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			Imperium Press was founded in 2018 to supply students and laymen with works in the history of rightist thought. If these works are available at all in modern editions, they are rarely ever available in editions that place them where they belong: outside the liberal weltanschauung. Imperium Press’ mission is to provide right thinkers with authoritative editions of the works that make up their own canon. These editions include introductions and commentary which place these canonical works squarely within the context of tradition, reaction, and counter-Enlightenment thought—the only context in which they can be properly understood.

		

	
		
			Joseph de Maistre was one of the strongest voices in 18th and 19th century reaction. Born into minor Savoyard nobility in 1753, he enjoyed a distinguished law career until he fled the French Republic’s annexation, whereupon he acted as chief magistrate to Charles-Emmanuel’s Sardinian court, later attaining a number of high offices. Maistre distinguished himself as a political commentator in Considerations on France, publishing many works over his life to great acclaim, particularly the posthumous St. Petersburg Dialogues.
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			The Cosmic Cachinnations 
of Joseph de Maistre: 
Founder of Reaction

			In his essay on “Historical Fact” (1932), the refined but somewhat dour Paul Valéry makes passing reference to the Chambéry-born aristocrat, Savoyard jurist, Sardinian diplomatic envoy to the Czar, and arch-critic of the Revolution in France, Joseph de Maistre (1753–1821), who figures as the subject of these paragraphs. Valéry describes Maistre’s style as partaking of a “noble, pure, and gentle severity” (124), while bracketing him with such other and later Francophone writer-thinkers as Jules Michelet, Hippolyte Taine, and Alexis de Tocqueville. Valéry himself, in his writerly genealogy, stood, somewhat at an angle perhaps, in the line of Maistre, whose tutelary influence over the young Charles Baudelaire gave rise to the High Symbolist phase of French poetry—Valéry being a third generation Symbolist in his tantalizingly ambiguous verse. Valéry’s dictional choice of “severity” nominates itself as appropriate to its object and so, too, the adjectival “noble” and its companion, “pure.” In Valéry’s “gentle,” however, a question arises, and this despite the fact that in French gentille (as in, une gentille sévérité) need not denote the quiet, forgiving character that its English cognate suggests, but rather a quality of high-born reserve. Is Maistre reserved? Hardly: Maistre discovers his forte in the counterattack. Where Monsieur Voltaire launches his barrage of contempt against religion, Maistre fires off his mighty counter-battery, so as to leave the obnoxious contemnor, as though he still lived, in a state of shell-shocked indignity. Where John Locke makes insipid claims about human understanding, Maistre demonstrates that insipidity, point by point relentlessly, until of Locke’s case nothing remains except a few ignoble tatters. Where Jean-Jacques Rousseau gushes and foments against the established order Maistre like Zeus thunders back, pointing out the topsy-turvy character of Rousseau’s bad logic, to leave standing only the man’s egotism and sentimentality. In a cavalry-metaphor, Maistre qualifies himself as a veritable Blücher of polemic.

			Compare Maistre, for example, with his contemporary and peer René de Chateaubriand. In his masterly Genius of Christianity (1802), Chateaubriand on the one hand insistently, but in a manner authentically gentle, presses his case for the centrality of the Catholic religion to European civilization. The presentation never strays from politeness and advances itself in a carefully reasoned way. Maistre’s great posthumous publication The St. Petersburg Dialogues or Conversations on the Temporal Government of Providence (1821), on the other hand, while complementing Chateaubriand’s Genius in its content, employs a style, typical of its author, quite different from Chateaubriand’s. Maistre, who acknowledges every nuance of courtesy, nevertheless readies himself at every moment to set loose his Olympian indignation; couching himself always, however, in a mood of ebullient and godlike humor he meanwhile articulates his thesis in the rhetoric of ironically self-aware hyperbole. In his ironical self-awareness Maistre indeed ranks with the author of the Quixote, Part II, or with Gustave Flaubert. In his exposition, Maistre shows himself a great role-player. He pretends to be flabbergasted that bad arguments have so great a currency and he delights in revealing their sources as so many faux monnayeurs. For Maistre, the game is always afoot, and the hunter is always ready to spring. He is the hunter, sure of his shot. Maistre, conceiver of the subtle, not the gross, counter-revolution and sublime founder of the reactionary right, wielded his pen as a cosmic satirist of the most exalted office and as he might have wielded a sword.

			Isaiah Berlin remarks in an introduction to an American edition of Considerations on France (1797) that Maistre belonged to Romanticism, especially in his view of history. “Maistre,” Berlin writes, “like other romantic writers, took the panoramic rather than the particular view of history, seeking, not to describe and relate the unique event, but to find behind the sweep of history some logic, some divine pattern, that would satisfy the selfsame urge for design and order so strongly felt by Enlightenment thinkers” (39). Berlin’s description would make of Maistre a precursor to Twentieth Century figures such as Oswald Spengler and José Ortega, whose oeuvres combine the search for principles of order that manifest themselves only in sequences of centuries with the analysis of recent events. Spengler, however, never gives evidence of possessing a sense of humor; he is hardly to be described even as possessing a sense of irony. Ortega resembles Spengler in his elevated detachment from that about which he writes; like his contemporary Valéry, Ortega’s defense of tradition, as well as his disdain for the contemporary situation, issues from an ice-cold intellectual realm. Not so with Maistre. Passion, faith, and a qualified optimism animate Maistre. That he invested the time and effort late in life to translate from the Greek Plutarch’s essay on the question of why the gods seem to delay in the implementation of divine justice testifies to his confidence in a Christian version of the Karmic Law or of Nemesis. As Maistre sees it, justice always prevails, even though it might observe an interval, because the universe manifests not only an intelligible physical order but also an intelligible moral order, quite as Plutarch had suspected. Maistre, anticipating, in addition to Spengler and Ortega, certain Traditionalist thinkers of the first half of the last century—René Guénon and Julius Evola come to mind—speaks to the Twenty-First Century as cogently as he did to his own era. The time is ripe for a Maistrian revival.

			I. On the St. Petersburg Dialogues. 

			Because Maistre’s masterpiece The St. Petersburg Dialogues resumes and amplifies the major themes and theses of his numerous previous works, a selective tour through several of its eleven soirées will set the stage for an understanding of Considerations on France, the Essay on the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions (1809), and the Study on Sovereignty (1794). To a reader approaching it for the first time The St. Petersburg Dialogues must seem a daunting challenge. Richard Lebrun’s English translation (1993) runs to some three hundred and fifty pages. It is not the work’s length alone that intimidates, but its immense erudition, and its compositional principle. The St. Petersburg Dialogues purports to be the record of conversations late into the night among “the Count,” no doubt an autobiographical projection of Maistre himself, “the Senator,” and “the Chevalier.” The Count hails presumably from a French-speaking country, but not necessarily from France; the Chevalier, the youngest of the three, is French, an expatriate now living in Russia. The Senator is Russian. The Senator and the Chevalier obviously revere the Count—for his wisdom and his experience, but likewise for his witticisms, jokes, and his extraordinary oratorical ability. Once the reader begins reading, Maistre’s quasi-Socratic dialogues throw off their intimidating quality and prove themselves to be a rare delight. The experience resembles that of immersing oneself in the epic speeches of George Bernard Shaw’s book-length dramas. One has the sense of being present at these extraordinary occasions, with their baroque exchanges and subtle disagreements, the latter being invariably resolved. Maistre knows that he will achieve this effect. He plays with the suspension of readerly disbelief. In the First Dialogue, the Count, responding to the Chevalier’s request to end a detour into the realm of Latin apothegmatic and to return to the declared topic of Providence, says: “Whatever subject we treat, my dear friend, we are still talking about Providence. Moreover, a conversation is not a book; perhaps it is even better than a book precisely because it permits us to ramble a bit” (12).

			As many a commentator remarks, Maistre judges the self-denominating Enlightenment to have been a civilizational disaster. For Maistre the rhetoric of progress furnishes only so much mendacious cant. The century of Enlightenment ushered in an age of unprecedented mendacity, sacrilege, and criminality, which immiserated the European nations. Maistre, believing in the Fall of Man, invokes a species of anti-progress in order to characterize the events and trends of recent history. Beginning with Protestantism, what Maistre calls derisively the sect proliferated, not only in Northern Europe, but also in the French-speaking countries, fomenting civil war and dragging the kingdoms and principalities into a phase of prolonged and destructive violence. At one point in the Second Dialogue, the Count rehearses his anthropological theory of how civilization relates to savagery and barbarism. Maistre clearly intends this fascinating “ramble” to apply to the continuity of Protestantism—which he labels the Mohammedanism of Europe—with Jacobinism. The Count defers to the Greeks and other ancient peoples who, in their myths, set the Golden Age, when men observed a natural morality, deeply in the past. “Listen to what wise antiquity has to say about the first men,” the Count advises his interlocutors: “It will tell you that they were marvellous men and that beings of a superior order deigned to favor them with the most precious communications” (40). The Count—who speaks for Maistre—suspects the existence in the past of a lost, sacred science superior to modern science. Yet everywhere and always the tendency of degradation takes hold. This law holds true both for knowledge of the natural domain and for moral acuity. “Some leader,” the Count continues, “having altered a people’s moral principle by some transgressions… transmitted the anathema to his posterity; and since every constant force accelerates by its very nature since it is always acting on itself, this degradation bearing on his descendants… has finally made them into… savages” (44-45).

