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g;smws, “the Qtt@mans lost their image as formidable and eventu-
. ‘y ceased itoK provoke curiosity in the European public.”?¢ The ongo-
?é :prznsion of Enrope’s horizons also contributed to this shift, as
Sehe gs %121?5 :t?d'gﬂms I?egan to exert a more powerful pull on
livedpcraze foer Ave magination. Robert Irwin writes that “the short-
for Gl o1 d:;abic was sr}ccgeded by an equally transient fashion
cage deveton Ees am! Chmmserie. ..A literary cult of the Chinese
o ChinesE m'a n?m%rm% rljzléimzs hid tl;eir gardens landscaped in
! .o L, FIeneh philosophes brooded on the su

F}lleer;t; o{) C}hmesg imperial despotism, and the Gerinan plk)lli)l?)s;f)cf
fh ' eloniz studied the I Ching”% We will now turn to examine

e Enlightenment’s encounter with Confucian Chinese civilization

and the uses to which it i iti
debates of the sau Was put in the political and philosophic
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The Wisdom of the East:
Enlightenment Perspectives on
China

Unlike the Islamic Near East, which had been known to the West for
centuries, China constituted a “new world” for early modern Europe,
which had been only dirnly aware of its existence before the six-
teenth-century voyages of exploration. In the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, China came to be admired by many Westerners in a
way that the Islamic world never was. Respected for its great antiquity,
the stability of its institutions and customs, and the urbane wisdom
and tolerance of its ruling elite, China was embraced as a model of
“enlightened despotism,” which some philosophes saw as the solution
to the chronic instability and conilict of their own societies, and
the Chinese mandarin became one of the favored stock characters
for Enlightenment authors seeking to criticize the European status
quo. For Enlightenment Sinophiles, China represented a rationalist
utopia, a place where meticulous organization and the refinement of
manners ensured a harmonious and prosperous society.

Much like Western representations of the Islamic® Orient,
Enlightenment discourse on China had far more to do with France
itself than with the Middle Kingdom. Michael Keevak has written
that “the vogue for Chinese things was based on a distinct Jack of
knowledge about the empire. .. This was a réve chinoise, not a modern
ethnography, and Western ideas about China remained thoroughly
Furocentric fantasies filtered through long-standing prejudices and
stereotypes about the fabled Middle Kingdom.”* China was not
exactly a blank screen on which Buropean observers could project
whatever they wanted-~the ethnographic information provided by
the Jesuits and other observers was too extensive and too specific
for that—but it did serve as a soxt of Roxschach test in which those
Europeans who contemplated it (Jesuits, Deists, philosophers, and
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political economists) could see what they wanted to see. Whatever
the specific image of China a particular Western observer came away
with, the very fact of China's existence, and the great antiquity and
refinement of its civilization, posed a challenge to Europe’s sense of
its identity-and place in the world. Imperial China would prove both
seductive and disconcerting to early modern European observers,
forcing them to balance the merits of competing forms of civilized
society as they theorized new concepts of natural law, the diversity
of customs, and the course of human progress.

The Chinese Model

Frenc‘h Enlightenment Sinophiles, of whom Voltaire was the most
prominent example, praised the Middle Kingdom as a model of an
enlightened and well-ordered society, which they contrasted with
the tunw‘.ultuous, irrational state of France from medieval feudalism
g) ;che' sxxtee_nth-_centu¥y wars of religion. In the Essai sur les moeurs,
Voltaire pralst.ed imperial China as a model for a rationally admin-
;stg;:d fand highly cultivated society, writing that “in general, the
ol;lail ?heo;?ter and mode{ation, the taste for science, the cultivation
Sy s useful- for life, a prodigious number of inventions that
mal }T €se arts easier, composed the wisdom of the Chinese.”? He
furt til; 1;;32:31(;;1 that “the human spirit can certainly not imagine
triburals e d<?nt than that where everything is decided by grear
o ana 'ft rdinated one to the other, whose members are only

after several severe examinations ... If there was ever a state

in which life, honor, and it 1
the empire ot conot property were protected by the laws, it is

Given the consistent hostil
authors toward the Jesuit
Enlightenment’s celebration

ity of Voltaire and other Enlightenment
order, it is richly ironic that the

. of China as an enligh
ism - ightened despot-
governed according to natural law by a wise elgite of mandfrin

sC ~admini
Jexiarr;glirgglsgfrz}tjors was borrowed lock, stock, and barrel from the
Asia began wih the: late seventeenth century. The Jesuit mission to
1y ans the s ravels of St. Francis Xavier in the sixteenth cen-
under the dirsetes r?u?;,tf establi§hment of a Jesuit mission at Peking
efforts at wina. 03 atteo Ricci, who set the tone for subsequent
language and ad Og o er the mandarin elite by learning the Chinese
hold in Ching waft ﬁlrg Chinese dress and customs. The Jesuit foot-
enteenth century, fre ]egatened On several occasions in the early sev-
religions prosel » ISt Dy a wave of persecutions aimed at preventing
proselytization, and subsequently by the invasions from the
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north that led to the overthrow of the Ming dynasty and its replace-
ment by the Qing in 1644. Thereafter, however, the Jesuits enjoyed a
long period of protection and favor at the imperial court under the
protection of the Kangxi emperor, who valued their knowledge of
science and technology. 4

