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In current language, we use the expression “laws of nature” to speak about a phenomenon whose causes and effects are – at least for the most part – foreseeable and explicable. We know that the theologico-political metaphor of “law” starts to be attributed to nature in the era of the mechanization of the world picture and of the great scientific discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler and Newton.
 Yet it would be a mistake to believe that this metaphor – the use of “law” to describe principles or regularities within Nature – is accepted without difficulty in early modernity. Regularities in nature were traditionally described with the words ratio or proportio, but never with lex.
 Descartes is the first one to use a juridical vocabulary for mechanical phenomena, but this language is far from having been generally  accepted between the 17th and the 18th century.

Montesquieu holds a place of primary importance in this philosophical history. He declares in his writings that he is accomplishing a sort of theoretical revolution concerning the essence of laws, which is part of the larger new post-Cartesian and Newtonian conception of world. It is widely recognised, in this respect, that one of the most important contribution of Montesquieu’s chef d’oeuvre – L’Esprit des Lois – is in the definition of laws as rapports necessaires. This definition is intendend to bring together science (the domain of things) and morality (the domain of humans).

Now, Montesquieu’s position is complex: he is not wholly comfortable with this relatively new concept – the “Law of Nature” – in his time generally considered to belong to the revolution the Moderns are carrying out against the Ancients, both on scientific as well as on political grounds, through the new contractualist philosophy and modern natural right theory. While Montesquieu largely accepts the scientific side of this revolution, he openly refuses to belong to its political side. In order to fully understand the meaning and the extent of Montesquieu’s “revolution,” it is therefore important to put his thought in context and to follow the often underground dialogue he carries on with his many sources. A difficult task, for we are speaking of one of the most erudite men of his time, whose ability to penetrate and rework other thinker’s thought is well known.  

Charles Oudin, writing almost a century ago, in stressing Montesquieu’s Spinozism, notwithstanding the fact that the author of L’Esprit des Lois tried his whole life to reject this infamous accusation, represents a voice outside the chorus. Louis Althusser draws attention to the relation between the ontological and historical thought of Montesquieu, stressing the importance of his political position within his own time. A few years later, in his influential biography, Robert Shackleton clarifies the relations between Montesquieu and the Early Modern legal tradition. While Montesquieu is not interested in the same problems that interest Burlamaqui, Grotius or Hobbes, he follows the legal authorities Domat and Gravina and successfully develops the concepts elaborated by the Cartesian tradition, as Charles-Jacques Beyer has also pointed out. Mark H. Waddicor has underlined the importance of natural law theory for Montesquieu, trying to locate his work in the most traditional and mainstream philosophy of Early Modernity. More recently, Simone Goyard-Fabre and Bertrand Binoche have clarified the complexity and stratification of Montesquieu’s use of sources, underlining the primary place that he occupies in modern philosophy.

Each of these works advances, with varying degrees of success, Montesquieu’s primacy in the construction of the modern concept of law. Yet there is less clarity about the way in which Montesquieu accomplishes his own “revolution.” I suggest that teleology and teratology are the two main concepts through which it is both possible and necessary to investigate his concept of law of nature. Teleology is the theoretical core that all early modern authors are compelled to reflect  on in order to both distance themselves from Ancient philosophy and to build the framework of the new political entities, namely the modern nation State. Teratology, at the crossroads of theology and ontology, politics and natural philosophy, the question of the “monster” was the most compelling and urgent for everyone who wanted to reflect on the concepts of norm and normativity. Together these aspects allow for a fuller grasp of the meaning of Montesquieu’s contribution to the revolution of the Modern concept of Law and some clarification of the tensions implicit in his own concept of law as “rapports necessaires” in Nature, on the one hand, and in the human-moral-legal field, on the other. 
I will therefore try to understand if it is legitimate to fully accept, for example, what Shackleton enthusiastically says in his influential work, namely that Montesquieu successfully binds together the two domains, the moral and the physical.
 I will also try to show how, by clearly (albeit not always explicilty) taking into account his predecessors thought – especially Aristotle and Spinoza – Montesquieu deals with the problem of teleology and transcendence, particularly as it relates to justice and law, as well as to essence and existence. This will lead, in the last part, to the problem of monstrosity, which in Montesquieu’s era is still one of the most far reaching and interesting philosophical problems.

