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Abstract: The eighteenth-century French political theorist the Baron de Montesquieu described honour as the ‘principle’—or animating force—of a well-functioning monarchy, which he thought the appropriate regime type for an economically unequal society extended over a broad territory. Existing literature often presents this honour in terms of lofty ambition, the desire for preference and distinction, a spring for political agency, or a spur to the most admirable kind of conduct in public life and the performance of great deeds. Perhaps so. But it also seems to involve quite a bit of what the contemporary philosopher Aaron James calls ‘being an asshole’, and the paper will explore what happens to Montesquieu’s political theory of monarchy—which is foundational for an understanding of modern politics—when we reverse the usual perspective and consider it through the lens of the arsehole aristocracy.

Until the 1970s the dominant narrative—both popular and scholarly—understood the French Revolution as an attack on an aristocracy characterised, in the words of Jay M. Smith (2006: 1), by its ‘arrogance, decadence, and parasitic habits’. There followed a wave of ‘revisionism’ from scholars who ‘especially took aim at crude versions of Marxist explanation built on rigid social categories and a teleological vision of class conflict’, and who ‘showed that nobles of the eighteenth century had been as modern and progressive as anyone’ and that ‘the most forward-thinking among them had helped to spearhead the assault on the old order in 1788–89’ (Smith 2006: 2). But as the revisionist wave has subsided, having permanently reshaped the historiographical beach, scholars have begun to think afresh about social relations—and the aristocracy—once again. 

A somewhat parallel story can be told about the interpretation of Montesquieu. As Johnson Kent Wright (2006: 227) notes, ‘[t]he claim that De l’esprit des lois was fundamentally a work of aristocratic apology found expression in a series of striking midcentury statements’ by Franklin Ford (1953), Louis Althusser (1959), and R. R. Palmer (1959–64). This was followed by a proliferation of alternative interpretations, with two 1970s volumes by Mark Hulliung (1976) and Thomas L. Pangle (1973) both rejecting the thesis of aristocratic apologism as they argued for Montesquieu’s partisanship for classical and modern liberal republicanism respectively. A distinguished tradition has continued to press a republican interpretation of Montesquieu, with Nannerl O. Keohane (1980: 419), for example, judging that once he had ‘cast in his lot with the Ancients against the Moderns…he never reversed himself’, and with subsequent development of this liberal republican view by Judith N. Shklar (1990) and, most recently and at the greatest length, by Paul A. Rahe (2009). But the swing of the pendulum these days is heading back towards the view that Montesquieu is best read as offering a qualified defence of the ancien régime monarchy, rather than expressing a sustained preference for a radically alternative political trajectory, and hence also as offering a qualified defence of the pre-Revolutionary French aristocracy, given his core claim, ‘no monarch, no nobility: no nobility, no monarch’ (1989: 18).[footnoteRef:2] So the aristocracy is back in the sphere of Montesquieu interpretation, just as it is in the broader historiography of eighteenth-century France, and one question for this paper is whether Montesquieu’s aristocracy is best understood as the arrogant, decadent, parasitic aristocracy of the older literature, or as some other variety? [2:  For the broader literature, see, inter alia, Sonenscher (2007: 95–172), De Dijn (2013, 2014), Douglass (2012); also Wright (2006: 247).] 


On Montesquieu’s account of the comparative dynamics of regime types, as is well known, each distinctive regime has its own principe, or animating spirit, or passions that keep it in motion and forestall decline (1989: 21). In republics, it is virtue (1989: 22), which is understood as ‘love of the homeland, that is, love of equality’ (1989: xli) in a democratic republic, such as ancient Athens was held to be (1989: 23); and as a certain kind of moderation in an aristocratic republic (1989: 24–5), such as mediaeval or modern Venice (1989: 51 n. 20). For despotisms, it is crainte, which is sometimes translated into English as ‘fear’ (1989: 28); though a case can be made that this word is better rendered as ‘dread’, partly because the more usual French word for ‘fear’ is peur, and crainte is to be understood in contrast to peur,[footnoteRef:3] and partly because translating it as ‘fear’ makes us think of Thomas Hobbes, for whom fear was the political passion par excellence with which we had to reckon, and Montesquieu’s argument does not really follow any kind of Hobbesian logic.[footnoteRef:4] For what he called the ‘English constitution’, which he described, not entirely straightforwardly, as ‘where the republic hides under the form of a monarchy’ (1989: 70),[footnoteRef:5] one key psychological factor (though he did not quite label it the principe) was a kind of uneasiness or restlessness, for which he used the Jansenists’ term inquiétude (Rahe 2009: 99–117). And for monarchies, it was honour (Montesquieu 1989: 26). [3:  According to Shklar (1987: 84), crainte ‘was for Montesquieu a physiological reaction set in motion by a “moral” impulse when a command is transmitted from a soul to all the fibres of the body with paralysing results. It is involuntary and far too imperious to be controlled, especially as it is a permanent state of foreboding, not a sudden response to danger [peur]’. See also the discussion of La Mesnadière’s choices when translating Aristotle’s phobos in seventeenth-century France in Lyons (1999: 60–1).]  [4:  For further discussion of this topic see Robin (2004), whose first two chapters are on Hobbes and Montesquieu respectively.]  [5:  For commentary on the phrase itself, see Levy (2009: 122).] 