			The Count adduces the indigenes of the New World, as they revealed themselves to the early explorers and to the conquistadors, as a specimen instance of his claim. In a disquisition that would with certainty cause him to be banished from Twenty-First Century social media, and that forthrightly rebukes the clerical defense of the aborigines of Mexico and South America, the Count denounces the putative “state of nature” in which the New-World “savages” (45) dwelt. It was, he says, cruel, bloody, and animalistic. Maistre anticipated the prevailing multiculturalism of the contemporary West, which his prospective critique demolishes in advance. Maistre writes: “There was only too much truth in the first reaction of Europeans, in the time of Columbus, to refuse to recognize as equals the degraded men who peopled the new world” (45). This attitude would change in the direction of sentimentality. Maistre omits to name Bartolomé de Las Casas, but it must be to that author’s Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies that the Count refers. Maistre gives to the Count to say that, “The merciful priest exalted [the tribes] to make them precious”; and “he played down the evil, he exaggerated the good, he promised what he hoped would be,” that is to say, something contrary to the self-evident reality of the situation. Observers like Bartolomé took a stance, in the Count’s opinion, “too favorable to the natives” (45). Such men thereby contributed to the Rousseauvian cult of the Noble Savage which itself represents a resurgence of savagery. Exercising his powerful intuition, which reflects that of his author, the Count avers that, “One cannot glance at the savage without reading the curse that is written not only on his soul but even on the exterior form of his body” (46). The savage “has known us for three centuries,” the Count adds, “without having wanted anything from us, except gunpowder to kill his fellows and brandy to kill himself” (46).

			Maistre’s chastisement of priestly mushiness vis-à-vis the Tainos and Caribes points to an important element of his hybrid Catholic-Gallicanism. He adhered to Greek and Latin Pagan tradition—of the refined and philosophical variety—as much as he did to the Gospel. He also admired the Hindus, of whose primordial lawgiver Manu he writes favorably in the Dialogues. He saw Christianity as attaching itself to a moral continuum that descended from an original “supernatural enlightenment” (44), which the parables of Christ in no way contradict. In the Eleventh Dialogue, the Senator, in amplifying a remark of the Count, opines how, “it will be shown that all the ancient traditions are true, that all of paganism is nothing but a system of corrupted and displaced truths, which only need cleaning, so to speak, and restoring to their place, to shine forth all their light” (326). In the same section of the book, readers will encounter again Maistre’s belief in an ancient science and related technique that surpass what passes for science and technique in the present, spiritually depleted moment. Science and religion thrive together, so that a decline in scientific competence will naturally accompany a decline in healthy religiosity. The Senator cites the religious piety and scientific acuity of Sir Isaac Newton. The great Englishman’s accomplishment consists, not so much in bringing knowledge of the cosmos forward, but rather in “bringing us back to Pythagoras,” so that “it will soon be demonstrated that the heavenly bodies are moved precisely like the human body, by intelligences that are united to them” (325). Men might recover elements of the ancient lore. In that case, says the Senator, people of the future “will talk of our present stupidity as we talk of the superstition of the Middle Ages” (325). Maistre might well be referring to the advocates of climate change, as they now ambiguously denominate their claim, when he arranges for the Senator to affirm that “European scientists are presently a species of conjurers or initiates… who absolutely will not have anyone know more or other than they” (326).

			Maistre devotes large swathes of the Dialogues to his dissection of Voltaire and Locke; and scattered remarks to the refutation of Rousseau, whom he had treated at length in previous works. Voltaire, building his argument, as it might be put, on the rubble and the corpse-count in the aftermath of the Lisbon earthquake of 1755, attacked the Christian dogma of Providence and through it the related concept of the Justice of God. He articulated his case in the Poème sur le désastre de Lisbonne, which he published in 1756. Maistre devotes the Fourth Dialogue to his refutation of Voltaire, who, in his verses, had cited the suffering of the innocent, not so much as the logical, but as the emotional weapon to wield against the supposed Loving God who yet (as he claims) permits the crippling and killing of children through his own acts. Maistre knows that the diatribe against Voltaire’s follies, the opening salvo of which has already occurred, will strike a certain overly polite conscience as exaggerated. He cares not. He gives it to the Chevalier to ask: “How can you keep so much rancour towards the dead” (108). The Count replies, “However his works are not dead,” but rather “they are alive, and they are killing us” (109). In his poem, Voltaire asks, why do we suffer under a just master? The Count replies: “BECAUSE WE DESERVE IT” (118). Original sin contaminates humanity universally, depriving everyone of the claim to pristine moral status. Voltaire asks pleadingly, why infants, who could not yet merit punishments or rewards, are… subject to the same evils that can afflict grown men? The Count responds with a proto-Darwinian formulation: “If it is agreed that a certain number of infants must perish, I do not see how it matters to them whether they die in one way or another” (120). If, moreover, a child fall victim to a collapsing wall, might its swift death not be preferable to a lingering one, say, by smallpox? Maistre’s is not a Twenty-First Century way of thinking, or rather of “thinking,” but that is because it is not a substitution of maudlin emotion for actual thought.

			Maistre argues that punishments are never necessary but only contingent. Any punishment must be understood as the response of Providence to sin, which Providence wishes to correct. In respect of any sin, moreover, as the Count says, “Innocence could have prevented it” and “prayer could have held it off” (125). The Count identifies what he labels “a sophism of impiety” (125). He posits that “the all powerful goodness knows how to use one evil to exterminate another” (126) and it often does so. Yet observing this perfectly visible principle, obtuse people conclude that “evil is an integral part of the whole” (126). Evil corresponds, rather, to an aberration, a lapse, from the whole. Evil commenced when Adam and Eve flouted the prohibition. Evil intensified when Cain slew Abel; and it intensified, later again, when Sodom and Gomorrah violated the sexual order. The world will restore its wholeness only at the end of time when the divine power redeems it, but that redemption will entail the world’s translation under eternity, as the transcendent City of God. Rebels who trespass against nature, who selfishly believe that they can ignore the visible principles of reality, believe also that they can establish perfect justice in the temporal realm. The effort to establish perfect justice is, in itself, however, a prideful injustice under whose perpetration decent people must invariably suffer, as actual victims of a criminal program. The perpetrators bring Nemesis on themselves, too, as the Terror well demonstrated. On the tribulations of conscientious and virtuous people, Maistre holds the position that ordeals test conscience and virtue and can strengthen them. Conscience and virtue express themselves, precisely, in prayer. In a mythological allusion to the Hesiodic chaos-monster and emblem of evil, Typhon, the Count concludes the Fourth Dialogue as follows: “Our prayers being only the effort of an intelligent being against the action of Typhon, their utility, and even their necessity, has been philosophically demonstrated” (126).

			In the Sixth Dialogue, Maistre grapples with Locke. Maistre defends a fixed and knowable human nature against Locke’s nihilistic assertion of the blank slate—the tabula rasa. Of Locke’s Essay on Human Understanding, the Count tells the Chevalier that, “One must traverse this book, like the sands of Libya, without ever encountering the least oasis, the least green point where one can catch one’s breath” (165). In the pages that follow, Maistre heaps up examples of Locke’s simplistic, literal-minded observations, his absurdities, his risible metaphors, and his tedious prose. “Sometimes he will speak to you of the memory as a box in which one holds ideas until they are needed”; while “elsewhere he makes memory a secretary that keeps registers”; or “he presents the human intelligence to us as a dark room pierced by some windows through which the light comes” (166). Voltaire wrote of Locke that he was the first philosopher who taught the necessity of precise definition. Maistre takes issue: “Locke is precisely the first philosopher who told us not to define,” but who “never ceased to define, and in a way surpassing all the boundaries of ridicule” (168). Locke, in Maistre’s view, reduced the ancient refinements of moral philosophy to a crude question of “taste or caprice” (168). Maistre obviously savors the opportunity rhetorically to draw and quarter Locke’s Essay. The prosecutorial rodomontade continues for many amusing pages. Ultimately, Maistre objects to Locke’s assertion of the malleability of the subject. The tabula rasa being characterless, it cannot acquire character nor can it generate character. As the tabula rasa’s malleability makes of it a thing acted upon rather than a subject that acts, the concept permits no such thing as freedom. If there were no such thing as freedom—or free will—there would be no such thing as morality; and then there would be no such thing as justice. Locke’s Man is a thing that cannot be and therefore cannot function as the basis of law.