Let us start from Montesquieu’s introductory definition in L’Esprit des Lois, where we read that laws are the “necessary relations deriving from the nature of things” and that, for this reason, “all beings have their laws,” from divinity to the material world, from man to beasts. Laws are (1) both the relations that exist between a “a primitive reason” and beings and (2) the relations of these beings to each other.

Scholars have stressed the “confusion” that Montesquieu seems to be willing to create between the law as a fact and the law as an imperative, between the descriptive and the normative dimension of  law.  Perhaps this is a necessary confusion for Montesquieu as he undertakes the challenging  task of establishing a new field of investigation and a new method of analysis.

What strikes, for example, Althusser, in Montesquieu’s definition is the idea of “deduction:” “les rapports nécessaires qui dérivent de la nature des choses” (emphasis mine). Althusser writes that the speculative physics of Descartes is to the experimental science of Newton as the abstract political science of Hobbes and Spinoza is to the concrete one of Montesquieu, for Montesquieu founds a deductive method that goes from facts to laws rather than the other way. The rapports nécessaires have pushed some scholars like Binoche to speak about Montesquieu’s ontology as “categorically relational.”
 Goyard-Fabre goes even further: for her, the universal legality implied in Montesquieu’s ontology is rooted in his historical epistemology. Necessity and relational causality are the revolutionary epistemological weapons of Montesquieu who claims, going beyond Descartes and Malebranche, that “the necessary principle which moves things is to be found within things themselves.”
 These scholars try to ascribe to Montesquieu an ontology of relationship, an ontology of immanence in which primacy – in the ontological sense of prote phusei – is given to the encounter rather than to form, as opposed to the classical Aristotelian ontology in which the primacy given to form over matter supersedes any question of encounter.
Yet we must take into account the enormous effort that Montesquieu makes to avoid the accusation of Spinozism and to put some distance between himself and the philosopher par excellence of immanence, and at least ask which kind of immanence Montesquieu himself advocates in his definition of laws as “rapports nécessaires.” As early as paragraph 1, in the very same definition of laws, Montesquieu says:  

Laws, taken in the broadest meaning, are the necessary relations deriving from the nature of things; in this sense, all beings have their laws: the divinity has its laws, the material world has its laws, the intelligences superior to man have their laws, the beasts have their laws, man has his laws. Those who have said that a blind fate has produced all the effects that we see in the world have said a great absurdity; for what greater absurdity is there than a blind fate that could have produced intelligent beings? There is, then, a primitive reason; and laws are both [1] the relations that exist between it and the different beings, and [2] the relations of these various beings to each other.

Montesquieu is thinking here of Spinoza, as well as of the Stoics, as he will later explain in his Défense. It is the final part of the definition that makes clear that the kind of immanence Montesquieu is talking about not only does not get rid of, but absolutely requires a deep transcendence in the universe. There is a primitive reason and primitive is distinguished here from premier, to suggest not only a chronological but also an ontological primacy.

So there is a horizontal dimension, the one of relations among things, but there is first – if not foremost – a vertical dimension of relation between things and this primitive reason. It is very important to understand that it is not this vertical dimension that is primitive but reason itself.
 Thus, paradoxically we can say that law exists, at the same time, in the immanence of relations among things and in the transcendence of the relation between things and reason. 

Thus, while there is (also) an immanence in the universal legality of Montesquieu’s universe, this is not, an ontology of relationship, as Montesquieu himself was trying to say, among other things by refuting the accusation of Spinozism. What he is trying to preserve is a traditional ontological concept of essence, which in his universe, is “primitive.” In any case, Montesquieu’s position is complex and goes far beyond the simple problem of an acceptance or refusal of natural law theory, as Mark H. Waddicor suggests. Certainly, though, Waddicor correctly points out how certain critics too quickly dismiss Montesquieu’s insistance on the priority of natural law and justice as well as how this incipit is not a “metaphysical rest” in his work, but rather at its theoretical core.