Taking monarchy seriously, then, requires taking honour seriously. And honour sounds like a fine thing—on the whole, we think well of honourable men and women. But what does Montesquieu mean when he talks about honour, and why is it so important to the good functioning of a monarchy? Montesquieu doesn’t in fact say that much about honour in The Spirit of the Laws. What he says is concentrated in Book 3, Chapters 5–8, and then in Book 4, Chapter 2, which specifically considers education, all of which are encompassed within ten pages of the Cambridge edition (1989: 25–34). The three points of theoretical detail that stand out are, first, that honour is to be distinguished from virtue—with virtue being used in its distinctly political sense, when you ‘love the state less for oneself than for itself’ (1989: 25–6); second, that the ‘nature of honor is to demand preferences and distinctions (1989: 27); and, third, that ‘[s]peaking philosophically, it is true that the honor that guides all the parts of the state is a false honor, but this false honor is as useful to the public as the true one would be to the individuals who could have it’ (1989: 27). This is pretty telegraphic, and requires interpretation, and we are fortunate by now to have quite a range of interpretation in the recent scholarly literature.

Mark Hullliung’s Montesquieu is, as noted above, a partisan of the classical republic and a critic of the ancien régime, and this is reflected in the account of honour that he supplies. In Montesquieu’s account of monarchy, ‘analysis and indictment’ go hand in hand, as he presents ‘[n]ow a series of damaging close-ups of particular institutions and groups, now a landscape showing the hideous relationship of these particulars’ (1976: 28), with Hulliung insisting that, ‘[t]o understand all is to forgive nothing’ (1976: 29). The ‘description-critique’ of the ‘aristocratic ethos’ is ‘pitiless’. Hulliung’s framework is Mandevillean, ‘equating private vices with public order’, but while he emphasises the vices—‘[a]t bottom’, he tells us, honor is sham, conceit, and pretense’ (1976: 30)—he does not have much that is at all positive to say about the public order that results. Montesquieu ‘described privilege as the abuse it was’ (1976: 31), and while honour enables the nobility to act as a check on the king and draws them into the service of the state, it also ‘promotes conduct in office that is totally unbecoming to the bureaucrat’ (1976: 31), and monarchical politics more generally involves over-centralisation and provincial decline (1976: 32), a dysfunctional economics of luxurious consumption (1976: 32–3), grotesque inequalities in standards of living (1976: 34), rural depopulation (1976: 35), and a ‘dangerously absolute’ politics revolving around the ‘changing moods and whims of the most spoiled person in France’ (1976: 35) which reduces ‘to the pettiness of court jealousies and intrigues’ (1976: 37). 

Hulliung’s book began life as his 1973 PhD from the Government Department at Harvard; from the same milieu, and in the same spirit, there is also the later remark from Shklar in Ordinary Vices (1984: 219) that in monarchies ‘men must be brought up to defend their honor, a mentality Montesquieu deplored along with everything else that went on in royal courts’.[footnoteRef:6] Another broadly critical account contemporaneous with Hulliung’s came from another young American scholar Thomas L. Pangle, in his 1973 commentary on The Spirit of the Laws, itself based on his 1972 Chicago PhD on ‘Montesquieu and the moral basis of liberal democracy’. He describes there what he calls Montesquieu’s ‘antiaristocratic line of argument’, emphasising the falsity of honour, and remarking that ‘[p]ersonal honor may seem remarkable and charming, but it is seen ultimately as having no coherent aim beyond the satisfaction of exaggerated vanity’ (1973: 68). Yet, on Pangle’s account, Montesquieu is nevertheless ‘compelled to admit’, ‘forced to concede’, or even ‘seems compelled to recognise’ that some good things flow from the hegemony of this aristocratic code, which works to ‘produce a society possessing a certain love of taste, wit, and intellectual pleasure for its own sake’ (1973: 68–9).  [6:  Shklar (1987: 79–83) offers a more extended, less dismissive account.] 


This line of interpretation is not especially persuasive. Montesquieu is not the critic of monarchy Hulliung takes him to be, and there is little reason to think that the particular criticisms of eighteenth-century French policy that Montesquieu describes serve as general indictments of the monarchical form itself. Nor is Montesquieu ‘forced to concede’ anything of the kind as Pangle describes it: as with Mandeville (1988) before him, the combination of vain motives and benign outcomes is a large part of the point of the analysis, rather than anything that has to be reluctantly affirmed. More satisfying among the older interpretations, then, is the more dialectical account offered by Louis Althusser in 1959 (and translated into English in 1972). Althusser focuses on the falsity of honour—it is, on his account, ‘the vanity of a [social] class’ (1959: 73; 1972: 72)—but argues that a ‘truth’ of honour is generated out of that very falsity: the ‘obedience, frankness, politeness and generosity’ that contribute to the cause of good government. 

What does it matter to the prince whether he obtains them from morality and truth, or from vanity and prejudice? Their effect is the same, and without the super-human effort required of virtue in the same cause. Honour is the economy of virtue. It dispenses with it and gives the same effects at a lower cost. (1959: 74; 1972: 72–3)

Althusser also reminds us of what goes on at the base of the social hierarchy, of the peasant ‘who has no honour to lose’, and so is ‘worthy to suffer bodily the punishments for his crimes’ (1959: 75; 1972: 73), foreshadowing the account of the significance of the ‘fourth puissance’, or the common people, that he elaborates in the final section of his essay (1959: 112–5; 1972: 103–5).

A different tack was taken by Michael Oakeshott, which we find presented both in the published version of his 1958 Harvard lectures, and also in his 1975 book On Human Conduct. In the lectures, Oakeshott told his audience (1993: 38) that ‘[b]y “honour” Montesquieu means an aristocratic virtue but one which need not be confined to an aristocracy’. Honour picked out ‘the natural pride and dignity of a man who feels himself to be an individual among individuals…who, because he is self-confident in making his own choices, is able to be frank without being arrogant…’. An honourable man understood virtue not ‘as conduct which he owes to others or to his society so much as to himself: he is a self-contained man who recognizes mean and ignoble conduct as undignified, a relapse in to barbarism, a denigration of himself’ (1993: 38–9). In the later account, Oakeshott wrote (1975: 250) that ‘the disposition to be and to find virtue in being a distinct person, to be apt to recognize and respond to “distinctness” (rather than distinction) in others, and to value the otherwise insidious symbiosis of corporate association only where it has been deliberately chosen and is, thus, itself an emblem of “distinctiveness”’.