			Rousseau’s turn in the docket comes at the climax of the Eighth Dialogue and in the Ninth Dialogue. Maistre applies to Rousseau the categorical label of savant. The savant is a recent nasty phenomenon symptomatic of the degeneration of society. The savant propagates “insolent doctrines” (259) which serve no positive agenda but merely confuse and dismay the easily cajoled—who are the very people most in need of the dogmatic certitude and good guidance inherent in Christian doctrine. The savant, usually a professor of this or that faculty, arrogates to himself the title of philosopher without, however, understanding it; he puts his verbal cleverness on public display and he invites adulation. He more resembles an anti-philosopher than he does an Aristotle or an Aquinas. The savant belongs to the class of “learned men,” whom “we in this century have not known how to keep in their place, which is a secondary one” (259). Maistre uses the adjective “learned” with scathing irony. Whereas in the past savants numbered but a few, “today we see nothing but savants” (259). In Rousseau’s claim that society originates in a convention of primitive deliberators, who produce a social contract, Maistre identifies a prime specimen of savantism; so too again in Rousseau’s endowment, on the wholly appetitive prehistoric man, of the title of noble, and in his notion of property as usurpation. Maistre makes the Count say that, “As for the one who speaks or writes to deprive people of a national dogma, he must be hung like a housebreaker” (260). The Count poses the question rhetorically, “Why have we been so imprudent as to grant freedom of speech to everyone” (260). In the Eighth Dialogue, Rousseau becomes “that all-purpose fool… who had so much influence on a century quite worthy of listening to him” (280).

			II. On the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions – Considerations on France – Study on Sovereignty. 

			In The Generative Principle of Political Constitutions, Maistre asserts that all legitimate political authority originates with God; and that only God deserves the title of Supreme Sovereign. Polities constitute themselves, not in the way that an architect draws up blue-prints for a large edifice, which the builders then efficiently construct, but by long-term adaptation and improvisation with constant back-reference to an originary and divinely inspired vision. Maistre compares the gradual articulation of a polity to the burgeoning of a great oak, with the acorn symbolizing the divine seed. That the ancients understood these matters with clarity becomes evident in their myths of foundation, in which divinity invariably participates. In the beginning, God created nature, from the clay of which man arose. Institutions thrive to the degree that they nourish themselves on divine inspiration, and they wither to the degree that they alienate themselves from such nourishment. “The origin of sovereignty,” Maistre writes, “must always be outside the sphere of human power, so that the very men who appear to be directly involved are nevertheless only circumstances” (p. 24). Maistre has previously quoted himself, but only as “the author of the Considerations on France,” to the effect that “the people will always accept their masters, and never choose them” (p. 24). How so? Divinity awes men and men defer to those of their co-mortals who seem to embody the divine. “Kings above all, chiefs of fledgling empires, are constantly designated and almost marked by Heaven in some extraordinary manner” (p. 25). Longevity strengthens the numinosity of institutions because hoary age appears a defiance of mortality hence also an approximation of immortality. Maistre writes, “As for legitimacy, if it should seem ambiguous in its origin, God is explained by His prime minister to the province of this world: time” (p. 24). Maistre remarks that in the foundation stories of the Greek poleis, “It is always an oracle which founds cities” (p. 25). One might add with a nod to the Dialogues that the oracle often springs into being where a god or hero has slain a monster, shedding its blood, and thereby sacralizing the spot.

			In a recurrent thesis of The Generative Principle, Maistre insists that, at their origin, not only are all lasting political dispensations divine, but they are oral, belonging not to the written but to the spoken word. In Maistre’s opening salvo: “One of the grand errors of an age that professed them all was to believe that a political constitution could be written and created a priori, while reason and experience meet in establishing that a constitution is a divine work, and that precisely what is most fundamental and most essentially constitutional in the laws of a nation cannot be written” (p. 9). That which speaks, and in so doing participates in the capitalized Word, addresses men more directly than that which scribbles. What has sustained itself through pure speech may, of course, later commit itself in writing, but in this case the writer originates nothing, only making a record of what previously existed in another, better form. Maistre goes even further. The impulse to write down and codify the laws signals the degeneration of the laws. It is tantamount to forgetfulness. In addition, an oral commandment codified in script falls subject to so-called improvement. The improver of the law might well think that he has reasoned his way to a just modification, but Maistre has little trust in reason, as the savants use that word. Indeed the penchant for reform spurs competition such that the sequence of amendments and re-codifications stretches potentially without end, turning the notion of law on its head. Maistre writes: “Hence primordial good sense, fortunately anterior to sophisms, has sought on all sides the sanction of laws in a power above man, either in recognizing that sovereignty comes from God, or by worshiping certain unwritten laws as emanating from Him” (p. 10). Effective law is also vague; it never stipulates too much, but reserves itself in generalities and leaves much unsaid. No document, Maistre observes by way of example, delineated the powers of the Roman Senate, a situation that he regards as practical and good.

			Maistre’s theory of vagueness as an advantageous characteristic of the unwritten law links itself to his belief in free will. In The Generative Principle, Maistre discusses Christianity, which he qualifies as “the greatest of all imaginable institutions” (p. 16). While it is true that Christianity has a set of Scriptures, the Author of Christianity was not the author of them. Christ, like Socrates, confined himself to the spoken word. The Gospel in which Christ figures post-dates Him, undoubtedly basing itself on an oral tradition worked up by the Apostles. Whereas, Maistre argues, “The Evangelists, in recounting this Last Supper… had a fine opportunity to command our belief in writing”; nevertheless, “they carefully refrained from declaring or ordaining anything” (p. 16). Maistre points to a feature of Gospel rhetoric: “we read in their admirable history: Go, teach; but by no means: teach this or that” (p. 16). In that same rhetoric, the profession “We believe” appears, but never the commandment, “you shall believe” (p. 16). The New Testament moreover never pretends to constitute an encyclopedia of Christian doctrine: a parable never mandates but it invites the addressee to meditate and to think. Maistre writes, “there is not a line in these writings which declares, which even allows us to glimpse, a plan to make it a code or a dogmatic statement of all articles of faith” (p. 17). What he calls “codes of belief” (p. 17) arouse Maistre’s suspicion. Maistre certainly has in mind Calvinism and Lutheranism, but also in all likelihood Islam. Totalizing doctrinaire declarations signify for Maistre that whatever religion they advance “is false”; that the authors “have written [their] religious code in a bout of fever”; and that “the code will soon be mocked in this very nation” (p. 17). Islam fits the paradigm in that the Koran’s weird verses convey an exemplary delirium. The Protestant sects having largely devolved into mere departments of reigning Western nihilism, Maistre announces himself as something of a prophet. The ethos of any people, as Maistre sees it, is more to be spoken than to be written and more to be felt, and thereby observed, than to be spoken. One remarks that contemporaneity cannot shut its mouth.

			The Generative Principle introduces a theory of language under a theory of names. Language is an institution. With religion, in fact, language is one of two primordial institutions that constitute man qua himself. Plato’s Cratylus strongly informs Maistre, who adopts that dialogue’s hypothesis that the names of the gods stem not from arbitrary coinage but from positive motivation and are thus aboriginally apt and meaningful; and that this fact implicates nomenclature in general. (It is worthy of note that in The Generative Principle Maistre classifies Plato as one of the “Greek Fathers” and pairs him with Origen.) He who creates owns title to the naming of what he has created. God being the creator of all and everything—He alone possesses the license to name. Maistre observes how “God is called: I am; and every creature is called, I am that” (p. 37). The creature must accept its subordination: it names itself first through imitation of the Godhead and then through a witting subaltern qualification. God grants men only a limited privilege to name, but not the right to do so. Such naming as men propose should function under a rule of modesty. Like the oak from the acorn, the name must properly “germinate” (p. 41). Any name must acquire its intertwined branches of meaning through long usage, as the oak gradually and beautifully ramifies. Maistre objects to prideful or extravagant naming—a noticeable disease of the vile century against which he wages war. In its baroque sophistries, the Eighteenth Century’s “rebellious pride,” as Maistre puts it, “which cannot deceive itself, seeks at least to deceive others by inventing an honourable name which pretends to exactly the opposite merit” (p. 39). Abuses of language invariably burst forth when men exalt themselves above God. The same crimes arise when those men believe that with quill and black tincture, on laid-cream feuilles, they might reorganize reality, including the human reality, according to their whim or pleasure. In Nominalism, Maistre scents the demonic principle.