The accusation of Spinozism was a very serious one at the time, and Montesquieu devotes all of the first part of the Défense de l’Esprit des lois to rebutting it. The accusation concerned two main aspects: the religious and the metaphysical. For the first, Montesquieu underlines the contradiction of being accused of deism and Spinozism at the same time. Interestingly, he clearly misreads Spinoza as following the Stoics. He generally refers to the “fatalité aveugle,” which he clearly denounced, as a doctrine possibly related to Spinoza’s God as well as to the Stoic’s “âme du monde.” But he also points out – albeit without using metaphysical language – the primacy of essence over existence. 

Montesquieu is not fighting his war on the metaphysical kampfplatz, as he frequently notes, but on the ground of laws (which still implies – I agree with the form though not the argument of his Jansenist critics – a metaphysical conception, notwithstanding what Montesquieu himself maintains). He does this on the first page of De l’Esprit by posing the anteriority, constancy and permanence of Justice as regards to just laws. And he makes himself clear – I think – by saying that this is true not only of Justice itself, but of everything that concerns intelligent beings:

Before there were intelligent beings, they were possible; therefore, they had possible relations and consequently possible laws. Before laws were made, there were possible relations of justice. To say that there is nothing just or unjust but what positive laws ordain or prohibit is to say that before a circle was drawn, all its radii were not equal.

Scholars have been concerned mainly with this argument as regards to Montesquieu’s Natural law theory, which is opposed to the conventionalism of Hobbes. Following the Natural Right authors, and in particular Domat, Montesquieu is suggesting – against Hobbes – that justice exists before positive laws in the same way that the features by which the circle is defined exist before any circle exists in act.  I suggest that when Montesquieu chose this example, he was thinking first – and maybe foremost – of Spinoza, who used the circle and its properties to speak about the essence of things non-existing in act.
 Montesquieu seems to understand what is at stake concerning laws if we accept the idea that essence can neither be nor be conceived without the existing thing, which is one of Spinoza’s most revolutionary conclusions. By saying that relationships of justice exist before the actual existence of any positive law in the same way that the circle exists before any actually existing circle, Montesquieu seems to me to be openly challenging one of Spinoza’s most important points. 

Teleological implications

Even Althusser, who is certainly a sympathetic reader, must recognize that there is something  in Montesquieu’s thought that pushes toward the conception of a human nature in a normative sense. Laws must be adapted to eternal values, because Nature itself brings men toward their creator. Both Goyard-Fabre and Breyer point out the explicit presence of Aristotle and of a classic Natural law theory in this argument, which, like the idea of necessary relations, is already present in the Lettres Persanes.

While scholars correctly have pointed out the objective of the criticism (legal positivism and conventionalism), they have failed to stress the incredible effort that Montesquieu makes (maybe more at this time, in the Lettres of 1721, than years later in De l’Esprit) to use this geometrical idea of truth that he found in Spinoza as much as in Newton to his own advantage: if in the Esprit laws are said to be rapports necessaires, in the Lettres Justice is called a “rapport de convenance entre deux choses.” This shift is not minor, both because it is reminiscent of the concept of convenientia (largely used by Spinoza as well as the stoic tradition) and because here it is turned in a completely different direction when Montesquieu says that this “convenience” doesn’t reflect the contingent conditions of the encounter between things, but the fact that the relation is “always the same.” Thus, it is not the encounter that comes first, but the constancy, anteriority and permanence of the relation.