This was an account that lent hard on Montesquieu’s claim (1989: 27) that honour is ‘the prejudice of each person and each condition’, usefully drawing attention to the thought that honour in a monarchy isn’t simply a concern of aristocrats, but effaced his remark that monarchical government assumes a hereditary nobility as part of its system of ‘preeminences’ and ‘ranks’ (1989: 27), somewhat undermining Oakeshott’s insistence on the particular value of deliberate choice. Even Oakeshott’s admirers hesitate to present his account as a plausible construal of Montesquieu’s text: George Feaver (2005: 145, 146–7), has called his account ‘a novel representation’ of Montesquieuvian monarchy, and wrote of ‘Oakeshott’s version of Montesquieu’s theory’, suggesting that Oakeshott was more interested in exploring how a version of Montesquieu’s honour might be deployed to shed light on the character of contemporary representative democracy, rather than specifically interested in the logic of the non-democratic regime that Montesquieu describes.

Oakeshott’s account of Montesquieuvian honour may be one-sided, but it also stands at the foundation of one of the richest accounts of Montesquieu’s monarchy that we have, from Michael A. Mosher (2001: 204). Mosher follows Oakeshott with an emphasis on the more democratic, individualist, or subjective aspects of honour, whilst simultaneously declining to lose sight of the significance of what he calls ‘class and gender inequalities’—though he does want to insist that while honour functioned to reinforce inequalities in monarchical social orders, it ‘also moderated the resulting power imbalances’ (2001: 204). On this account, Montesquievian honour ‘justifies the ranks of an inegalitarian society and differentiates its holder from the less honourable and those without honor’ (2001: 207). But there remains a fundamental tension. Mosher’s Montesquieu simultaneously wants to ‘democratize honor’, along Oakeshottian lines, with his view that ‘[t]he nobility does not have an exclusive lock on honor’, that other groups in the society will develop their own practices of honour in their own way, and that the result of this will be that ‘[u]niversal norms of conduct are blurred’ (2001: 208); but with regard to economic life, it remains important to maintain the firm distinction between the merchant and the noble: the ‘ruling class’ is to be kept separate from the ‘earning class’. Aristocratic titles might be bought and public offices sold, but Montesquieu (1989: 350) wants a firm separation between the activities of the nobility and the commercial bourgeoisie, and Mosher (2001: 208) gives the example of ‘[a] law that requires disclosure and divestiture of economic assets before assuming public office’ as one that ‘responds to the same anxieties that push Montesquieu to seek to alienate the wealthy from their economic interests even as he elicits their talents for public office’. On Mosher’s account (2001: 210), then, Montesquieu ‘wants the boundaries to be crossed but not erased’.

Another sympathetic treatment of honour comes from Sharon Krause (2002). Montesquieu’s honour isn’t the same thing as virtue, she writes, but it ‘resembles virtue in being a quality of character, a form of motivation, and a source of individual agency’, and her treatment of honour is organised under four headings (2002: 65): the ‘high ambition’ to do great things, ‘the balance of reverence and reflexivity’, ‘partiality’, and the ‘mix of recognition and resistance’. At the heart of her rendition of a politics of honour is the story Montesquieu tells about the Vicomte of Orte, who declined his royal orders to massacre the local Huguenots and who wrote to the king to report that he had ‘found among the inhabitants and the warriors only good citizens, brave soldiers, and not one executioner; thus, they and I together beg Your Majesty to use our arms and our lives for things that can be done’ (Montesquieu 1989: 33). Krause’s theme is the way in which a politics of honour enables the pursuit of moderation, bolstering ‘intermediate bodies’ and restricting the power of the crown, and she paints an attractive picture. But while she acknowledges (2002: 65) that, for Montesquieu, ‘honor can support the balance of power that sustains individual liberty only in the context of a relatively entrenched social order’, since the nobility that is to do the work of restraining the king requires ‘an independent base of power, authority, prestige, and wealth’ which it will only have if their status is hereditary and their privileges are exclusive, this is not where the focus of her interest lies. Like Mosher, she notes that Montesquieu himself is aware of a tendency to extend privilege in a way that may dilute it, e.g. through the venality of office-holding (Krause 2002: 66); but Krause, like Oakeshott, is more interested in what she can get out of deploying a plausibly Montesquieuvian account of honour within the framework of the politics of much more recent liberal democracy, and for these purposes, entrenched and inherited social hierarchies need to be squeezed into the margins rather than permitted to dominate the view.

The final account of honour to mention in this survey of the literature is the entry in the online Montesquieu Dictionary by Céline Spector (2013). As with some of her predecessors—Hulliung, and also Melvin Richter (1977: pp. 43–4)—her approach is basically to interpret Montesquieu as a kind of Mandevillean, interested in the ‘disjunction of the ends envisaged by the individual and the real effects that flow from his action, of the egoistic intentions and the social results’, and in a way that has Althusserian overtones: she borrows, for example, his language of a ‘ruse of reason’. ‘The motor power of self-interest inherent in honor’, Spector writes, ‘rests precisely in this quest for symbolic rewards, converted by vanity into real satisfactions’. Her treatment can also be recommended for its brief round-up of some of the competing positons in the literature: does honour, for example, concern itself with substantial norms of ethical conduct, or with procedural rules?

