderot, les dernieres annees, 1770-84: Collogue du bicen-
tenaire, 2-5 Septembre 1984 a Edimbourg (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 1985).

~ 10. Rousseau criticizes the universal dimension of Diderot’s account of the
general will in what has come to be known as the “Geneva Manuscript”, an early
draft of Du Contrat Social. See Rousseau, The Social Contract and other later
political writings, 153-59. For an account of Diderot’s influence (both positive
and negative) upon Rousseau’s theory of the general will, see Robert Wokler,
“The influence of Diderot on the political theoiy of Rousseau: Two aspects of a
friendship”. Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, 132 (1975): 55-111.
See also Jacques Proust, “La contribution de Diderot a I’Encylopedie et les theo-
ries du droit naturel”, Annales Historiges de la Revolution Franfaise (1963): 257-
86. For a comprehensive history of the concept of the general will in modern
French religious and political thought, see Patrick Riley, The General Will Before
Rousseau (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986).
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11. The Refutation suivie de I'ouvratie d’Helvetius intitule L'’Homme (see Di-
derot, Oeuvres Philosophiques, ed. P. Vemiere [Paris: Garnier, 19561) is a work
that most clearly marks his spUt with materialist philosophy, which was further
deepened by the increasing humanism in later works, including parts of the Sup-
plement and especially his contributions to the Histoire. See D. C. Creighton,
“Man and Mind in Diderot and Helvetius”, Publications ofthe Modem Lan*uapfe
Association (1956): 705-24. Diderot’s heightened commitment to humanistic
concepts and principles in his later thought may have aided the development not
only ofhis anti-imperialist thought, but also of his increasingly tolerant and inclu-
sive arguments about Jews. On the latter subject, see Leon Schwartz, Diderot and
the Jews (Rutherford: Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 1981).

12. Cf. Lester G. Crocker, “Diderot and the Idea of Progress””, Romanic Re-
view {1938): 151-59.

13. On the idea of customary morahties in Diderot, see Arthur M. Wilson,
“The concept of'moeurs’ in Diderot’s social and political thought” in The Apje of
Enlightenment: Studies presented to Theodore Bestermann, ed. W. H. Barber (Edin-
burgh: Oliver 8c Boyd, 1967), 188-199.

14. The European discourse about the relationship among travel, commerce,
and the rights of hospitality can be traced to the pre-Socratics as well as to the
classical epics; as Anthony Pagden has argued, the right to hospitality is tacitly
invoked in Virgil’s Aeneid, and it reemerges crucially in the early modem theo-
logical debates about communication and the interaction of peoples abroad in
hght of the conquest of the New World. As 1 will show in chapter 5, Immanuel
Kant subverted the traditionally imperiahst tendencies of such arguments by using
the idea of cosmopolitan right (a right to hospitality) to attack European imperi-
ahsm. See Anthony Pagden, “Stoicism, CosmopoUtanism, and the Legacy of Eu-
ropean Imperialism”, Constellations, 7, no. 1 (March 2000), 3-22.

15. On this theme oftravel and empire, see Pagden, European Encounters with
the New World, 156-69.

16. Cf Book XIl, chapter 1: “We have seen immense countries invaded and
laid waste; their innocent and peaceful inhabitants either massacred or loaded
with chains; a dreadful solitude established upon the mins ofa numerous popula-
tion; ferocious usurpers destroying one another, and heaping their dead bodies
upon those of their victims.”

17. On the distinction between active and passive injustice, and between mis-
fortune and injustice, see Judith N. Shklar, The Faces of Injustice (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1990), chapter 2.

18. See Boyd Stanley Schlenther, “ReUgious Faith and Commercial Empire”
and Patrick K. O’Brien, “Inseparable Comiections: Trade, Economy, Fiscal State,
and the Expansion of Empire, 1688—1815” in The Oxford History of the British
Empire, vol. 2, The Eipjhteenth Century, ed. P. J. Marshall, respectively 128-50,
53-77 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998).

19. The classic smdy of modem intellectual history along these lines remains
Albert Hirschman, The Passions and the Interests: Political Argumentsfor Capital-
ism before Its Triumph (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1977), recently
repubUshed in a twentieth anniversary edition with a foreword by Amartya Sen.

20. In German, such shades of meaning can be made expUcit, as with Verkehr
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and Wechselwirkunji, which are both generally translated into English as com-
merce. Thus, as we will further see in chapter 5, Immanuel Kant moves between
the two terms, sometimes using Verkehr (a term that he sometimes uses to denote
contract, trade, or market-based interactions) and other times drawing upon the
broader Wechselwirkunjf to indicate the communicative and interactive aspects of
commerce. Politically, such nuances allowed Kant both to attack the injustices of
imperialism as the horrid practices of “the commercial states of our part of the
world”, while also celebrating the future potential of the “spirit of commerce” in
fostering peace among nations, a spirit also more narrowly described by Kant at
one point as “the power of money” (Immanuel Kant, Kants*esammelte Schriften,
hemus”efieben von der Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin [Berlin:
Walter de Gruyter, 1902-], 8:358; 8:368). Kant’s use of the Latin commercium
as well as its German offshoots is foreshadowed (and indeed may have been influ-
enced) by Diderot’s varied understanding of the concept of conunerce in the
Histoire.