Montesquieu is therefore able to give another definition of laws: they are the “remedy” that cures the disorder in which men, because of their free will and liberty of choice, tend to be disconnected from their own natures. Laws are applied like a pharmacon to force men to step back from disorder and re-discover the natural principle of Justice, namely their own real nature. Making free decisions – which other beings in nature don’t do – makes them walk in the wrong direction. Laws thereby exist to bring men back to what is right. Religion, philosophy and positive law are the three barriers whose task is to prevent man from taking the wrong path:

Man, as a physical being, is governed by invariable laws like other bodies. As an intelligent being, he constantly violates the laws god has established […] Such a being could at any moment forget his creator; god has called him back to him by the laws of religion. Such a being could at any moment forget himself; philosophers have reminded him of himself by the laws of morality. Made for living in society, he could forget his fellows; legislators have returned him to his duties by political and civil laws.

The function of laws is to “correct.” It is true, as Goyard-Fabre points out, that Montesquieu doesn’t think about the God of christianity, as his “teacher” Domat does, but rather about the God of philosophers. And yet I think that his is still a “religious” conception, in the etymological sense of religion, from the Latin re-ligare, binding together, binding man to his own real nature. Or in the etymological sense of “catechism,” from the Greek katecho, to prevent, to restrain or confine, to hold someone back from going away, to keep someone within limits. If there is no transcendece, still there is a teleology, which is implicit in the idea of the realization and fulfillment of one’s own nature. If Montesquieu harshly criticizes Modern philosophy, it is from an Aristotelian point of view. 

Other passages of Montesquieu support this conclusion. One is the mythical history of the ferocious Arab people, the Troglodytes.
 Two possibilities,
 on one hand self-destruction and on the other virtuous happiness, are within the natural potentiality of this people. I am using potentiality in an Aristotelian sense, that is to say a human nature that doesn’t have to be constrained within a contract, but rather has to be actualized and accomplished by natural and positive laws. Laws should help develop that part of human nature that is not destructive or Hobbesian.

Many scholars have suggested that the insistence of Montesquieu on narratives (both mythical and real) reveals his wish to avoid teleology. One of these is Althusser, this time not in his early work, but in his mature writings of the ‘80s on aleatory materialism. For Althusser, Montesquieu, along with Rousseau, Epicurus and Spinoza, understands here what is needed against the teleology of history.
 Basically he repeats the conclusions of his first book, where he wrote that Montesquieu is the first thinker, before Marx, for whom history is not guided by reason to its own end; that is to say, he doesn’t project onto historical time the shadow of men’s conscience and hopes.

I don’t think we can follow Althusser in this overly sympathetic reading. Not because of the materialistic ontology of the encounter, which is one of the richest ideas of recent philosophical historiography, but because I think that there is a tension between Montesquieu and the whole “current” described by Althusser. If Montesquieu’s theory of history doesn’t have an end in the sense of a final cause, in other words if there is no  teleology of history itself, there is still, for Montesquieu the belief that beings and men in particular do actually have an end, their own end, within history.

Speaking about Montesquieu’s style and his refusal to write a coherent treatise, Binoche correctly stresses Montesquieu’s polemic reference to Fenelon (Lettre à l’Académie, 1714), for whom a beautiful work is “one”: “Every discourse is ‘one’. The unity of the project, which lets us see with a single glance the whole work, as from the central square of a city we can see all the streets and all the gates, when the streets are straight, equal and symmetric.”
 Clearly, Montesquieu refuses this unity of vision in choosing the fragmentary style of his works. This same attitude, according to Binoche, is to be found in the anti-finalism of Montesquieu’s conception of history and law. He mentions here two authors whom Montesquieu knows well and from whom he is separating himself: Domat and Bossuet. 

Domat, Binoche maintains, is still deeply attached to a kind of Cartesian reason intended as a guiding and transcendent principle.
  For Domat, the principles of all laws are “first grounding principles,” again in an ontological sense. That’s why he mentions the necessity of conceiving as from a single point of view the right place for every part of Civil Law. We could say that Domat’s argument is anamorphic, in the etimological sense of ana-morphè, back to the form: one has to stand in the right point of view, the only one from which an artificially distorted image – in this case, of the universe – is redressed and recomposed to make sense.