What, then, is left to say about Montesquieu and honour? In what follows, the aim is not to overturn much of this literature, but to add to it in order to bring something else into focus by drawing on the argument of the philosopher Aaron James’s recent book, Assholes (2013). James’s own philosophical coordinates are conventionally liberal, of the Rawlsian, egalitarian variety, as the title of his major academic work (2012)—Fairness in Practice: A Social Contract for a Global Economy—may serve to indicate. But although the book chiefly offers a discussion of the contemporary United States, James recognises that the story he is telling has something to do with the eighteenth century in general and with Jean-Jacques Rousseau in particular, who seems both to have had significant things to say about assholes, but also to have been a bit of an asshole himself (James 2013: 4, including n. 5). (Henceforwards, I will say ‘arsehole’, instead of James’s ‘asshole’, because I am English—so not so much a distinction without a difference, but a difference without a distinction.)[footnoteRef:7] Rather than explore Rousseau on arseholes further, however, I shall return to Montesquieu, as James’s analytical framework seems quite a good one to deploy in order to pull out aspects of the political dynamics of a Montesquieuvian monarchy that aren’t sufficiently brought into focus by the existing literature.  [7:  I recognise that this is a controversial claim. When presenting this material to scholarly audiences, it is occasionally argued that ‘asshole’ and ‘arsehole’ pick out different personality types or behavioural patterns, or more specifically that the British English translation of the American ‘asshole’ is not ‘arsehole’ but ‘wanker’.] 


According to James (2013: 4–5), ‘a person counts as an asshole when, and only when, he systematically allows himself to enjoy special advantages in interpersonal relations out of an entrenched sense of entitlement that immunizes him against the complaints of other people’.[footnoteRef:8] Montesquieu’s aristocrats are arseholes in exactly the manner picked out by this formulation. They are not just arseholes, it is true. Montesquieu (1989: 27) analogises the scheme of honour to ‘the system of the universe, where there is a force constantly repelling all bodies from the center and a force of gravitation attracting them to it’, and Krause and others who have dealt with the way in which a politics of honour serves as a spring for agency and emulation with respect to high-minded aspirations and ambitions have brought out the more attractive aspect of the phenomenon. But if the system, following Montesquieu’s planetary metaphor, is to remain in balance there is in addition to the politics of attraction an equal-but-opposite politics of repulsion, and this repulsiveness is not as carefully treated in the literature as it might be; not least because the scholars who have written in negative terms about honour in Montesquieu’s political thought have by and large taken him to have been—like James—a critic of arseholish behaviour, rather than as someone offering a sophisticated political defence. [8:  He goes on to note, ‘Because assholes are by and large men, we use the masculine pronoun “he” advisedly.’] 


To be honourable, on Montesquieu’s account (1989: 27), is vigorously or jealously to assert one’s social privilege, ‘to demand preferences and distinctions’. Aristocrats act out of an entrenched sense of entitlement—after all, they have titles—but what makes the behaviour of aristocrats repulsive is that there is almost no sense in which that entitlement tracks any plausible kind of moral desert; the privileges of aristocracy are largely distributed in an arbitrary fashion, and, indeed, Montesquieu himself (1989: 161) calls them ‘odious in themselves’. It is this arbitrariness that makes monarchical politics a scheme of ‘false honour’ (1989: 27); a system of ‘true honour’, by contrast, might be what we would call a ‘meritocracy’, describing a society in which those are honoured whose achievements are plausibly judged to contribute to the development of the arts and sciences, or in other ways to the public welfare.[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  For the label, see Young (1958). For the eighteenth-century discussion, see Smith (1996) and Sonenscher (2008: 283–361).] 


There is, then, a great asymmetry between the social worlds of Montesquieu and Aaron James. Arseholes are a problem for a liberal egalitarian society, insofar as individuals in such a society cannot reasonably claim ‘special advantages in interpersonal relations’—and it is the aspiration to live in such a society that helps to explain why the word ‘entitled’ is used with its characteristically ironic inflection so frequently today. By contrast, Montesquieu’s monarchical society, hereditary nobility and all, is something very different. From James’s point of view, Montesquieu’s monarchical system is a one of deeply-entrenched, socially-sanctioned arseholery.

Any functional defence of aristocratic arseholery is clearly offering some version of the conventional Mandevillean thought that private vices beget public benefits (Mandeville 1988). Commentators like Hulliung, Richter, and Spector certainly aren’t wrong to see the link back to Mandeville, or to single it out. But we might usefully distinguish between three different levels at which the Mandevillean thought might operate. The first level is what we can call an invisible hand argument, that self-interested behaviour indirectly brings about socially beneficial results. That only directly implicates ‘private vices’ to the extent that we think that there’s something immoral about self-interested behaviour, but that at least was Mandeville’s own official position, deriving from the Jansenist Pierre Nicole’s fundamental distinction between action motivated by self-love (amour-propre) and that motivated by love of God (charité) (Parrish 2007: 185–231). The second and third levels are more salient for present purposes. The second level is concerned with amour-propre not just to describe any kind of self-interest or self-love, but that particular kind of self-regard that is concerned with recognition, vanity, pride, and so on; to do with what Mandeville (1988, vol 2: 130–1) called ‘self-liking’ (which he distinguished from ‘self-love’) or with what Rousseau called ‘amour-propre’ (which he distinguished from ‘amour de soi-même’).[footnoteRef:10] This is the terrain that is most familiar from The Fable of the Bees, with its sustained focus on our perceptions of relative status, and this is the most obvious kind of argument that is being invoked when Montesquieu’s theory of honour is presented in Mandevillean terms. The third level speaks to what I am calling arseholery, or the aggressive defence of arbitrary social privilege.  [10:  For a review of some of the relevant texts, see Brooke (2012: 181–202, especially 182–4).] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]One way of seeing the difference between the second and third levels is to do with the boundaries separating the different rungs on the ladder of the social hierarchy. The operations of Mandevillean vice don’t generally dissolve hierarchies, but they do blur them. We all dress to impress, or at least, to look as if we belong to a higher social group than we do (that’s the private vice), and the economy—and the government, through increasing revenue from taxation on the consumption of luxuries—gets a boost from the increased level of consumption that that entails (that’s the public benefit). But Montesquieuvian honour is above all about reinforcing the hierarchy. People may seek to rise above their station, but those above them in the social pecking order will be determined not to let them. Insofar as aristocrats themselves have a shared code of honour, terrain on which they operate to some extent as equals, it is also a code that excludes everybody else, and the aristocrats see to it that others remain excluded. A bourgeois could stake a claim to a certain kind of equality by challenging a noble to a duel, but the noble could then refuse the challenge and maintain the social distance that lay between them (Doyle 2009: 19)—exemplifying James’s signature theme of the arsehole’s immunisation against complaint. A focus on recognition helps us towards the contours of the more aspirational, emulative aspects of honour; when we turn our attention to arseholery, by contrast, we are in a world where people kick down, and, where necessary, kick down hard, in order to safeguard their actually-existing privilege.