One of the first Jesuit histories of China, written by the Portuguese
missionary Alvarez Semedo, established the image of China as
a well-ordered society governed by a learned elite of mandarin
scholar-bureaucrats. Semedo praised the wisdom and virtue of Hun
Vu, the fourteenth-century founder of the Ming dynasty, who hum-
bled the great warlords, excluded members of his own family from
holding office, and entrusted the government to the mandarins.
Semedo wrote that this wise ruler “placed the whole government in
the Literati, who are created such by way of concurrence. .. without
any dependence at all on the Magistrates, or the King himself, but
only by the merit of their learning, good parts, and virtues. He did
not annul those ancient laws which concerned good government.”
Semedo described the virtue of the emperors, who sought to lead by
moral example, and reflected, “Who seeth not how much reason we
have to envy these heathens, who, although they are exceeded by
us in the knowledge of things belonging to faith, do yet oftentimes
surpass us in the practice of moral virtues?”

Most Enlightenment-era French readers encountered the Jesuit
construction of China through Jean-Baptiste du Halde’s Description
géographique, historique, chronologique, politique, et physique de 'Empire
de la Chine et de la Tartarie chinoise, published in 1735 in four mas-
sive tomes.S Though du Halde himself never visited China, he drew
extensively from the travel narratives and treatises of his fellow
Jesuits and corresponded with many of the long-serving missionar-
jes at the court of Peking, and his highly positive account served
to crystallize a number of themes that would be echoed repeatedly
by Enlightenment Sinophiles. Du Halde stressed the rationality
and benevolence of imperial governance, writing that wise pater-
nalism and filial piety were the bonds that united the emperor to
his subjects as members of an extended and interdependent fam-
ily. He praised the bureaucratic system of administration through
a corps of mandarins who were selected by rigorous examinations,
repeatedly observed by imperial representatives, and who could be
removed for bad conduct. He condemned Chinese popular religion,
particularly Taoism and Buddhism, as superstition and idolatry, but
greatly admired the ethical doctrines of Confucius, insisting that
these in no way contradicted the teachings of Christ. In du Halde's
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presentation, popular “superstitions” represented corruptions of the
pure natural wisdom of ancient Confucianism, so that the Jesuits,
by preaching the Gospels, were in a sense helping the Chinese to
recover their true selves. As we shall see, however, the secular and
skeptical authors of the eighteenth century would use the evidence
that the Jesuit scholar compiled to plead a very different case.

The favorable portrait of China produced by the Jesuit relations and
treatises of the seventeenth century and synthesized in du Halde’s
magnum opus appealed to eighteenth-century French observers for
a variety of reasons. Certainly the idea of a government adminis-
tered through the agency of men of letters was tremendously attrac-
tive to French writers and intellectuals who, despite the respect with
which they were usually (though not always) treated by the court
and by their noble patrons, had few opportunities to shape or enact
policy directly. The sixteenth-century wars of religion and the civil
war of the Fronde in the seventeenth Century were not long distant,
and events such as the expulsion of the Huguenots in 1685 and the
destruction of the Jansenist convent of Port-Royal in 1709 remained
within living memory. As a model of enlightened and tolerant rule,
the Kangxi emperor of Chinga compared favorably to Louis XIV on a
number of counts.” In the early eighteenth century, therefore, critics
of religious intolerance and advocates of a rationally ordered soci-
ety under enlightened absolutism looked to the East for inspiration.
One of the most prominent of these Enlightenment Sinophiles was
the mgrquis d'Argens, whose Lettres chinpises used imperial China
as a mirror with which to reflect the faults of contemporary French
society,