			Considerations on France, Maistre’s assessment of the Revolution, and his Study on Sovereignty, a critique of Rousseau and Condorcet, are of a piece with The Generative Principle. All of Maistre’s works, including his formidable correspondence and voluble memoirs, constitute elements of an organic whole which their author sums up in the Dialogues, of which they are the tributaries. Other commentators on Maistre emphasize his fascination with violence and bloodletting as functions of a providential scheme, a facet of their author’s work that these present paragraphs have hitherto skirted, if only so as to differentiate themselves from typical commentary. This theme, however, pushes itself to the fore in Considerations of France. In the Dialogues, Maistre elaborates his theory that punishment—in the manner of Karma or Nemesis—operates as part of the cosmic constitution, whose legislator is God. At the same time, punishment never corresponds to necessity, but only to contingency. Always, punishment might have been prevented, but for the perversity of the human ego. Sin actually affirms that gift of God, free will. In Considerations, Chapter I, Maistre writes of men that they are “Freely slaves,” who “act both voluntarily and necessarily” and who “do what they will, but without being able to disturb [God’s] general plans” (p. 53). The Eighteenth Century has amounted to an acute phase of doing what one wills, and so egregiously has this wicked liberty indulged itself that in response to its transgressions, “we see actions suspended, causes paralysed, and new effects” (p. 53). The Revolution, that fruit of God-hating resentment, has metamorphosed into “a miracle,” as Maistre writes, “an effect produced by a divine or superhuman cause which suspends or contradicts an ordinary cause” (p. 53).

			The Revolution appears in its full anomaly to its opponents, whom it astonishes. Regicide, that most heinous of crimes, occurs seemingly without consequence; great schemes of mischief, which in stable times would have faced obstacles, enact themselves with absurd ease; and “the good party is unfortunate and ridiculous in all that it undertakes” (p. 54). In the meantime mediocrities attain political prominence and wield the prerogatives that accompany station. Anticipating Gustave Le Bon, Maistre opines how “the French Revolution leads men more than men lead it” (p. 55). Being the rejection of all order, the Revolution unfolds in obedience to no plan, but it is as improvisatory as it is bloodthirsty. Immediately after its initial gains, the Revolution began to feed on itself, a fact that demonstrates the instrumental character of those who believe themselves the Revolution’s agents. The Revolution is therefore indeed improvisatory, but it is other than spontaneous. Providence employs the Revolution against itself. What of the innocent parties, however? Maistre points out that sixty thousand people gathered to witness the beheading of Louis XVI and that no one, on that occasion, endangered himself by calling halt! The innocents of the Revolution number fewer than the broad complaint would suggest; and if they perished innocently, they perished as martyrs. In enormities like that of 1789, the guilty ones inevitably expiate their guilt by their own blood. In Considerations, Chapter II, Maistre pens this excellent maxim: “when a philosopher consoles himself of these misfortunes in view of the results; when he says in his heart, let a hundred thousand be murdered, provided we are free; if Providence answers him: I accept your recommendation, but you shall be counted among that number, where is the injustice?” (p. 58). And so it is that, “Every drop of Louis XVI’s blood will cost France torrents” (p. 61).

			An earlier paragraph accredited Maistre with the innovation, not of the gross, but of the subtle counter-revolution. Maistre opposed the scheme whereby a nucleus of French contra-revolutionaries would enlist the assistance of external powers to invade France and suppress the rebellion. Maistre desired the preservation of French sovereignty, which invasion by foreign powers would sabotage. Foreign armies would occupy French territory. Foreign princes would likely exploit the situation to annex French territory. A restored monarch, in addition to owing a debt to those who re-installed him, would be constrained by his adherence to Christian doctrines from inflicting on rebels the condign penalties that their crimes demand. The sovereign would need to exercise clemency, for example, and extend mercy. Or, if determined magistrates gained sway, “justice… would have had an air of vengeance” (p. 61). Punishments would in that case lend themselves to misrepresentation. Providentially, the Revolution must, by the mechanics of its progress, grind itself to stoppage. It will do so with appropriate inward-turning ferocity. Maistre asserts in Considerations, Chapter IV, that “a large republic is impossible” (p. 79). The Revolution presuming the form of a large republic, its endurance comes with the opposite of a guarantee. Once the Revolution reaches its inevitable end, the renewed monarchy will content itself with the Christian task of rebuilding the nation. While it is true that Maistre praised the hangman as absolutely necessary for the stability of the state, he never advocated violence, but merely remarked its persistence and ubiquity. Maistre stands out as a theoretician of violence, a phenomenon that he studied closely and scientifically.

			Readers will encounter the heart of Considerations in Chapter III, which its author entitles “Of the Violent Destruction of the Human Species.” Any number of commentators have quoted Maistre’s line. It must nevertheless be quoted again: “History unfortunately proves that war is the usual state of the human race in a certain sense, that is to say that human blood must flow without interruption somewhere or other on the globe; and that peace, for every nation, is but a respite” (p. 70). Maistre crowds a sequence of paragraphs with details of war since the Roman Republic. He then launches into one of his proto-Darwinian discussions, arguing that war re-tempers the human spirit when a civilization has become lazy and decadent, and that it stimulates the arts and sciences. Maistre points out as evidence for his assertion that the great age of Greece, the Fifth Century, corresponded to a series of destructive wars that left the poleis bankrupt and exhausted. War need not be inevitable. Like all punishments, war falls subject to preemption, even if such preemption were rare. Nevertheless, as Maistre sees things, war, once it breaks out, boasts a sacred quality. War is sacrificial. War makes manifest the principle that “the innocent suffer for the benefit of the guilty” (p. 75). Maistre believes that “It was from this dogma… that the ancients derived the usage of sacrifice that they practiced throughout the world, and judged useful not only for the living, but also for the dead” (p. 75). Self-sacrifice for the sake of others follows the same intuition as the hecatomb or human sacrifice, but it accords itself better with Christian principles. Maistre reminds his readers that men live in a fallen world, where evil taints everything and disorder obtains. Yet in Maistre’s words: “there is no disorder that eternal love does not turn against the principle of evil” (p. 76). The Revolution cannot exempt itself from this implacable law.

			The Study on Sovereignty represents an earlier stage in the same line of Maistre’s thinking as the later Generative Principle. The Study names Rousseau many times, but even where Maistre omits to put Rousseau under direct inquisition, his chapters tend to confront the earlier writer’s Social Contract and Discourse on Inequality. In the Study, Maistre first comes to the fore as an anthropologist. He does so by conducting a thorough critique of Rousseau’s assumption that “there was a human era before society”: this assumption, however, is “the only thing that had to be proven” (p. 170). The Study rejects the hypothesis of scattered or isolated men—Rousseau’s self-absorbed and anti-social savage. Even supposing Rousseau’s non-binding sexual encounters between primitive men and women, with the men free from any obligation to stay for the night or call in the morning, the mothers and their children would have constituted social units. Man’s nature, Maistre argues, emerges only in society. Maistre writes that history, which constitutes a plausible account of man’s sojourn on earth, and which therefore better recommends itself than Rousseau’s speculation, “constantly shows us men united into more or less numerous societies, ruled by different sovereignties” (p. 169). The conclusion follows that no pre-social phase of human nature existed: “because before the formation of political societies, man is not altogether man” (p. 169). Maistre deals with Rousseau as he had dealt with Locke. Rousseau deploys a vocabulary of nature, right, and order, but in context, or due to the lack of a context, these terms elude definition. Rousseau juggles with words. According to Maistre nations exhibit an organic quality. Nations experience birth, have fathers and teachers; nations have a soul, such that, “When we speak of the spirit of a nation, the expression is not as metaphorical as we think” (p. 176). Finally, nations die. History is littered with their corpses.