One question to ask, then, is why Montesquieu—or why anyone—might defend this kind of social and political system? What exactly is the public benefit that derives from this peculiarly unpleasant variety of not-so-private vice? One answer—following Friedrich Nietzsche, or Sharon Krause—might be that without an entrenched hereditary nobility, you lose out on the manufacture of great souls like the Vicomte of Orte, with their lofty ideals, high ambition, and determination to stand up for humane values in times of crisis; such that tolerating the arseholery that forms an intrinsic part of this kind of social order is, all things considered, a relatively small price to pay. But there seem to be two difficulties with this answer. One is that you’d need to supply an argument about why pervasive arseholery really is a necessary ingredient in the fashioning of someone like the Vicomte of Orte, such that you couldn’t have the one without the other. The other is that the story of the Vicomte of Orte is an extraordinary one, and so may not be especially illuminating when trying to understand the more quotidian workings of politics in the monarchical system. What then might the more everyday story be about how a system of honour—with the pervasive, systematic, aggressive arseholery that that entails—contributes to the public welfare? 

Let’s rewind back to some of the key thoughts around which Montesquieu structures his political thinking. Democratic egalitarian republics can only function on a small scale, where a broadly homogeneous population living in close proximity to one another can engage in a great deal of mutual social surveillance, which works to sustain the levels of political virtue—understood as a commitment of equality and the common good—that is necessary for the regime to flourish (Shklar 1987: 76–7). This kind of virtue cannot be sustained across much larger societies, with the result that attempts to make republican democracy work there fail, and pave the way for military rule, or for what Montesquieu calls despotisms. Ancient Rome and modern England, during the Commonwealth, are the two canonical examples of this (Montesquieu 1989: 22). So if we live in a world of large states with socially and economically unequal populations, and if we don’t have a plausible programme for breaking them up into smaller states which might then form part of a republican confederation, then they need to be organised on an alternative basis.[footnoteRef:11] Large states require strong, centralised, executive power, but that power needs to be restrained, if it is not to become despotical. In the monarchical society, what this means is that the king needs to be restrained by the hereditary nobility, which has an existence that is independent of the power of the crown itself. But executive power really is strong and centralised, and the king is far more powerful than any individual aristocrat; hence standing up to the king is always going to be an activity fraught with risk. If aristocrats are to act effectively at all, therefore, they need to have their own distinctive esprit de corps which will sustain their collective sense that they are still a power in the land, and a real estate of the realm.  [11:  Montesquieu also supplies a brief discussion of ‘federal’ states (1989: 131–3).] 


Behaving like arseholes in public, and being known to behave like arseholes in public, is a key ingredient in sustaining that esprit de corps. The aristocracy, geographically scattered across France, engages in persistent, obnoxious interpersonal behaviour, insisting on enjoying their arbitrary social privileges to the full, knowing that this will antagonise and on occasion humiliate those around them, in order to signal to one another that they are committed to taking the collective project of aristocracy seriously, and to the rest of France, that the age of aristocracy is not yet dead. Armed with the corporate confidence this stance engenders, individual aristocrats then feel empowered to discharge their function of attempting to moderate the force of royal rule, either by intervening with the king or his ministers while policy is being formulated, or by selectively ignoring royal decrees once they have been promulgated,[footnoteRef:12] and thereby preventing the consolidation of absolute power and the drift towards despotism to which that would give rise—which would further undermine the privileges and power of the aristocracy itself. The arsehole aristocracy, then, is excellent for the preservation of political liberty as Montesquieu understands this—‘that tranquillity of spirit which comes from the opinion each one has of his security’ (1989: 157)—as it restricts the ability of the crown to ride roughshod over the interests and preferences of others, it is good for the rule of law (paradoxically, perhaps, insofar as disobedience may be involved), and it strengthens the principle of limited, separate powers. [12:  Mosher (2001: 207) explores the way in which aristocratic honour makes possible a kind of civil disobedience, as does Krause (1999).] 


There’s something else, too. One of the distinctive varieties of arseholishness that Aaron James worries about is what he calls arsehole capitalism (2013: 144), which is a kind of deterioration of the workings of the economic system that results from a failure of the society’s various arsehole-dampening institutions, which include the family and religion as well as practices of punishment and shaming. When the arsehole-dampening mechanisms are overwhelmed, the danger is--here James (2013: 151) borrows Samuel Bowles’ words (2011: 49) that there is set ‘in motion a spiral of market-induced erosion of other-regarding and ethical values, which in turn prompts greater reliance on markets, which in turn further erodes values, and so on’. In the eighteenth century, Adam Smith didn’t talk about arsehole capitalism—he was too polite to do that—but when he added a chapter (1976: 61–6) to what became the posthumous sixth edition of The Theory of Moral Sentiments, ‘Of the corruption of our moral sentiments which is occasioned by this disposition to admire the rich and the great, and to despise or neglect persons of poor and mean condition’, he was roughly in the same ballpark.