Jean-Baptiste dy Boyer, marquis d'Argens, was a novelist, pam-
phleteer, and courtier who produced a great number of works mod-
eled on Montesquieu’s Lettres persanes, notably the Lettres juives,
Lettres cabalistiques, and the Lettres chinoises, with which we will
concern owrselves here. Written from 1738 to 1742 and published
In serial form, the Lettres chinoises are structured as the correspond-
ence between a half dogen Chinese mandarins scattered across the
globe. The most prolific contributors are Sioeu-Tcheou, in Paris,
afxd his friend Yn-Che-Chan, who remained behind in Peking, but
d'Argens created additional travelers as needed in order to include
Teparts from Persia, Japan, Siam, Russia, Germany, and Scandinavia,
Rather than a simple duality between Rast and West, d’Argens thus
offered a broad panoragma-for his readers to reflect philosophically
upon the variety of customs and convemtions of mankind. Like the
Lettres persanes, the Lettras chinpises compared the manners, mozals,

a
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and gender relations of the East to those of‘the West.‘ Sioew’l‘cheor
described the people of Paris as obsessed with novelties, commep.;
ing that “the empire of fashion is as powerful ev';er the Frefm;:h ;p;lr:-
as that of jealousy among the Turks and Tartars,” and Cﬂ{aﬁzf dz
overuse of powder and makeup by French women, ‘Whlc m:.ﬁ
their faces resemble the skin of a tiger.”® The tm'velmg .mandv in
further lamented that the French, unlike the Chinese, s;howed nfc:
respect toward their elders, and :faultefl Fﬁnc?ycgurt society for i
tacit approval of adulterous liaisons as “gallantry. ‘
Likeptli’le Jesuits who preceded him, d’Argens held up the le;f)lzfﬁ
imperial system as a model of wise and benevolent goverr}anee.f . :n e
Tcheou praised the examination system for the s‘eleq}oln o man-
darins, noting that by contrast, “In Franc'e...all judicial pos tions
are sold, and held by families as patrimonial goods.‘ One pu;lc ases
here the right to judge men like a merchant in China purchas :
bundle of merchandise.”’® D'Argens’s corresp_o'ndents al§o cntl?i; d
the social pretensions of the clergy and nobility, stressing tha o
wiser Chinese instead honored peasants and merchants as useful,
productive members of society.!! Criticizing the recent French k%ngs
Henri 111 and Louis XIII for being led astray by corrupt 'COUItleI;;
d'Argens’s narrator Sioeu-Tcheou laments that truly great kxgg;, Sdicit
as Augustus, Henri IV, or Frederick the Great, are raze, an 1x81t o
extraordinary that so few rulers recognize that thenf true ;n-tiﬁuﬂng
in being useful to their subjects and tlllzereby ensuring the en
admiration of subsequent generations. ) .
gArgens’s celebra’?ion ofﬁ?rederick the Great, _hxs patrorlafagcttli gsxzzg;
as one of the rare great kings of history was evxdentl}'r selfs 1 sﬁcism
while his selection of Augustus reflects the pr‘edommant C"aseflects
of Enlightenment culture. His praise of Henri IV, hoyivlgver, ﬂf@ é ects
one of the underlying motifs of Enlightenment Sinoph 1a-s=-];‘1 e oy
trast between the religious fanaticism that hafl torn Eu;opeca{i ﬁlenical
apart in the two centuries since the Refomatlon_and ftl:l; eco e ene
tolerance that appeared to reign at the (.Z‘,hmesg imper 1o sd.wiars
as well, as we shall now see, the intrepid Jesuit mxsszpr;« :%Zalism
served as the unwitting sources of Enlightenment antic e; X

Confucius between Jesuits and Philosophes

In their efforts to win Chinese coriverts, the':f@st%g; :’gfczg;gg
7ot to offend Chinese sensibilitdes wlmackm m . evfbrmed to
at'the heart of Chinese social life, m as the. mesp Indeed, as
hionor the emperor and the spirits of deceased aneestors. '
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Liam Brockey has observed, the position of the missionaries, a small
group of Westerners far from home and living on the margins of
a vast and powerful empire, was always precarious, and depended
on the indulgence of the imperial authorities. Therefore, while their
counterparts in the Americas were free to attack “pagan supersti-
tions and idolatry,” using coercion if necessary, the Jesuit mission
to China had to proceed more carefully. Consequently, they argued
that the “Chinese rites” were purely secular rituals in which Chinese
Christian converts could participate without dishonoring their new
faith. They also took care not to condemn traditional Confucian
values and beliefs, nor to suggest that venerable ancestors who had
not heard the word of the Gospels were condemned to eternal dam-
nation. Instead, Ricci argued in his memoirs, “One can confidently
hope that in the mercy of God, many of the ancient Chinese found
salvation in the natural law,”3

Just as they sought to make Christianity appear less alien and
threatening to the Chinese mandarins, the Jesuits also sought to
make China appear less foreign and heretical to European audi-
ences. In 1687, members of the Jesuit order published an anthology
of Confucian texts and maxims, translated into Latin as Confucius
sinarum philosophus, representing the Chinese philosopher as a virtu-
ous sage whose teachings reflected the truth of an original “natural
religion” and were in no way contradictory to Christianity. Basil Guy
Yvrites that the Jesuits created “an image of the Middle Kingdom less
In accordance with reality than with the needs of the moment...In
the kingdom of the Son of Heaven, there dwelt a virtuous people,

civilized from time immemorial, whose moral attitude was perfec-

tion itself.” Observing that the Enlightenment philosophes adopted
this characterization and use

g s d used it for their own ends, Guy further
remarks:. It is thus amusing to note that in Buropean minds at least
Confucius still owes his renown a5 2 sublime sage to the chicanery

which accompanied this crisis in western intellectual history,”¢ The

Jesuit cglebration of the wisdom of Confucius bordered on heresy,

and worshipped him,”$. _ e o
As they sought to appraximate Ching to.