Even clearer on this point is Bossuet, who denies any kind of chance in explaining history. For him, as for Montesquieu, a universal legality is operating in the universe, but this legality depends on and comes from divine providence. Human life, for Bossuet, is like an anamorphosis. Forms are “out of themselves” and must be recomposed by standing in the right point of view. When we do this, we understand that the confusion we first experienced was only a distorted image of reality: the “disposition of human things, which is originally confused, unequal, irregular,” is now ordered, and the point of view that gives order is the one revealed by Jesus Christ.
 

On the contrary, Goyard-Fabre maintains, in Montesquieu there is no teleology but rather a rigorous analysis of “metabolism,” of causes and effects, which has nothing to do with Boussuet’s eschatology. Continuing to use the medical metaphor, Goyard-Fabre suggests that  Montesquieu uses the Machiavellian expression of “ritorno ai principi” (return to the original or first principles) to hold back the decline and restore a sick regime to health. 

My conclusion, beyond these interpretations, is that while it is true that history is not guided for Montesquieu by an eschatology and is not teleological the way it is for Bossuet, it is also true that he sees a teleology within history, which is best illustrated by his concept of laws. The example of the “return to principles” is particularly interesting. If for Machiavelli there is no “true” nature to go back to and no philosophical, moral or positive law to bring men back onto the right path, for Montesquieu, on the contrary, the principles to return to are the very nature and essence of men. This return is a movement, through laws, toward the original nature, equity and justice. By forgetting God, men forget themselves, that is why laws have to recall them and to restore their real form, correcting the distorted image.

Beyer points out that, as it is for Malebranche, so it is for Montesquieu: God did not give laws to the world as a code to respect. Laws are not, for either of them, external to the processes they govern.
 But also as it is for Malebranche, for Montesquieu, teleology is established within the universe itelf, for the beings who live in the world. If we want a different position, we have to turn again to Spinoza. For him, the laws of nature are the very same laws of the beings within nature. The same immanence characterizes the relation between beings and their laws on the one hand, and beings and nature as a whole on the other. For Montesquieu, on the contrary, as pointed out earlier, there are two kinds of relations operating in the universe, the horizontal one and the vertical one. The paradox, in which laws exist at the same time in the immanence of the relations among things and in the transcendence of the relation between things and reason, is now clearer.

A last philosophical and legal reference can be made, commenting this time on Shackleton. He quotes the Origines iuris civilis of the Italian legal philosopher Gravina (1664-1718), known by Montesquieu. There is for Gravina a first law of nature, called lex promiscua, that rules over all beings, men and animals in the same way, and a second law called lex solius mentis that only concerns men, which struggles with the first one. Within man, the body is under the lex promiscua, while the mind is under the lex solius mentis. It is man’s task to accept only that part of the promiscua that agrees with the law of the mind. This doctrine is of course related to a Cartesian viewpoint, which Montesquieu completely, at least on this point, shares. 

Here, I would push the argument far enough to see, in De l’Esprit des lois, “esprit” being used in the Cartesian sense. Like in an anamorphosis, once again, the more the body acts, the more the mind suffers and the more the whole picture of man is stretched and distorted. And the more the esprit is active, the more the body is passive and the real nature of man is realized and actualized, because the right point of view, the one that redresses the anamorphosis, is approached.

Montesquieu’s political teratology

We have seen how Montesquieu deals with an extremely complex metaphysical tradition that runs from Descartes to Gassendi, from Spinoza to Malebranche and Newton. A tradition within which the struggle for the definition of a new concept of law as well as for the kind of necessity that God has impressed on the universe is still ongoing.  All these philosophers have been forced to think not only about the law, but also about the exception to the law. Sometimes it is through the concept of exception, rather than of norm, that it is possible to differentiate one’s position. And in particular, all those philosophers are attracted – or forced – to consider a particularly intriguing kind of exception to the law, namely the monster. 