Is Montesquieu worried about arsehole capitalism, too? As remarked above, in the discussion of Mosher’s view, it is an important part of Montesquieu’s argument to defend the traditional separation of the French aristocracy from commercial activity (Montesquieu 1989: 350).[footnoteRef:13] French aristocrats live off their estates, and do not themselves engage in business or trade or financial speculation. In this, they are quite unlike the English aristocracy, who operate in a political system characterised by a different and more thoroughgoingly commercial logic in which the power of the crown is greatly diminished—and therefore its own power, in line with Montesquieu’s principle that the fortunes of the monarch and the aristocracy are inextricably intertwined.[footnoteRef:14] French aristocrats, furthermore, were not all wealthy. That aristocracy was a much larger group than its English counterpart, and many aristocrats were economically dependent on the tax exemptions they received in virtue of their status.[footnoteRef:15] But although Montesquieu was insistent that the aristocracy should remain a non-commercial caste, it wasn’t the case that aristocrats were thereby irrelevant to commerce. In particular, aristocrats stimulated vital economic activity through their social prominence, setting the fashions to which others aspired, fashions that were communicated to a wider bourgeois audience through publications like the Mercure galant (from 1677, the Nouveau Mercure galant; from 1724, the Mercure de France), such that the nobility were no longer simply providing a spectacle for each other.[footnoteRef:16] The members of the commercial bourgeoisie could aspire to join the ranks of the aristocracy, since they were able to purchase an aristocratic title from the crown, with the proviso that on entering the aristocracy they had to retire from commercial life (Montesquieu 1989: 350). Using James’s categories, we can view this separation between the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie as itself as kind of arsehole-dampening mechanism: on the one hand, the aristocracy acts as a bulwark against the plutocracy that would result if the rich bourgeoisie were able straightforwardly to translate their economic muscle into political influence; on the other hand, the commercial economy doesn’t take all its cues from the capitalists and their values alone. [13:  For some remarks on dérogeance, ‘or of derogating from noble status when carrying on certain forms of commerce’, see Schalk (1986, 157–9), also Doyle (2009: 17–18).]  [14:  As Montesquieu notes (1989: 350), ‘The usage that permitted commerce to the nobility in England is one of the things that most contributed to weakening monarchical government there’.]  [15:  For a brief summary of the typical privileges of aristocrats in these matters, see Doyle (2009: 13–15). In terms of demographics, Doyle reports (2009: 16) that ‘overall numbers fell from 234,000 in 1700 to perhaps 140,000 in 1789’.]  [16:  For the political economy of fashion in the ancien régime, see Crowston (2013) and Sewell (2010), as well the ensuing exchange involving Sonenscher (2012) and Sewell (2012).] 


Montesquieu’s account of a well-functioning arsehole aristocracy was not intended as a plausible description of the France that actually existed when he was writing The Spirit of the Laws. Much of the degradation of French political life described in Mark Hulliung’s book owed in Montesquieu’s view not to the system functioning as it was supposed to, but to the excessive centralisation of power in the hands of Louis XIV and his successors, and to a slow slide towards despotism (De Dijn 2013). Far from being over-assertive arseholes, the aristocracy was becoming more servile, more deferential to the crown, and that more servile aristocracy was not remotely able to serve—unwittingly or otherwise—as the champion of the civil liberty and good government that Montesquieu wanted it to be.

What useful work, then, does this redescription of Montesquieu’s monarchical model do for us? I will conclude this paper with a glance forwards at three post-Montesquieuvian moments in eighteenth-century political thought, and a comment on more recent political theory.

First, Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Rousseau knew Montesquieu’s text extremely well. Indeed, when he was working as a secretary to Charles Dupin, shortly before his rapid rise to international celebrity, his day job, quite literally, was to make extensive notes on the text of The Spirit of the Laws. Jay M. Smith (2005: 81) has discussed Rousseau’s treatment of politeness in his First Discourse as a commentary on Montesquieu, and in various ways the second part of the Second Discourse can be fruitfully read as his most extended response to Montesquieu, with an argument that the kind of hierarchical society he theorises will be quite impossible to stabilise (Hont 2015: 43–5, 72–3).[footnoteRef:17] Rousseau agreed there (1997a: 218) with Montesquieu’s Mandevillean psychology that amour-propre—Mandeville’s ‘self-liking’—was ‘the genuine source of honour’. But he argued (1997a: 171) that a social order built around competitive amour-propre carried significant costs. [17:  For the full argument, see Hont’s unpublished 2011 seminar paper, ‘Luxury and the route to revolution in Rousseau’s Discourse on Inequality’, a version of which is available on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iOniStEYo2c (Accessed 4 April 2018).] 


Finally, consuming ambition, the ardent desire to raise one’s relative fortunes less out of genuine need than in order to place oneself above others, instills in all men a black inclination to harm one another, a secret jealousy that is all the more dangerous as it often assumes the mask of benevolence in order to strike its blow in greater safety: in a word, competition and rivalry on the one hand, conflict of interests on the other, and always the hidden desire to profit at another’s expense; all these are the first effects of property, and the inseparable train of nascent inequality.