. Eui@p@» the seventegnth.
century Jesuits also benefited from a fortungte accider ,
workmen in the western Chingge. o st oent. In 1625,

city of Xilan tccidentally discovered
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ne stele with inscriptions in both Chinese and Syriac, befzrlng
: f:tr(;ss and preaching apnew doctrine called iz'ng;’icfo, or “furmminous
teaching.” A Chinese convert and scholar named Li Zhijao read t}le
inscription and published it with comsmentary, suggesting that jin-
giiao might be “the same holy religion of the‘West that has been
preached by Matteo Ricci,” and the stele was indeed sqbsequently
proven to be the work of Nestorian Christians who had traveled to
China from the Near East in the eighth century. Though of -only
minor interest in China itself, the stele was celebrated by jesuits as
proof that the gospel of Christ had indeed been preached to the fa;
ends of the earth, and that the Chinese, having already bec_en expose'.
to the true religion in the past, would be uniquel‘y receptive tq ‘;cl};.eg
missionary outreach in the present. Although in fact, as Micha !
Keevak notes, “the ‘luminous religion’ was little more.than a marf
ginal creed in an ancient dynasty that had tolerated a wide vane‘;y ;)
foreign philosophies,” it soon became central to sev<?nteenth-c?bn l:hz
Jesuit accounts of Chinese civilization, and Was‘ seized upox:)f yf e
seventeenth-century Jesuit scholar /ﬁthanasgis: 11_(1;(;(1; :1:165 proofo
@ f the Egyptian origins of Chinese civilization. _

th’l‘(l)feyj zsuits’ eiﬁzusiastic gand optimistic representations of Chnie(sje
civilization and Confucian philosophy were not_umversaliy accep "e, ai
and many of the sharpest criticisms of their views camebfrom0 fnt e
Catholic orders, particularly the Dominicans and members el
French Société des Missions Etrangéres. These groups, envious c;l ihe
Jesuits' successes and suspicious of their close ties to th_e m';]ne e
elite, lobbied the Vatican against Jesuit indulgence, a.ccusmg.th a,l el
order of diluting the truth of Chzistianity ar{d seasoning itwi pla%e :
elements in order to make it more appea%mg to 1dola;crous g:cadeé
These polemics, which escalated in intensity fl)ver‘ the a‘tteru Jecaces
of the seventeenth century, exploded into the Cplnesg rites Nepond
versy of the turn of the century. Ironically, a.CI:nnese 1mt1;e¥; ‘wors-
of 1692 that explicitly tolerated Christian missionary ac Ec};u o
ened the dispute by encouraging rival religious ordersileesmts e
less accommodating to Chinese tradition than were t ea ritu’als.
enter the empire, where they soon condemx‘led its custonrx, ty ua s
After a decade of debate and mnsideraﬁon,‘ in which t%ue égfﬁf s
Fide and the Roman Inquisition weighed in on ’the' sﬁ: ot
trinaires, Pope Clement XI condemned thg Jesuit m lﬁ) o Tishe
the Chinese rites in 1704. Relations between the Ggﬂw‘ c1 i
ment and the Chinese tmperial court: deteriorated mp@ gunce o
ter. Maillard da Tournon, 8 papallegete appuointed *tﬁarm e
Vatican’s decision in Chine, was expelled by the Kangxiempe
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years later, and a Chinese imperial edict subsequently required all
Catholic missionaries to accept the emperor’s secular interpretation
of the Confucian rites—and thereby deny that of the pope—in order
to continue to preach in China. Caught between these irreconcil-
able positions, the Jesuit mission to China withered in the following
years, until the subsequent emperor expelled most foreign mission-
aries from China in 1724.17

European critics of Counter-Reformation orthodoxy were quick
to seize upon the contrast between the tolerant Chinese emperor
Kangxi, who allowed Christian clergy to proselytize in his empire
even though he did not share their faith, and the inflexible Vatican,
which condemned all beliefs and customs different from its own.
Pierre Bayle wrote, “I do not know why the Christians make so few
reflections on the spirit of tolerance that reigns among these pagan
kings whom we loudly condemn as ferocious barbarians. Here is a
Chinese emperor, entirely persuaded that.the religion of the Jesuits
is false and totally opposed to that which he and all of his subjects
profess, who nonetheless suffers these missionaries and treats them
quite humanely.”® The German philosopher and mathematician
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz suggested that China should “send mis-
sionaries to us to teach us the purpose and use of natural theology,
in the same way as we send missionaries to them to instruct them in
revealed theology.”1®