			Sovereignty flows from Providence, that is, from the Will of God. Just as men are instruments of Providence, they are equally instruments of the sovereignty that moulds them. Each nation has its sovereign founder who “divines those hidden forces and qualities which form his nation’s character” and finds, as Maistre writes, “the means of fertilizing them, of putting them into action” (p. 186). The sovereign founder never reveals himself in the act of writing or deliberating. If the time came when the descendants of the sovereign founder felt the need to write down the laws that he had bequeathed them, they would merely remind themselves with ink on paper of the ethos that previously obtained, but they would invent nothing. Nations grow from instinct, not from deliberation, Maistre insists. The maturation of the policy must furthermore at every stage acknowledge the order of being. It is faith that apperceives divinity, but it is also faith that apperceives the order of being. The aboriginal task to instill that faith befalls the sovereign founder as a supreme obligation. The student of history will gather many examples of the sovereign founder from the early medieval period. Charlemagne famously, according to his biographers, acquired literacy only late in life and never really got the hang of reading and writing. He rode at the head of his cavalry. Joan of Arc, arguably the genetrix of the French nation, had as much to do with letters as did Charlemagne. The King of the Franks and the Maid of Orleans acted, in Maistre’s precise sense, as instruments of Providence. The Barons in submitting the Magna Carta to Prince John constituted no convention. Like Homer the Barons committed to writing a living oral tradition that their document never originated but only belatedly reaffirmed. Maistre writes of “prejudices, fathers of the laws and stronger than the laws” (p. 206). What—civilization is founded on prejudice? Yes, emphatically, Maistre answers: Civilization is the prejudice for the natural order of things. Modernity, taking offense from anything not itself, eschews the apocalypse of God and along with it the necessary connotative lexicon of theology. Modernity consists, in striking contrast with its utopianism, in a long procession of extraordinary national and global catastrophes, with colossal bloodletting, culminating in the atomic attacks on the two most Christian cities of Japan. Maistre’s apocalyptic language offers a vocabulary and perspective vastly different from those of modernity but supremely meet to the discussion thereof. Modernity because of its literal-mindedness can never carry out an adequate critique of itself.

			The language-theoretician Eric L. Gans qualifies Maistre, in his Scenic Imagination (2007), as the first anthropologist. Gans finds it possible to extract from Maistre’s writings the thesis that the first organizing principle of humanity, of nations, and indeed of sovereignty took the form of sacrifice. In The St. Petersburg Dialogues and The Generative Principle, Maistre insists that language and law descend on humanity from a transcendental origin, which men usually call Zeus or Jupiter or God. Language and law dawned on men in an event. This is why Maistre argues that no one ever invented language or the code of law, but that the individual only ever learns language or the code of law. Gans writes that, “De Maistre’s religiously tinged rhetoric should not blind us to the fact that the discussion of pagan sacrifice that opens the [Elucidation on Sacrifices] is essentially functionalist; the pagan gods are less supernatural beings than manifestations of an ‘idea of God’ that [Maistre] considers coeval with humanity” (108). As Gans remarks, Maistre understands sacrifice as redemptive on the model of the Passion. Maistre’s description of Louis XVI’s execution in the Elucidations particularly impresses Gans for its scenic quality. In the Considerations, perhaps even more than in the Elucidations, the regicide constitutes a vast public spectacle that exercises albeit in a wicked way a socially unifying effect. For Maistre, in Gans’ view, sacrifice and language have an intimate connection in that Christ is not only the redeemer, but also in John’s theology, the Word. Gans concludes that Maistre “is the first thinker to find in Christianity the basis for a science of anthropology” (110). Maistre becomes under Gans’ description something of a precursor to René Girard whose study of Things Hidden since the Foundation of the World (1978) picks up where the Elucidation leaves off.

			III. A Brief Life of Maistre.

			Maistre’s life is bound up inextricably with the fortunes of the Kingdom of Sardinia or Piedmont-Sardinia, to which the Duchy of Savoy belonged—with an interregnum—in the late Eighteenth and Early Nineteenth Centuries. Joseph-Marie, Comte de Maistre, entered this mortal life at Chambéry, in the Duchy of Savoy, on 1 April 1753, the eldest of two sons of François-Xavier, a magistrate and senator of Piedmont-Sardinia whom the king had elevated to the rank of count. According to Charles Augustin Sainte-Beuve’s Portraits Littéraires, Tome II (1862), Maistre responded in a lively way to public events even in childhood. Sainte-Beuve tells the story of how, at the age of eleven, on hearing that the French government had suppressed the Jesuits, the young Maistre joyously and volubly repeated the story. Sainte-Beuve continues: “His mother heard him and stopped him. ‘Never speak thus,’ she said; ‘you will understand one day that it is one of the greatest misfortunes for religion.’” So solemn was the mother’s rebuke that it “remained ever present to him.” Maistre passed under the tutelage, at home, of the Savoyard Jesuits in Chambéry. He also took courses at the college there, proving himself adept in languages. Sainte-Beuve reports that in early adolescence Maistre had memorized an entire book of Vergil’s Aeneid and liked to recite it. Many years later when a friend reminded him of this feat, he found his memory intact. Maistre attended the University of Turin, where, in 1773, he took his law degree. In Sainte-Beuve’s telling: “The following year… he entered as substitute-lawyer [and] fiscal-general supernumerary… to the Senate of Savoy, and he followed the various degrees of this career of the public prosecutor until in April, 1788, he was promoted to the seat of senator, as a councilor to parliament.” Sainte-Beuve comments on Maistre’s deportment as a judge: “His emotion, whenever it was a capital condemnation, was lively; he did not hesitate in the sentence when he thought it dictated by conscience and by truth; but his scruples, his anxiety on this subject, quite deny those who… would have liked to make [of him] an inhuman soul.”

			The French Republic invaded Savoy in 1792, annexed its territory, and imposed its violent and confiscatory regime. The occupation would remain in force until 1815. No doubt fearing for his life, Maistre fled to Lausanne, which served him as his base for three years. While residing in Switzerland Maistre became a familiar of Madame de Staël and participated in her salon. The product of that association was the Considerations. Although Maistre had been an inveterate writer since adolescence, the Considerations, appearing when he had reached the age of forty, marked the beginning of his public career as a littérateur. Early in 1797 Maistre responded to a plea from King Charles-Emmanuel IV to rejoin the court, but he arrived in the midst of Napoleon’s Italian campaign. Sainte-Beuve writes how Maistre “returned only to witness the vicissitudes of his country and the ruin of his sovereign, whom Napoleon had deprived of his Piedmontese estates. Maistre, traveling with his family, fled to Venice where, according to Sainte-Beuve, they domiciled “in a single room on the ground floor of the Austrian residents’ Hotel.” Maistre rejoined Charles-Emmanuel, who had reorganized his court at Cagliari in Sardinia, in January of 1800, serving as a member of the senate and chief magistrate of the much-reduced state. According to Georg Brandes, writing in Main Currents in the Literature of the Nineteenth Century, Volume III, “he labored hard to improve the slovenly administration of justice which he found prevailing there.” He spent his spare time in study. As Sainte-Beuve reports, Maistre “renewed and strengthened his already extensive philological knowledge, anxious to go back to the hidden roots, and never separating the spirit from the letter.”

			The epochal event in Maistre’s life came in 1803, when Charles-Emmanuel appointed him envoy extraordinary and minister plenipotentiary to the Imperial Court in St. Petersburg. By a circuitous route that took him through Rome, Maistre arrived in St. Petersburg in May of that year. Brandes writes: “His acceptance of this appointment obliged him to part from his wife, Françoise-Marguerite (née de Morand), and children, to whom he was tenderly attached. The pay was so miserable that it barely sufficed to cover his own necessary expenses—he could not afford to provide himself with a fur-lined coat.” (Maistre had two daughters, Adele and Constance, and a son, Rodolphe.) Maistre’s duties, however, were light so that he could devote himself to study and writing. Sainte-Beuve describes his routine. He sat at a desk, from early morning, attending to correspondence. The task done, he took up his books and his quill. He had his meals served at the same desk, invariably resuming his researches after he had replenished himself—often until late in the night. “Most of M. de Maistre’s works,” writes Sainte-Beuve, “have been composed in solitude, without audience, as by an ardent, animated thinker who speaks with himself.” Maistre was nevertheless not a hermit. The Czar warmed to him and introduced him to aristocratic and intellectual circles. Brandes relates how Alexander, “as proof of his favor and esteem for de Maistre… gave commissions in the Russian Army to his brother and son”; and he adds that “the brother was wounded during the campaign in the Caucasus.” Maistre kept a pet dog named Biribi whose affection partly compensated the absence of his family. He particularly missed being apart from his daughters and wrote them numerous letters over the years of their mutual separation.