If this were true of a society of nascent private property, how much more so would it be of one where the system of ranks had become entrenched, with the ‘black inclination to harm one another’ transformed into the social hatreds and resentment associated with the class struggle? Montesquieu’s defence of the monarchical society was that it contributed to citizen liberty, understood as the tranquillity of security, and Rousseau’s criticism emphasised that it was just this kind of security that was made impossible by the workings of amour-propre. And if the Second Discourse presented the core of Rousseau’s negative critique of Montesquieu’s aristocracy, we find a far more constructive engagement with the themes from his political thought in Considerations on the Government of Poland. This was a book which offered a sketch for the reform of a hierarchical society extended over a broad territory, which sought to develop what we can plausibly call a system of true honour, with official recognition going to those Poles who were visibly doing the most for agricultural improvement (Rousseau 1997b: 239–48; also Hont 2015: 119–22; Clure 2015: 152–216).

It is a commonplace to argue that the American Founders were conducting an argument with Montesquieu. He had insisted that a large republic was not a viable regime form; they argued by contrast that the twin devices of federalism and representation might sustain a republic not only on a national but even on a continental scale.[footnoteRef:18] There was also a debate about the merits of aristocracy. Some Federalists defended aristocracy, understood in somewhat meritocratic terms, with some Anti-Federalists rejecting aristocracy as the unjustified privilege of an illegitmate elite (Cornell 1990). This was a debate which rather closed off the space Montesquieu sought to occupy in his account of monarchy, when he defended the functional advantages of a scheme of ‘false honour’ to a large state. [18:  For the more sophisticated argument about the viability of the large republic, see Levy (2006).] 


What does Federalist political theory look like, though, if we look at it through Montesquieuvian spectacles, with the themes of this paper in mind? If we return to the three levels of Mandevilleanism set out earlier, the idea that there’s some kind of invisible hand argument at work is a familiar, most famously in Federalist nos. 10 and 51 (Hamilton, Madison & Jay 2003: 40–6, 251–5). When it comes to the second level of analysis, concerning recognition or amour-propre, in Federalist no. 57 Madison explained how the vanity of the representative politician binds him to the regime, ‘which favors his pretensions and gives him a share in its honors and distinctions’, and incentivises him against ‘innovations in the government subversive of the authority of the people’ (Hamilton, Madison & Jay 2003: 278–9). Is there a concern with the third, distinctively arseholish level? Hamilton was certainly operating close to the terrain of arsehole theory, with its concern for arsehole-dampening institutions, if not quite on it, both in Federalist no. 68, when he argued that there as a ‘moral certainty’ that the institution of the electoral college will prevent a man with only ‘[t]alents for low intrigue, and the little arts of popularity’ from assuming the Presidency (Hamilton, Madison & Jay 2003: 333), and in Federalist no. 72, when he described the possibility of re-election to the Presidency as a way of short-circuiting ‘the temptation to sordid views, to peculation, and in some instances, to usurpation’ that might otherwise contribute to political dysfunction in the new state (Hamilton, Madison & Jay 2003: 354).

It is when we turn to the Abbé Sieyès and the French Revolution that the issues delineated by arsehole theory move towards centre stage. The famous puzzle that Alexis de Tocqueville had considered (2011: 31–8) was why the French Revolution broke out in a country where feudalism was less oppressive than elsewhere, insofar as the peasantry had come to own the land; and his distinctive response was to note that the feudal obligations that were still attached to the land became less tolerable to the extent that they appeared gratuitous, in a world where the aristocracy no longer seemed to possess any useful judicial or political function that might serve as justification for the exercise of privilege. Even when the costs imposed by an arsehole are ‘moderate or small’, writes James (2013: 11, also 22), they are ‘rightly upsetting, even morally outrageous’, and it rankles: there is ‘something that lingers in one’s memory like a foul stench’.

No matter what he does, he encounters these vexatious neighbors along his path, interfering with his pleasure, impeding his work, eating his produce. And when he has finished with them, others, clad in black, arrive and take the lion’s share of his harvest. Imagine this man’s condition, needs, character, and passions, and calculate if you can the wealth of hatred and envy that he has stored up in his heart. (De Tocqueville 2011: 38) 

Tocqueville’s psychological account drew heavily on Rousseau, and Rousseau had also warned that a hierarchical society structured around competitive amour-propre would be one to foment social hatred of the kind that could ultimately destabilise the political order itself.

It was not just in retrospect that these concerns appeared to be important. Sieyès (2003: 68–91) made the attack on aristocratic privilege central to the early phase of the Revolution, and his definition of the nation (2003: 97) as living under a common system of laws and a common system of representation gave him theoretical cover to exclude the aristocracy. Elsewhere in ‘What is the Third Estate?’ (2003: 96), he drew attention to the arseholish character of the aristocracy: ‘if the privileged have succeeded in usurping every lucrative and honorific post, this is both an odious iniquity towards the generality of citizens and an act of treason towards the state’; ‘a sort of fraternity of spirit of connivance makes nobles give preference to one another on every issue’ (2003: 102); and the three orders, he wrote (2003: 108), were ‘enemies to one another’. Later, he followed Montesquieu in emphasising the falsity of false honour, and the disjunction between honour and virtue (2003: 146):

While the aristocrats talk of their honor and attend to their interests, the Third Estate—namely the nation—will develop its virtue… Nobles may be left to find some consolation for their dying vanity by taking pleasure in insulting the Third Estate with the most insolent terminology of the feudal language.

And, in a note that both polemically and also curiously labelled the ancien régime a system of ‘feudal’ or ‘false democracy’, Sieyès singled out Montesquieu for blame and attacked head on his insistence that the authority of the aristocracy and that of the monarch were inseparable from one another (2003: 147 n. 33):

It is this feudal democracy that is the one to be feared, which never ceases to provoke vain terrors to preserve its great importance and which hides both its incapacity for the good under the guise of being an intermediary body and its power for harm under the imposing authority of the aristocrat Montesquieu. It will be obvious to anyone who can think that a caste of aristocrats, however much the most stupid of prejudices might decorate it, is as opposed to the authority of monarchy as it is to the interests of the people.