Voltaire condemned “the miserable disputes that we have seen in
Europe over the Chinese rites,” and wrote that the Vatican’s attempt
to decide the issue “could not have been more absurd had the republic
of San Marino set itself 4p as mediator between the Grand Turk and
the Persian Empire.”20 He further argued that the conflicts between
the Jesuits and their Dominican and Franciscan critics weakened the
cause of Chuistianity in China, and wrote that “the Chinese were
astonished to see.sages who were in disagreement over what they
should teach, who reciprocally persecuted and anathematized one
another, who instigated erimina] Pprosecutions in Rome, and who
deferred to congregations of cardinals to decide whether the emperor

of China knew his own laniguage as well as the missionaries sent

from Italy or France”#t Voltaire:contrasted the dogmatic squ i

of the Catholic religious orders to what he reprgsintid assq‘clllr;eb Bg?eg,
natural religiosity of Confucian China, writing, “Never was the reli-
gion of the emperors and courts dishonored by imposture, never dis-
turbed by quarrels betwaen the empire and the priesthood. .. Their
-.Kung Fu-tze, whom we cai] Confucius, imagined neither new opin-
10nS nar new rites; he was neither medium nor prophet; he was a
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wise magistrate who taught the ancient laws...He recommended
only virtue, he preached no mysteries.”* .
Much as Voltaire would do across his many works, the marquis
d’Argens contrasted the urbane tolerance and world-weary w%’sdom
of his Chinese observers to the religious bigotry and superstition of
European society in the Lettres chinoises. Sioeu-Tcheou cogdemned
the religious wars that had devastated Germany in the previous cen-
tury, calling them “as ridiculous as sacrilegious,” anﬁ lamented tha’g,
despite “the extravagances, cruelties, and barbarities that fa_nan;
cism has inspired...men have not become wiser or more sensﬂo_le.
Contrasting the madness of holy war with the tranquility of Ql'.nnali
where “we mortally hate persecutions...and abhor wars of religion,
the mandarin asserted that “missionaries would never have been
tolerated there, if it had been known that the opinions which tAhey
taught could one day be harmful to the state.”?? In the later se.ct.101‘15
of the work, d’Argens became increasingly strident and e;lspl1<f1t in
his attacks on the Jesuit order, discussing in detail bOﬂ:}. the lennese
rites” controversy and the Nestorian monument of Xi‘an, wl?u:h he
repeatedly denounced as a forgery. D'Argens used -thesg sections to
paint the Jesuits as duplicitous and deceitful, enfo¥cmg religious
orthodoxy at home while blending Christian and Chinese gle{nents
in the Peking mission. Yn-Che-Chan wrote that these rmssmnag—
ies had initially sought “to make us Christians, but after they haf
spent a few years among us, they seemed to .forge'f, the ;)111'130§,ehot
their voyage, and they themselves became Chmes'e, and noted tha
their “mixture of Christian and Chinese ceremonies” had been con-
demned by the Vatican.?¢ By attacking the Jesuits, virt1-1ally the only
source of reliable information on Chinese civilization in eazly .mod-
ern Europe, d’Argens sought to detach the Jesuit imagt-? ofa rangnal,
tolerant, well-ordered Chinese society from its theological moorings,
the better to use it as a mirror with which to reveal the faults of
Christian European society. . )

In addition tg condemxglg religious conflict within Chr1stend9m{
d’'Argens, speaking through his Chinese oObservers, qffereq a pas%:lo:;
ate defense of the Jews and a stinging critique of antl-Semlt}sm, o
medieval and modern. Sioeu-Tcheou declared: “I tremple with horror
when I think of the barbarities that men who are considered culturid
and civilized commit against unfortunates who ate all the morelt ho
be pitied because they are only misesable hecause they follow te
dictates of their conscience” apd exclaimed, “Yvhat\ba@baflty.%.u 0
kill & man who is guilty of no crigae but sefusing to-liel” He thI
ther conchaded: “There is no people who has been s0 barbaric as the
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Europeans, who dare to speak of the ferocity of other nations, who,
compared to them, have the most gentle and generous manners,”
and went on to note that the Turkish sultan Mehmet 11, condemned
as a despot by Westerners, had granted asylum to the Jews expelled
from Portugal.?® In subsequent letters, he cited and refuted charges
of ritual murder and of the profanation of the host, noting the lack
of credible evidence, the fabrication of similar false charges against
the Templars, and the fact that the Jews, not believing in transub-
stantiation, would have no reason to destroy “a piece of bread.”?6 The
wise governance of the mandarins, d’Argens suggested, would never
tolerate such barbaric acts,