21. Montesquieu, The Spirit of the Laws [1748], Book V, chapter 6, on the
“spirit of commerce”. Montesquieu was well aware of many of the injustices of
imperial rule, although he was not a thoroughgoing opponent of European impe-
rialism in the manner of Diderot. It should also be noted that, in The Spirit ofthe
Laws, Montesquieu could display a nuanced sense of both the benefits and the
potential costs, sometimes quite severe, in terms of disorder and inequality, of
commerce. Thus, while he is still primarily remembered along these lines as a
celebrant of commerce, he may well be more accurately placed with thinkers such
as Diderot, aware of both the promise and the perils of modem commerce,
though perhaps without quite the same level of ambivalence that we find in the
Histoire.

22. In Book VII, chapter 24, Diderot paraphrases Cassiodoras, the sixth-cen-
tuiy historian and monk, to make a related argument: “To acquire gold by sacri-
ficing men is a crime. To go in search of it across the perils ofthe sea is a folly. To
amass it by corraption and vices is base. The only profits that are just and honest
are those that are acquired without injury to any person; and we never can pos-
sess, without remorse, what we have obtained at the expense of other men’s
happiness.”

23. Cf. Immanuel Kant: “China and Japan {Nipon), which had given such
guests a try, have therefore wisely [placed restrictions on them], the former allow-
ing them access but not entry [den Zupanpf, aber nicht den Einpfanpf], the latter
even allowing access to only a single European people, the Dutch, but excluding
them, like prisoners, from community with the natives” (Kant, Kants*esammelte
Schriften, 8:359).

24. Cf. Book XIX, chap. 15: “The insatiable thirst for gold has given birth to
the most infamous and atrocious of all trades, that of slaves. People speak of
crimes against nature and they do not cite slavery as the most horrific. The major-
ity of European nations are soiled by it, and a vile self-interest has stifled in hu-
man hearts all the feelings we owe to our fellow humans.”

25. See C.L.K James, The Black Jacobins: Toussaint L’Ouverture and the San
Dominpro Revolution, 2nd rev. ed. ([1938] New York: Vintage, 1963), 24-25,
171, 250. Diderot’s famous passage was a revision of an earlier contribution to
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the 1774 edition that had prophesied a “Black Spartacus™. Diderot’s contribution
for the 1780 edition closely paraphrased an anti-imperiaUst passagl in Sebastien
Mercier’s popular novel, L'An 2440, in which an eighteenth-centuiy Frenchman
wakes up to find himselfin the year 2440. In a Paris square, he sees a statue ofa
black ‘liberator’; the pedestal describes the figure as the man who Uberated the
New World fi-om European oppression, at which the Frenchman cries in joy. See
Yves Benot, Diderot: De I'atheisme d I'tmticolonmlisme (Paris: Francois Maspero,
1970), 212-15.

26. For instance, later in Book XI, chap. 24, Diderot writes in the voice of a
slave who addresses slaveowners and the defenders of slavery: “Men or demons,
whoever you are, do you dare to justify the attacks on my independence by the
law of the strongest? What! The person who wants to make me a slave is not
guilty, but is making use ofhis rights? What are these rights? Who has given them
such a sacred character that they can silence my rights? By nature | have the right
to defend myself; by nature you do not have the right to attack me. Ifyou think
that because you are stronger and more clever than me you have authority to
oppress me, do not complain if my swift arm tears open your chest to find your
heart. Do not complain when you feel, in your cut-up intestines, the taste of
death, which I have stirred in with your food. 1 am stronger or more clever than
you; it is your turn to be victim. Now expiate the crime of having been an
oppressor.”

27. Anatole Feug”re, “La Doctrine Rcvolutionnaire de Raynal et de Diderot
d’apres VHistoire des Indef, Mercure de France (1913), 498-517.

Chapter Four
Humanity and Culture in Kant’s Politics

1. Citations from the Critique of Pure Reason refer to the standard ‘A’ and ‘B’
pagination, and the quotations are from Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Rea-
son, trans. Werner S. Pluhar (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1996); | have also consulted
Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, ed. and trans. Allen W. Wood and Paul
Guyer (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). Citations of Kant’s other
writings in this and the following chapter are from the standard Prussian Acad-
emy edition (volume followed by page number): Immanuel Kant, Kants jfesam-
melte Schriften, heraustiefieben von der Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften
zu Berlin (Berhn: Walter de Grayter, 1902-). Quotations from the ldea for a
Universal History, Conjectures on the Befinninf£ of Human History, and Kant's
reviews of Herder’s Ideas are from Immanuel Kant, Political Writings, 2nd ed.,
ed. Hans Reiss, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1991). Quotations from What is Enli*htenment>, the Groundwork, The Critique
of Practical Reason, Theory and Practice, Toward Perpetual Peace, and The Meta-
physics of Morals are from Immanuel Kant, Practical Philosophy, ed. and trans.
Maty Gregor (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). Quotations from
Relipfion Within the Boundaries of Mere Reason and The End of All Things are
from Immanuel Kant, Religion and Rational Theology (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1997), ed. and trans. Allen W. Wood and George Di Giovanni.
Quotations from the Critique of Judgement are from Immanuel Kant,