			In 1808 Maistre undertook a surprising project. He attempted to gain an audience with Napoleon in order to plead the cause of his straightened Sardinia. As Brandes writes, “he took this step not in his capacity as minister, but privately and on his own responsibility.” Maistre composed a letter and sent it to the Emperor, who, while he omitted to respond directly, requested the French ambassador in St. Petersburg to favor its writer discreetly. According to Brandes, Napoleon admired Maistre and thus “did not take his audacity at all amiss.” When the Sardinian government learned of Maistre’s attempt at communication with Bonaparte, it rebuked him, but it made no move to recall the plenipotentiary from his mission. One can only imagine what would have transpired in a dialogue between Maistre and Napoleon. It would have been an exchange for the ages. But it was not to be. Napoleon’s Russian campaign of 1812 reinforced Maistre’s notion of war as a supernatural occurrence—and he naturally took the Russian victory at the Battle of Borodino as evidence for his providential view of history. Isaiah Berlin mentions that Maistre’s letters concerning the reaction of Russian society to Napoleon’s violent incursion provided Leo Tolstoy with useful research material while writing War and Peace. In addition to his copious personal and diplomatic correspondence, Maistre wrote six of his books during his Russian sojourn: Of the Pope, Of the Gallican Church, Examination of the Philosophy of Bacon, and the St.-Petersburg Dialogues. The last remained incomplete (though vast) at Maistre’s death and saw publication posthumously; Of the Gallican Church also saw publication posthumously. As the commentaries of Sainte-Beuve and Brandes tell, these works maintained their currency in the mid- and even unto the late-Nineteenth Century, but in later decades, Maistre spoke to fewer and fewer readers. When authors addressed him, as the leftwing Harold Laski did in the 1940s, it was mainly to denounce him.

			Maistre left Russia in May of 1817. For part of his journey he traveled as an honored guest on one of the warships of Alexander’s Imperial Flotilla. Before returning at long last to Turin to be reunited with his family, Maistre, for the first time in his life, visited Paris, where he stayed from late June until late August. Then it was on to Turin. Sainte-Beuve writes that “all the dignities and highest functions awaited him there.” Victor-Emmanuel bestowed on the man the titles of Minister of State and Regent of the Grand Chancellery. Despite the titles, Maistre went basically into retirement. He had entered a period, moreover, of physical decline. He became distinctly aware of his mortality and foresaw his death. No doubt but his Spartan existence in Russia had cost him a measure of his life-energy. Even so, as Brandes writes, he kept his sense of ironic humor. Sainte-Beuve relates a story told to him by a painter acquaintance of Maistre, who, in 1820, proposed that he sit for a portrait in his chancellor’s uniform. On the day when he made his formal visit to the king, he presented himself to the painter. “He came indeed,” as Sainte-Beuve quotes his source; “and as I told him that he should not have come that day, for he seemed very tired on having climbed our stairs, he answered me [that he] wanted to come today, because [he would] not be able to come back.” The old man was making a joke at his own expense. Maistre’s condition worsened, including a loss of appetite. Even so, he continued his correspondence by dictation and listened intently while his family and friends read to him. After six weeks in bed, Maistre died on 26 February 1821 at the age of sixty-seven. “To the end,” writes Brandes, “de Maistre was true to his character; he would not yield a foot of the ground that had been lost centuries before.”

			Maistre’s best-known disciple, the Symbolist poet Baudelaire, links him somewhat paradoxically to Twentieth Century modernity and to contemporary Western Civilization in the third decade of the Twenty-First Century. Cultivated people—those who have acquired their education outside the institutions—still read and appreciate Baudelaire, whose poems and essays remain in print. Those who read Baudelaire enter the aura of Maistre, even if unbeknownst. Yet the name of Maistre nowadays relegates itself mainly to encyclopedia articles. Another poet, the American Ezra Pound, also valued Maistre, as did the right-wing French philosopher Charles Maurras. Those two still have a few readers. Gustave Le Bon suggests himself as related genealogically to Maistre although Le Bon, while a critic of mass movements such as Jacobinism, observed a purely secular orientation rather than a religious one. Le Bon’s World Unbalanced (1923) nevertheless looks at the social disorder and psychological schisms of the then-contemporary political and cultural scene through Maistrian lenses. The English-language translators of Maistre, Richard Lebrun and Jack Lively, labored like Hercules to make his works available to contemporary readers. Lebrun translated The St. Petersburg Dialogues and the Examination of the Philosophy of Bacon, two immense books. Alas!—these saw publication in limited, expensive editions intended for university libraries. In the present moment of resurgent political sectarianism in the West—a descent into something like a Maoist Cultural Revolution increasingly prone to confrontation and violence—Maistre’s pertinence to the situation renews itself urgently. Our crisis of Puritan conformism and its attendant restriction of consciousness solicit Maistre’s thundering voice more than ever.

			Thomas F. Bertonneau
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			Note on the Text

			Maistre’s punctuation, paragraph structure, and typographical emphasis have been closely preserved in this edition. Some longer direct quotations are now quoted verbatim—Maistre’s use of the reporting verb “he says” has been removed in those cases where it is redundant, i.e. where he adds no further comment on the quotation in the same paragraph. In some cases where Maistre has inserted fragmentary quotations, the entire quotation has been included for context.

			Source editions are as follows:

			Essai sur le Principe Générateur des Constitutions Politiques (Lyon and Paris: H. Pelagaud et fils Roblot, 1873)

			Considérations sur la France (Lyon and Paris: La Librairie Ecclésiastique de Rusand, 1829)

			Étude sur la souveraineté (Sine nomine, 1829)

			Plato’s Greek has been sourced from Platonis Opera, ed. John Burnet (Oxford University Press, 1903).

			Notes by the editor of this edition are in [square brackets]. Notes by the editors of the source editions are in <angled brackets>. All Latin and Greek passages the translator of which is not specified have been translated by the present editor.
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			Essay on the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions and Other Human Institutions

			O ye sons of men, how long will ye turn my glory into shame? how long will ye love vanity, and seek after leasing?

			Psalms 4:3

			Editor’s Notice.

			Whoever has wished to find the cause of this uneasy spirit which has agitated the universe for more than thirty years has recognized that the systems spawned by modern philosophy have displaced or destroyed the true foundations of society.

			By fostering man in his pretended rights, and by letting him ignore part of his first duties, bold innovators have flattered his passions, inspired him with unheard-of pretensions, and soon led him to question those precious truths which the experience of all ages had confirmed. Since then, everything has been problematic, the most inviolable laws have vanished, the government of states has ceased to be conducted according to rule, political harmony has collapsed, and we have nearly reaped in the field of the revolution the too numerous fruits of new doctrines.

			The most ancient legislators had placed their laws under the protection of the gods, they had established religious ceremonies, they had recognized the constitutive principles of states; and if, in those remote times, so many peoples have successively risen and fallen, it is because, relying on religions false and of little duration, they could not have a solid foundation.

			The establishment of Christianity has made revolutions less frequent, and it is to this that we owe the happiness which France has enjoyed for fourteen centuries. If Providence has allowed our country to suffer such disastrous catastrophes, it is because we had strayed from the holy maxims of our ancestors, and because it wished to remind us, by this terrible lesson, that without religion all is error and calamity.

			This first truth, from which all the others flow, was developed by M. de Maistre, with as much force as logic, in his book entitled: Essay on the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions. Already he had established it in his Considerations on France; but he thought it ought to be the subject of a separate treatise to make it yet clearer by freeing it from all the particular circumstances which seemed to apply only to the French Revolution.

			This second work being in a way the complement of the first, a new edition of which we have just produced, we cannot refuse to reprint it on the same paper, with the same typeface, and in the same format as the other works of M. de Maistre, to meet the demands of those who wish to collect them.

			Preface.

			Politics—which is perhaps the thorniest of the sciences due to the perennial difficulty of discerning what is stable or changeable in its elements—presents a very strange phenomenon, well suited to make every wise man called to the administration of states tremble. It is this: all in this science that good sense first regards as an evident truth is almost always found, when experience has spoken, not only false, but disastrous.

			To begin at the foundation, if we had never heard of governments, and men were called to deliberate, for example, on hereditary or elective monarchy, we would justly regard one who should decide for the former as a fool. The arguments against it appear so naturally to reason that it is pointless to recount them.

			History, however, which is experimental politics, demonstrates that hereditary monarchy is the government most stable, most happy, and most natural to man, and elective monarchy, on the contrary, the worst kind of government known.

			In fact, concerning population, commerce, prohibitive laws, and a thousand other important subjects, one almost always finds the most plausible theory contradicted and annulled by experience. Let us cite a few examples.

			How does one go about making a state powerful? — “Above all, it is necessary to favour population by all possible means.” On the contrary, any law tending directly to favour population, without regard to other considerations, is bad. We must even try to establish in the state a certain moral force which tends to diminish the number of marriages, and to render them less hasty. The excess of births over deaths as determined by tables usually only proves the number of the destitute, etc. The French economists had sketched out the demonstration of these truths; the fine work of Mr. Malthus has come to finish it.

			How to prevent scarcities and famines? — “Nothing is easier. We must forbid the export of grain.” — On the contrary, a premium must be granted to those who export them. The example and authority of England have forced us to swallow this paradox.