Since ancient Greek philosophy, monsters have represented the most important challenge to the idea of a universal legality and necessity within the universe, as well as to the idea of a divinity who creates and preserves the universe. If God acts in the world and creates order, how should we interpret the most striking exception to this order, the existence of physical monsters? How does Montesquieu consider the problem of exception to the order? In order to analyze his idea of exception, we must look at his political and legal conception of monstrosity.
 Let’s take once again the passage of Elements of Laws I,1 in which Montesquieu harshly criticizes the idea that the world has been produced by blind fate. The Atomist tradition of  Democritus and Lucretius, as well as modern Materialism, are here openly targeted. Beyer correctly stresses here, once again, Malebranche’s influence.  For Malebranche, the existence of the world is not necessary at all.  Rather it is the spontaneous act of God’s will.  As regards created beings, this will is not necessary, but arbitrary.

Now, on this point, a whole tradition challenged this voluntaristic conception of creation, by asking a simple yet urgent question: if God’s will is the source of everything, acting through an absolute freedom and outside every necessity, why is there is so much evil in the world? Why so many monstrosities? And in fact monsters are one of the most challenging issues for Malebranche, who devotes a number of pages to analyzing them, trying if not to explain their origin, at least to justify their meaning in the universe.
 

Considering Malebranche’s influence on Montesquieu, Beyer says that as the latter was not a metaphysician or a theologian, he was not interested in these questions. Thus Montesquieu wouldn’t be interested in following his teacher Malebranche in making subtle distinctions about, for example, the wisdom and order of essences and the wisdom and order of created beings.  And he wouldn’t be interested in pursuing the analysis of monstrosity that was so important for Malebranche. I agree with Beyer that Montesquieu clearly wanted to avoid this kind of polemics, which would have led either to troubles with the Church or to philosophical misinterpretations.
 Yet I strongly disagree with the idea that he would have thought them uninteresting. On the contrary, I think that a teratology is at the heart of Montesquieu’s philosophy, but that it takes the form of political analysis, and its metaphysical foundation remains in the background. To understand this, we must see that it is not just Malebranche who helps Montesquieu in the elaboration of this part of his thought.  Rather it is Aristotle, one of the first teratologists in the history of philosophy.

The Aristotelian system is intended to give a coherent reading of phenomena all across the different domains of thought. Therefore Aristotle discusses his conception of monstrosity not only in the biological field, but also on the political ground. As scholars have explained,
 the concept of monstrosity is quite different in zoology and politics. In zoology, monstrosity is still in some sense within nature. In politics, on the contrary, the political form of monstrosity, namely despotism, is the opposite of politics. An animal or a human monster is still a phenomenon of nature, but for Aristotle, either there is politics or there is despotism: the latter defines the “other” of the former and is outside the boundaries of politics.

Montesquieu, like Aristotle, considers the problem of political pathology within the framework of nature. He filters Aristotelian thought through a reading of Jean Domat and the classical theory of natural law. Yet he goes far beyond Domat and other Aristotelian scholars in his sharp denunciation of despotism as something monstrous and against nature.
 The anomie of despotism challenges natural law and reason and destroys every legitimate concept of sovereignity itself. The existence of despotism challenges and clashes with the essence of politics itself. Tyranny, that monstrous creature, may be slow and weak at the beginning, but it ends up oppressing with hundreds of arms.
 It is not only in a metaphorical sense that Montesquieu is describing despotism as a pathology and a monster but, as for Aristotle, it is related to the idea of exception to natural law and causality, namely the specific sense of causality that rules, for Montesquieu, a universe in which laws are “rapports nécessaires qui dérivent de la nature des choses.”

I want to suggest that Montesquieu develops his teratology on historical grounds rather than directly on metaphysical ones. And I suggest that his argument is grafted on to the classic tradition of “monstrous races,” rooted in ancient and Medieval anthropology and philosophy, and renewed, at least since the “discovery” of the New World, in the early modern age by voyage tales. Throughout the period of development of voyages in the Far East and eventually the exploration of the American continent, the monstrous races progressively lost their mythical character and became a more real and concrete presence within European culture.