Eternal China

Of all of the revelations made by the Jesuits regarding imperial
China, the one most disconcerting to European intellectual circles
was that of the unparalleled antiquity of Chinese civilization. The
Italian Jesuit Martino Martini set off a bombshell in European intel-
lectual circles when he revealed that unbroken Chinese chronolo-
gies stretched back nearly five thousand years, and that the putative
founder of Chinese civilization, the first emperor Fo-Hi, lived around
2950 BC, or about six hundred years prior to the date commonly
given for the Biblical Deluge. Virgile Pinot observes that “for the men
of the seventeenth century...the antiquity of a nation...was a title
of glory still greater perhaps than its sophistication. If for the indi-
Yldual itwas a sign of nobility to have ancestors who had participated
in the Crusades, for a nation, nobility was to have as founders people
who went back to the Deluge.” 2/ Furthermore, given the monogenist
and d{ffusionist assumptions of the age, it was assumed that which-
ever civilization could be proven to be the eldest had surely given
tise to all the others. Thiswas far from a purely academic question. If
this root civilization was not that of the Biblical patriarchs, what was
to begome of sacrad chronology and the story of human origins and
the dispersion of peoples narrated in the book of Genesis?

) Efforts to reconcile Chingsa chronologies with the accepted time-
lines of (sacred) universal history led to some elaborate, and ultimately
Eymmnastics, The seventeenth-century
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the dismissal of the ancient Chinese annals, was also endorsed by
Pierre-Daniel Huet and was revived during the high Enlightengmn’c
by the antiquarian Joseph de Guignes.?” With equal improbability,
observing that the Chinese annals spoke of a great flood around
2337 BC, the classicist Ftienne Fourmont argued in 1747 that the
first emperors of China were in fact the antediluvian patriarch§ of
Genesis, and that Fo-Hi, the legendary founder of Chinese civiliza-
tion, was Noah himself, a conclusion that his English contemporary
Samuel Shuckford had already reached in 1728.%° Fourmont argued
that “the times of Noah fall with precision in accordance with the
times of Fo-Hi, and with regard to the regions of the Ark and of Babel,
it can be remarked that the Caucasus is not so far from Ch?na, az}d
according to the Annals themselves, Fohi arrived from Xer}s1 [that is,
from the west].”3! Fourmont further argued that, if the Chinese were
not descended from Noah, “what are we to think of such a race of
men unknown to the rest of the universe?”3? . )

Other European scholars resolved the challenge of Chinese antig-
uity by moving back the date of the Biblical Deluge. Paul-Yves Pezrpn,
a Benedictine monk and antiquarian seholar at the abbe}f of Saint-
Maur, noted in his 1687 treatise L/Antiquité des Temps rétablie et défen-
due, that the Septuagint, the Greek version of the Old Testament,
placed the date of creation around 5500 BC, rather than 4000 BC,
the date suggested by the Latin Vulgate. Pezron further arguxed that
this chronology “accords perfectly well with the anti.qumes of the
oriental nations, such as the Chaldeans, the Egyptians, and the
Chinese.” Pezron acknowledged that the civilizations of the East,
particularly China, were older than those of Greece ot Rome, a%zd
wrote that “the Orient began to be settled three or fgur centuries
after the Deluge, and there were already kingdom§ in th.ls part pf the
world, perhaps even before Greece and Italy were inhabited. Asia wgs
the cradle of humanity.”3* Similarly, Nicolas Frén_at, the most pron;lk
nent of the early eighteenth-century French érudits, also favorec;. t ef
longer chronology of the Septuagint over the shorter timetable o
the Latin Vulgate version, and observed that the Vatican had nevellé
made the Vulgate chronology an article of faith, whereas the Gree
Orthodox Church had consistently followed the Septuagmt. He
argued that “the advantages of the extended calculation to recon-
cile all the authentic histories of the nations with the Chronolt_)gy
of Moses, should lead us to favor the chronology of the Septuagint.
There are many of these authentic histories that carmot be reaectid
without destroying all the rules of criticism and opgning the door to
an absolute historical Pyrrhonism.”®* ‘
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The introduction of the Septuagint chronology to resolve the
contradictions between sacred and profane histories resolved the
immediate issue at hand, but set a potentially dangerous precedent
for Biblical orthodoxy. Martini, Pezron, and the other dévots, even
as they sought to defend the literal trath of the book of Genests,
removed the Bible from its pedestal and effectively placed it on the
same level as the annals of China, the dynastic tables of Egypt, and
the astronomical charts of Babylon. Anthony Grafton notes that the
discipline of chronology “is based on a philological method which
applies equally to Hebrews and to Greeks, to the Bible and to the
ancient historians.”3s One orthodox critic, the abbé de Vallemont,
recognized the danger and asked: “What will the unbelievers and
libertines say about us if, on the authority of memoirs from China,
we will change our beliefs and abandon a Bible consecrated by
the Church for its antiquity and by the decrees of the Council of
Trent?”36