Sieyès may have rejected the aristocracy, and with it Montesquieu’s theory of monarchy, but Montesquieu’s challenge remained. If you thought, as Sieyès did, that a large, unequal country like France could not be the site of a democratic republic on the classical model, and if, also like Sieyès, you did not want the regime to become thoroughly plutocratic, but nevertheless still sought to kick away the pillar of the aristocracy that served as a bulwark against the conquest of political power by the wealthy bourgeoisie, what was going to take its place? What could stabilise constitutional government, and prevent the slide into plutocracy or some version of arsehole capitalism? Parliamentary solutions did not really work for Sieyès, insofar as they were ‘poliarchical’, with a multiplicity of private interests represented in a republican assembly, rather than anything specifically oriented to the public good (Sieyès 2003: 172). From Sieyès’ point of view, something like the United States Constitution was insufficiently insulated against arseholes in general, and arsehole capitalists in particular. As an alternative, and drawing on Rousseau’s Poland, Sieyès theorised a triple-pillared society, with the old aristocracy replaced both by a system of recognised merit (or true honour, again—and, as it happens, Sieyès’ scheme was the inspiration for General Bonaparte’s Légion d’Honneur, which exists down to the present), and by a system of graduated promotion in public service, to supplement the actually-existing economic hierarchy (Sonenscher 2007: 77–9, which references Sieyès 2003: 169–72). 

The three approaches just canvassed, whether from Rousseau, the Federalists, or Sieyès, all rejected Montesquieu’s defence of false honour. More recent liberal political theory is also generally opposed to arseholes, whether insisting that privilege (or ‘social and economic inequalities’) be justified with respect to some clear normative standard, or standing for meritocracy or la carrière ouverte aux talents (a kind of ‘true honour’), or defending ‘equality of opportunity’, or criticising the legitimacy of unearned wealth, or attacking what’s left of the hereditary principle, and so on. Many liberal egalitarians, furthermore, also tend towards a preference for the proliferation of arsehole-dampening mechanisms, in particular for the insulation of the sphere of democratic politics from the possibility of its subversion by money. And the most influential academic liberal political theory of recent decades operates from a specific methodological assumption of non-arseholishness. In John Rawls’s theory, people may be self-interested, and they are concerned with recognition—or with what he calls ‘the social bases of self-respect’ (1999: 54)—but they also respect the principle of reciprocity, which is not at all what arseholes do. One consequence of this, perhaps, is that when an entire book on arseholes gets written by a contemporary liberal theorist, as it has been by Aaron James, it is almost entirely negative about them—though even James does recognise at one point (2013: 34) that they can have a certain utility: ‘We needn’t even ultimately disapprove. We might take General MacArthur to be an asshole, for example, and yet find the world better, on balance, because of him’.

At this point, the election of Donald Trump to the Presidency of the United States of America can usefully concentrate minds. One might think that Trump’s election simply confirms bland liberal pieties—and, indeed, the new printing of James’s book carries the subtitle, A Theory of Donald Trump. There has been a striking failure of one of the arsehole-dampening mechanisms in the American constitutional set-up, indeed, one specifically praised in more or less these terms in the Federalist, when Hamilton explained why no-one who was really unsuitable could be expected to be elected to the Presidency. Isn’t the lesson of Donald Trump that the crusade against arseholes needs to be reinvigorated, extended, and deepened?

Perhaps so. But it is also worth thinking about whether there might be more to say in defence of arseholes and arseholishness on the terrain of today’s politics. For all of the profession of liberal republican ideals of liberty and equality, Western societies today are hierarchical affairs, and it may very well be that Montesquieu’s theory of monarchy offers us a useable handbook to the politics of large, inegalitarian commercial societies under something approximating the rule of law. As István Hont observed in his Carlyle Lectures (2015: 77-8), ‘Today we talk about the age of democratic revolutions and the modern representative republic, our modern state form, as its product. In eighteenth-century conceptual vocabulary, the modern republic was of course the modern monarchy’. And to the extent that our politics does looks Montesquieuvian, we can raise the question as to whether arseholes might play a positive role, as well as a more negative or destructive one? 

Montesquieu was interested, after all, in the way in which members of elite groups with independent standing that turned on morally indefensible privilege might confront executive power, in a way that, however self-aggrandizing, might nevertheless conduce to good government, the defence of liberty, and the rule of law. Even if there is nothing quite like Montesquieu’s hereditary aristocracy with anything like its political function around today—although it is only a few years since most hereditary peers were excluded from the British House of Lords—one might wonder about the guild privileges claimed by the members of certain professions, such as doctors, lawyers, or academics, which can even on occasion stand in tension with the law (as when a journalist is determined in the face of official pressure to maintain the preservation of the anonymity of a source). It is entirely plausible that some of the most effective opposition to President Trump, for example, will come not so much from his fellow elected officials, voted in by different subsections of the broader American electorate, or from those who stake a more plausible claim to be motivated by the common good, but rather from the vanity of the less biddable lawyers—perhaps also journalists, probably not so much academics—who are willing to take a bloody-minded stand on the traditional honour of their professions, and to dare their colleagues to stand up for them against the power of the executive. 

It is an old theme, of course, that ambition might be made to counteract ambition, or that the solution to the problem of amour-propre might lie in the sphere of amour-propre itself, but it is one that is certainly worth restating from time to time. Hont restated it, too, at the end of his Carlyle Lectures, when he remarked (2015: 132) that ‘Amour-propre, the nation-state and commerce are still the bread and butter of modern political theory’; and we would do well to continue to focus our attention on real bread, and real butter, and real politics, rather than being duped into a consistent preference for the various gluten-free and margarine-based alternatives that are so widely available in the marketplace of ‘ideal-theoretical’ political philosophy today (Levy 2016).
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