Montesquieu’s tales of despotism, especially in the Persian Letters, can be considered in this perspective both as a great example of Orientalism and of the political use of monstrous races. Despotism is typical of remote regions of the world. Yet, Montesquieu intends to suggest that it is potentially a threat not only for Europe and for France itself.
 Despotism is the monstrous kind of government that rules other races, but those races and that government are an open threat to human nature as a whole, represented in Montesquieu’s mind by the sweet moeurs with which French are ruled. Louis XIV, of course, is the would-be monster ready to take up the task.

The “exoticizing” that  Montesquieu has been reproached for, as Goyard-Fabre correctly points out, should not be seen as a source of inaccuracy but as a mark of originality.
 Through temporal and spatial displacement, Montesquieu is actually using the old idea of monstrous races and orientalist monstrosity as a denunciation of French absolutism, which is slowly turning the monarchy into despotism. As the tradition has it, the monstrous races approach slowly and insidiously to threaten the heart of civilization.

That is also why this kind of human monstrosity is opposed, once again, to the abstract perversion of human nature found in the rhetoric of contractualists. The Troglodytes, once again, are the anthropological pendant to the fiction of the Hobbesian state of nature. While refusing this “philosophical” tale and its supposed objectivity, Montesquieu develops a literary and moral tale, illustrating what human nature can be when it is not dressed according to law and justice. He also illustrates the monstrous effects that, potentially, lie at the heart of humanity, observable in history, even though the historical account used here is fictional.

Yet throughout this fiction, Montesquieu is participating in the construction of Western and European identity as it will be developed during the following centuries, both in France and all the other major European colonial countries. Against the background of the refined rhetoric of the Persian Letters, the image of the European man takes shape. Demographic and Geographic factors will respond, on a more scientific basis, to this claim for the real nature of man, that the peuples du milieu naturally tend toward moderation, and therefore to the best condition for resisting despotism and fulfilling the task for which man has been created and for which he is ruled by religious, moral and civil laws. Monstrous races are put again into the background, as both potential threat and a possible outcome of human nature, as the ambivalent history of the Troglodytes shows.

For Aristotle, despotism cannot be a possible outcome or pathological transformation of a political form. For this reason, he did not see political monstrosity as a matter of quantity. Quantity could only lead to a constitutional change, a change still within the boundaries of politics.
  On the contrary for Montesquieu, quantity is one of the major determining factors of monstrosity. One could say that for Montesquieu quantity actually becomes quality, causing a normal regime to switch into pathology and ultimately into an expanding monstrosity. Megalomania,  represented by lack of proportion and harmony in the universe, is a kind of monstrosity against nature.  Here again, it is Aristotle who offers the main theoretical concepts that Montesqueiu reworks, developing on this ground one of the most original and fascinating rhetorical discourses on political teratology.

We started with the question of the meaning of laws as rapports necessaires in Montesquieu. It should now be clearer how this concept represents a revolution. Montesquieu contributes enormously to the affirmation of the legal and political metaphor of law as a concept with which it becomes possible to describe regularities and relations between causes and effects, between phenomena – natural and political – and their ontological contexts. Montesquieu is in this sense fully modern. Yet at the same time, he openly refuses to take the side of the modern legal and political contractualist doctrine that is being established between the end of the 17th and the beginning of the 18th century. His choice tells us something that touches more than the political beliefs of the Baron of La Brede and Montesquieu, or the bitter nostalgia for the ancient world sinking under the pressure of the new bourgeoisie, rising in the shadow of absolutist monarchy. 

The tensions in Montesquieu’s concept of the law of nature are not accidental. They result from precise and considered philosophical choices. Montesquieu is fighting vigorously to reactivate a more traditional and teleological ontology within the new mechanist image of the world. This is why the analysis of Montesquieu’s teratology is useful to understand his attempt – starting from Aristotle but going further – to reaffirm a human morality that must be protected from the unrestraint, lack of proportion and political monstrosities of his time. This protection is possible for Montesquieu, only within and through a traditional – and for him, exactly for this reason, more radical idea – of the relation between ontology and politics. 
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