If devout scholars were troubled by new revelations regarding the
great antiquity of Chinese civilization, their skeptical contemporar-
ies seized upon them as additional weapons in their struggles against
religious orthodoxy. Voltaire wrote in the Essat sur les moeurs that
“it is incontestable that the oldest annals of the world are those of
China. These annals flow without interruption. Almost all detailed,
entirely wise, without any magical elements, always supported by
astronomical observations over four thousand one hundred fifty two
years, they extend several centuries beyond, without precise dates,
to be sure, but with that Plausibility that approaches certitude.”s
Citing the Jesuit astronomer Antoine Gaubil to observe that the
Chinese had accurately recorded a solar eclipse in the year 2155 BC,
and further noting that China’s historical records went back even
farther, to the first king Po-Hi who reigned more than 25 centuries
before Christ, Voltaire wrote in the Essai sur les moeurs that “their
vast and populous empire was already governed as a family in which
the monarch was the fathes, and in which forty legislative tribunals

were cor}sidered as older brothers, while we were a small band of
nomads in the ﬁo;est of the Ardennes,” and wrote in a 1760 letter to
the Orientalist Michel-Ange Andx@LeromDeshau&emyes that China
was a well-governed, civili

8oV zed soclety at a time when the ancient
Gauls were “illiterate basbarians who slaughtered little gitls and boys
to the honor of Teutates, as we slaughtered them in 1572 in honor of
St. Bartholomew.”38 S

As these: commentsj. suggest, the-longavity, continuity, and appar-
ent harmony of Chinese civilization recommended it to French
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observers distressed by the conflict and upheaval of their own place
and time, The marquis d’Argens contrasted the ephemer§l rise a'nd
fall of the nations of the West with the eternal glory 9f. China, which
he attributed to its good governance and to thf: spirit of toleraqce
that prevailed in the Middle Kingdom. Reﬂectmg upon the.rums
of the Roman forum, I-Tuly, a new correspondent 1n.troduced ,1ln the
fifth volume to discuss the denouement of the “Chinese rites” con-
troversy at the Vatican, likened the causes of the decline and.fall o£
civilizations to the diseases and accidents that shorten the lives o

individual human beings:

[Societies] have a fixed duration which they ca.nnot ex.cee.d; ;)nc:
may say that they are born, grow, live, and fmall)'l die, ]u; :e
living creatures do...Of all the peoples of thfa universe wbo

histories 1 have read, I know of none whose 31tuat1or‘1 has eeén
more durable than our own. How many centuries' has it endured,
without experiencing any of these deadly revolutions?...To Wh:”g
may we attribute this...but to the goodness of our goYern.menV:,
I hope that it will long preserve the state of health which it no

enjoys.*

Like d'Argens’s mandarin, Voltaire praised thc? great anthuﬂ:‘ly1 an;i
endurance of China as proof of the wisdom of its func!amenta aw. ;
and stressed that the superiority of the Chinese imperial systemerv;is
proven by the fact that the foreign Mongol and Manch:f.l ;on;gcural
had seen fit to adopt it, calling it “a great example O ft © This
superiority of reason and genius over blind and barbf:u.lc dofrce. i
process of acculturation of the victors by the vanquxsh'e ormec o
theme of one of Voltaire’s dramas in verse, L'Orphflm de la < ém,
based loosely on a Chinese tale included in du Halde’s compeél‘ 1 e:
in which the devotion of the mandarin Zamti to the dethrone m;lpm
rial family, which leads him to offer the sacrifice of his owgi sgf .
the place of the last surviving royal heir, overcomes the Z]IIznenc "
conqueror Genghis Khan, and moves the latter to offer 1(;: : 'e‘ mz‘;.de

As both Basil Guy and J. H. Brumfitt have noted, Voltaire ace
use of China as a discursive tool with which tOﬂPTesegL?;gﬁ eal
that were primarily about Europe. Guy writes,. The hl ‘to it ot
became for him simply one more weapon with which with it
Vinfime’...useful to him only insofer as he could ;mt:;g':fvvgitaire
contemporary sbuse."¢2]. B Brymfittconcurs, Qb&ﬁmﬁiﬁc@wrs e
projected his own concerns onto Asis, and tmvmﬁﬁm e tndian
philosophe beneath the robes of the Chinese menda ‘
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nor the riches necessary for agricultural enterprises, which can only
be pursued by inhabitants noteworthy for their capacities and their
wealth, and their rank has been fixed below the common people of
the towns. "4