			How to maintain the exchange rate in favour of a country? — “It must, no doubt, prevent the export of currency; and consequently, it must ensure, by strong prohibitive laws, that the state buy no more than it sells.” On the contrary, these means have never been employed without bringing down the exchange rate, or, what amounts to the same thing, without increasing the nation’s debt; and one can never take the opposite route without raising it, that is to say, without proving that the credit of the nation over its neighbours has increased, etc.

			But it is in what is most substantial and fundamental in politics, I mean in the very constitution of empires, that the observation in question recurs. I hear that the German philosophers have invented the word metapolitics to be to politics what the word metaphysics is to physics; this new expression seems very well-formed to express the metaphysics of politics; for there is such a thing, and this science deserves the profound attention of observers.

			Nearly twenty years ago, an anonymous writer, who was much occupied with these kinds of speculations and who sought to plumb the hidden foundations of the social edifice, thought himself entitled to advance, like so many incontestable axioms, the following propositions diametrically opposed to the theories of time.

			1. No constitution results from deliberation: the rights of the people are never written, or only as simple declarations of pre-existing unwritten rights.

			2. Human action is circumscribed in these sorts of cases,1 to the point that the men who act are only circumstances.

			3. The rights of the people, properly so-called, almost always arise from the concession of sovereigns, and then they can be traced historically: but the rights of the sovereign and the aristocracy have neither date nor known authors.

			4. These concessions themselves have always been preceded by a state of affairs which necessitated them, and which did not depend on the sovereign.

			5. Although written laws are nothing but declarations of pre-existing rights, it is nowhere near possible for all these rights to be written.

			6. The more one writes, the weaker the constitution.

			7. No nation can give itself liberty if it does not have it;2 human influence does not extend beyond the development of existing rights.

			8. Lawgivers, properly so-called, are extraordinary men who perhaps belong only to the ancient world and the youth of nations.

			9. These legislators, even with their marvellous power, have only ever gathered together pre-existing elements, and have always acted in the name of the Deity.

			10. Liberty is, in a sense, the gift of kings; for almost all free nations were constituted by kings.3

			11. There has never existed a free nation which did not have, in its natural constitution, seeds of liberty as old as itself; and no nation has ever successfully attempted to develop, by its fundamental written laws, rights other than those which existed in its natural constitution.

			12. No assembly of men whatever can constitute a nation. An enterprise of this kind must even be ranked among the most memorable acts of folly.4

			It does not seem that, since the year 1796, the date of the first edition of the book that we quote,5 anything has happened in the world that could have led the author to repent of his theory. On the contrary, we believe that at this moment it may be useful to develop it fully and to follow it in all its implications, one of the most important of which, no doubt, is that stated in these words in chapter X, from the same book:

			Man cannot create a sovereign. At most, he can serve as an instrument to dethrone a sovereign and deliver his kingdom to another sovereign already royal … “Moreover, there has never been a sovereign family which can be assigned a plebeian origin. If such a phenomenon should appear, it would mark a new epoch in the world.”6

			One can reflect on this thesis, which divine judgement has just approved in a rather solemn way. But who knows if the ignorant levity of our age will not say earnestly: If he had willed it, he would still be in his place! as she repeats again after two centuries: If Richard Cromwell had possessed his father’s genius, he would have fixed the protectorate in his family; which is exactly like saying: If this family had not ceased to reign, it would still reign.

			It is written: by me princes rule.7 This is not a church phrase, a preacher’s metaphor; it is the literal truth, simple and palpable. It is a law of the political world. God makes kings, literally. He prepares the royal races; He matures them under a cloud that hides their origin. Thereafter they appear crowned with glory and honour; they take their places; and here is the greatest sign of their legitimacy.

			This is because they arise of themselves, without violence on the one hand, and without marked deliberation on the other: it is a kind of magnificent tranquillity which it is not easy to express. Legitimate usurpation would seem to me the proper expression (if it were not too bold) to characterize such origins, which time hastens to consecrate.

			Let no one allow himself to be dazzled, then, by the most splendid human appearances. Who has ever assembled in himself more than the extraordinary personage whose fall still echoes throughout Europe? Have we ever seen sovereignty so outwardly firm, a greater consolidation of means, a man more powerful, more active, more formidable? For a long time, we saw him trample under foot twenty nations, speechless and frozen with dread; and his power finally threw out roots which could make hope itself despair. — Yet he is so far fallen that Pity, who contemplates him, recoils for fear of being touched. Moreover, one may observe here that, for a somewhat different reason, it has become equally difficult to speak of this man, and of the august rival who has rid the world of him. The one escapes from insult, and the other from praise. — But I digress.

			In a work known only to a few people in St. Petersburg, the author wrote in the year 1810:

			When two parties clash in a revolution, if we see precious victims fall on one side, we can bet that this side will win at last, despite all appearances to the contrary.

			This is yet another assertion whose truth has just been borne out in a manner most striking, and least expected. The moral order has its laws just as the physical, and their study is altogether worthy of occupying the meditations of the true philosopher. After a whole age of criminal trifling, it is high time to recall what we are, and to trace all knowledge back to its source. It is this which has induced the author of this little work to let it escape the portfolio that held it for five years. He lets its date stand,8 and it is given word for word as it was written at that time. Friendship has brought about this publication, and perhaps it is so much the worse for the author; for this good lady is, on certain occasions, as blind as her brother. Be that as it may, the spirit which has dictated the work enjoys a well-known privilege: he may, no doubt, sometimes be mistaken on trivial points, he may exaggerate or speak too confidently; he may, in fine, offend against language or taste, and in this case, so much the better for the wicked, if by chance there be any; but there will always be left to him the well-founded hope of not offending anyone, since he loves all the world, and, moreover, the perfect assurance of interesting a class of men very numerous and estimable, without the possibility of harming a single one: this belief is indeed soothing.

			Essay on the Generative Principle of Political Constitutions 
and Other Human Institutions.

			I. One of the grand errors of an age that professed them all was to believe that a political constitution could be written and created a priori, while reason and experience meet in establishing that a constitution is a divine work, and that precisely what is most fundamental and most essentially constitutional in the laws of a nation cannot be written.

			II. It has often been thought that it would make an excellent joke at the expense of the French to ask them in what book was the Salic law written? but Jérôme Bignon answered very aptly, and probably without knowing how right he was, that it was written in the hearts of the French. In fact, suppose that a law of such importance exists only because it is written—it is certain that whatever authority wrote it should have the right to annul it; the law, then, will not have that character of sanctity and immutability which distinguishes truly constitutional laws. The essence of a fundamental law is that no one has the right to abolish it: but how can it be above all if some one has made it? The agreement of the people is impossible; and even if it were not, an agreement is not a law, and binds no one unless there is a superior authority which guarantees it. Locke sought the character of the law in the expression of united wills; we must be happy thus to meet precisely that trait which excludes the idea of law. In fact, united wills form the regulation and not the law, which necessarily and manifestly presupposes a superior will which makes itself obeyed.9 “In Hobbes’ system” (the same one which was so ubiquitous in our century under the pen of Locke), “the force of civil laws rests only on convention; but if there is no natural law that orders the execution of the laws which have been made, what are they for? Promises, covenants, oaths are only words: it is as easy to break this frivolous bond as to form it. Without the doctrine of a Divine Lawgiver, every moral obligation is chimerical. Force on the one hand, impotence on the other: here is the whole bond of human society.”10

			What a wise and profound theologian has said here of moral obligation applies with equal truth to political or civil obligation. Law is not properly law, nor is it truly sanctioned, except in supposing it emanates from a superior will; so that its essential character is that it is not the will of all. Otherwise the laws will be, as we have just said, only regulations; and as the author just quoted observes, “those who have had the liberty of making these conventions have not given up the power of revoking them; and their descendants, who have had no part in it, are still less bound to observe them.”11 Hence primordial good sense, fortunately anterior to sophisms, has sought on all sides the sanction of laws in a power above man, either in recognizing that sovereignty comes from God, or by worshiping certain unwritten laws as emanating from Him.

			III. The codifiers of Roman law have unpretentiously placed in the first chapter of their collection a fragment of Greek jurisprudence quite remarkable. Among the laws which govern us, says this passage, some are written and others are not. Nothing more simple; nothing more profound. Do we know any Turkish law which expressly allows the sovereign to condemn a man to death immediately, without the intervening decision of a tribunal? Do we know any written law, even religious, which forbids this to the sovereigns of Christian Europe?12 Yet the Turk is no more surprised to see his master promptly order a man’s death than to see him go to the mosque. He believes, with all Asia, and even with all antiquity, that the right to promptly inflict capital punishment is a legitimate prerogative of sovereignty. But our princes would shudder at the mere idea of condemning a man to death; for as we see it, this condemnation would be an abominable murder; and yet I doubt whether it would be possible to defend it by a fundamental written law without bringing on greater evils than those we might wish to prevent.

			IV. Ask of Roman history what precisely was the power of the senate; she will remain silent, at least as to the precise limits of this power. It is generally seen that the power of the people and that of the Senate mutually balanced one another, and ceased not to fight each other; it is clear that patriotism or weariness, weakness or violence ended these dangerous struggles, but we do not know any more.13 In viewing these great scenes of history, one sometimes feels tempted to believe that things would have gone much better if there had been definite laws circumscribing these powers; but this would have been a great mistake: such laws, always compromised by unforeseen cases and compelling exceptions, would not have lasted six months, or they would have overthrown the republic.

			V. The English Constitution is an example closer to us, and therefore more striking. Let it be examined with attention: we will see that it proceeds only insofar as it is inert14 (if this pun is allowed). It is sustained only by exceptions. Habeas corpus, for example, has been so often and so long suspended that it is doubtful whether the exception has not become the rule. Suppose for a moment that the authors of this famous act had undertaken to fix the cases where it could be suspended; in so doing, they would have annihilated it.

			VI. At the sitting of the House of Commons on June 26, 1807, a lord cited the authority of a great statesman to establish that the King has no right to dissolve Parliament during the session; but this opinion was contradicted. Where is the law? Try to do it, try to fix exclusively in writing the case where the King has this right; you will bring about a revolution. The King, said one of the members, has this right when the occasion is important; but what is an important occasion? Try once again to decide in writing.

			VII. But here is an event yet more singular. Everyone remembers the great question agitated with such fervour in England in the year 1806: it was a question of whether the holding of a judicial appointment together with a place on the Privy Council was or was not in accordance with the principles of the English Constitution; at the meeting of the same House of Commons on the 3rd of March, a member observed that England is governed by a body (the Privy Council) not known by Legislature.15 Only, he added, it is connived at.16

			So here, in this wise and justly famous England, there is a body that governs and in truth does everything, but that the constitution does not recognize. Delolme has overlooked this feature, which I could corroborate with many others.

			After this, tell us of written constitutions and constitutional laws made a priori. One cannot conceive how a sensible man could imagine the possibility of such a chimera. If one were to make a law in England to give a constitutional existence to the Privy Council, and then to regulate and circumscribe rigorously its privileges and powers, with the precautions necessary to limit its influence and to prevent its abuse, one would overthrow the state.

			The true English Constitution is that admirable, unique, and infallible public spirit, beyond all praise, which directs everything, which protects everything. — What is written is nothing.17

			VIII. Toward the end of the last century a loud cry was raised up against a minister who had formed the idea of introducing the same English Constitution (or what was called by that name) into a realm in turmoil, and which demanded a constitution of any kind with a sort of fury. He was wrong, if you will, as much as one can be wrong when acting in good faith; it is right to suppose he was, and I believe this with all my heart. But who, then, was entitled to condemn him? Vel duo, vel nemo [“either two, or none”]. He did not declare that he wished to destroy anything of his own accord; he only wished, he said, to substitute one thing which seemed reasonable to him for another which was no longer wanted; and which ipso facto no longer existed. Moreover, if the principle is granted (and indeed it was), that man can create a constitution, this minister (who was certainly a man) had the right to make his own just as well as, and more than, any other. Were doctrines on this point doubtful? Did we not believe, on all sides, that a constitution is a work of the intellect like an ode or a tragedy? Had not Thomas Paine declared with a profundity that ravished the universities that a constitution does not exist until it can be put in his pocket? The eighteenth century, which doubted itself in nothing, balked at nothing: this is the rule; and I do not think it has produced a single fledgling of any talent who did not make three things straight out of college: an educational system, a constitution, and a world. If, then, a man, in the maturity of age and talent, deeply versed in economics and in the philosophy of the time, had undertaken only the second of these things, I should have found him already exceedingly moderate; but I confess that he seems to me a real prodigy of wisdom and modesty when I see him, putting (at least, as he thinks) experience in place of foolish theories, respectfully asking a constitution of the English instead of making one himself. One says: even this was not possible. I know it, but he did not, and how would he know? Name the one who told him.

			IX. The more one examines the play of human agency in forming political constitutions, the more one will be convinced that human agency enters into it only in an infinitely subordinate manner, or as a simple instrument; and I do not think the least doubt remains as to the incontestable truth of the following propositions:

			1. That the roots of political constitutions exist before any written law;

			2. That a constitutional law is, and can only be, the development or sanction of a pre-existing and unwritten right;

			3.

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/3.jpg
MAJOR WORKS

VOLUME |





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/image/1.jpg
MAJOR WORKS

VOLUME |

JOSEPH
DE MAISTRE

S

O

PERTH
IMPERIUM PRESS
2021





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-MediumIt.otf


OEBPS/image/2.jpg
Published by Imperium Press
www.imperiumpress.org

Essai sur le Principe Générateur des Constitutions Politiques,
published by la Société typographique, 1814
Considérations sur la France, published by J. B. Pélagaud, 1796
Etude sur la souveraineté, published s.n., 1794

Foreword © Thomas F. Bertonneau, 2019
The moral rights of the author have been asserted
Used under license to Imperium Press

© Imperium Press, 2021

All rights are reserved. No part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,

recording, or otherwise, without prior permission of Imperium
Press. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of
the above should be directed to Imperium Press.

FirsT EDITION

]

HBEARK
A catalogue record for this

book is available from the
National Library of Australia

ISBN 978-1-922602-22-0 Paperback
ISBN 978-1-922602-23-7 EPUB
ISBN 978-1-922602-24-4 Kindle

Imperium Press has no responsibility for the persistence or
accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet websites
referred to in this publication and does not guarantee that
any content on such websites is, or will remain, accurate or
appropriate.





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Imperium Press Description


						Author Biography


						Title Page


						Table of Contents


						Introduction


						Note on the Text


						Half Title


						Essay on the Generative Principle


						Considerations - 00 - Editor's Notice and Letter


						Considerations - 01 - Chapter 1


						Considerations - 02 - Chapter 2


						Considerations - 03 - Chapter 3


						Considerations - 04 - Chapter 4


						Considerations - 05 - Chapter 5


						Considerations - 06 - Chapter 6


						Considerations - 07 - Chapter 7


						Considerations - 08 - Chapter 8


						Considerations - 09 - Chapter 9


						Considerations - 10 - Chapter 10


						Considerations - 11 - Chapter 11


						Considerations - 12 - Postscript


						Study on Sovereignty - 01 - Book 1 Chapter 1


						Study on Sovereignty - 02 - Book 1 Chapter 2


						Study on Sovereignty - 03 - Book 1 Chapter 3


						Study on Sovereignty - 04 - Book 1 Chapter 4


						Study on Sovereignty - 05 - Book 1 Chapter 5


						Study on Sovereignty - 06 - Book 1 Chapter 6


						Study on Sovereignty - 07 - Book 1 Chapter 7


						Study on Sovereignty - 08 - Book 1 Chapter 8


						Study on Sovereignty - 09 - Book 1 Chapter 9


						Study on Sovereignty - 10 - Book 1 Chapter 10


						Study on Sovereignty - 11 - Book 1 Chapter 11


						Study on Sovereignty - 12 - Book 1 Chapter 12


						Study on Sovereignty - 13 - Book 1 Chapter 13


						Study on Sovereignty - 14 - Book 2 Chapter 1


						Study on Sovereignty - 15 - Book 2 Chapter 2


						Study on Sovereignty - 16 - Book 2 Chapter 3


						Study on Sovereignty - 17 - Book 2 Chapter 4


						Study on Sovereignty - 18 - Book 2 Chapter 5


						Study on Sovereignty - 19 - Book 2 Chapter 6


						Study on Sovereignty - 20 - Book 2 Chapter 7


						Bibliography


						Index


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


						Table of Contents


			


		
	

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/ACaslonPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/image/Imp_Press_seal.png
P

4]





OEBPS/image/Maistre_-_Major_Works_Vol._1_-_Front_Cover_-_small.jpg
Translated by

JOSEPH DE MAISTRE EDWARD MAXWELL III

Foreword by
THOMAS F. BERTONNEAU

MAJOR
WORKS. VOL. |

GENERATIVE PRINCIPLE OF POLITICAL CONSTITUTIONS
CONSIDERATIONS ON FRANCE
STUDY ON SOVEREIGNTY

IMPERLUM PRESS