Quesnay'’s view of Confucian doctrines was heavily influenced by
du Halde, from whom he drew most of his information on Chinese
culture. Quesnay thus presented Confucius as a wise and benev-
olent sage, writing, “All the doctrine of this philosopher tended
to reestablish human nature in its ancient splendor and primitive
beauty, as granted by heaven, but which has been disfigured by the
shadows of ignorance and the contagion of vice.” Like the Jesuits,
Quesnay represented the Confucian belief system as a rationalized
religion, which recognized the existence of a supreme being, and
saw Taoism and Buddhism as subsequent corruptions of this origi-
nal truth. “It is remarkable,” Quesnay wrote, “that for more than
two thousand years, the Chinese nation has known, respected, and
honored a supreme being, the sovereign master of the universe,
under the name Chang-ti, without any vestiges of idolatry to be
seen. It was not until several centuries after Confucius that the
statue of Fo was brought from the Indies, and that a quantity of
errors began to infect the empire. But the mandarins, unshakably
attached to the doctrine of their ancestors, were never affected by
this contagion.”s0

Another Enlightenment Sinophile was the colonial administrator
Pierre Poivre, who had traveled extensively in South and East Asia in
the 1740s and 1750s as an employee of the Compagnie des Indes, a
career that culminated in a stint as intendant of the Isle de France
from 1767 to 1773. Doing honor to his name, Poivre dedicated much
of his career to the ultimately successfu] transplantation of cloves,
nutmeg, and other spice plants from the East Indies to the Isle de
France. Described by the biographical referenice in his personnel file
as ”a. good man and a practical philosopher” whose “wise and active
adrpmistratixm, after the disasters of the war, returned these fine col-
onies to a new prosperity,” Poivre was, like Quesnay, an adherent of
the Physiocratic school, and shared with him the belief that agricul-
ture was the key to all wealth.5! He often quasreled with the military
administrators of the Isle de Prance, whom he accused of neglecting
?ongt—te‘rm economic interests dn favor of military priorities, engag-
ing in illegal smuggling for personal gatn, and exercising arbitrary,
despotic authority over the local administration, During the period
bet.ween his initial return from Soutl Asta to Prasice in 1757 and his
designation as intendant a decade later, Poivre wrote a series of short
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memoirs on his travels, which were subsequently published in 1768
as Voyages d’'un philosophe.

Poivre’s Voyages are not a straightforward travel narrative, but rather
a didactic parable regarding politics, economics, and the conditions
that create the prosperity and poverty of nations. He dismissed Africa
as “uncultivated lands, inhabited by unfortunate Negroes,” and crit-
icized the government of Siam as a despotic tyranny that sapped
the vitality and resources of a potentially productive land, writing,
“In this earthly paradise, amidst so many riches, who would believe
that the Siamese are perhaps the most miserable of peoples?”s? The
culmination of Poivre’s philosophical travels, however, is his enthu-
stastic description of China. Arriving in Canton, he was amazed by
the great size and population of the city, and wondered how the
Chinese were able to feed so many people. In his subsequent tra'vels
to the countryside, he noted approvingly that the Chinese practiced
an extremely intensive form of agriculture, leaving no fields ypcul—
tivated, and renewing lands through the use of multiple fertilizers.
He wrote that the Chinese system was “followed from one gnd of
the empire to the other since the origin of the monarchy, c'onflrmed
by the experience of more than forty centuries, in the nation of.the
world most attentive to its interests.” “The Chinese nation,” Poivre
continued, “is capable of the greatest works; I have sgen 1no more
industrious people in the world. Every day of the year is a workday,
except for the first, designated for the exchange of visits, and the last,
consecrated to the ceremony of duties rendered to the ancestors. A
lazy man would surely be scorned; he would be regarded aisg para-
Iytic member burdening the body of which he formed part. Inan
imaginative reversal of the ethnographic gaze, Poivre‘rema}rked that
“a Chinese farmer could not keep himself from laughing” if he were
to witness the lamentable state of agriculture in eighteenth-century
France, “part of our fields left uncultivated, another par‘f dedicated to
useless crops, the rest pootly labored...the extreme misery and the
barbarity of those who cultivate it.”**

Elsewhere in his Voyages, Poivre used & utopian parable to malfe th.e
case for the importance of agriculture to the prosperity and happ1—
ness of humankind, describing the colonization and trans:i?ormatzon
of a Southeast Asian country by a wise Chinese mandam:a namfed
Kiang-tse. Poivre wrote that Kiang-tse, unlike his French seligneu'ngl
counterparts, “disteibuted his lands to-his farmers as pure gifts, wit d
out reserving the rights known under the names of wvicg, l.ods, an
ventes, rights which...are the most terrible scourge of agncul*tu.re,
and the idea of which has never touched the common sense of wise
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peoples.” Kiang-tse also led by “providing an example of simplicity,
of labor, of frugality, of good faith, and of humanity. He thereby
formed no laws; he did far more: he established customs.” Poivre
tltlen declared: “May I be allowed to state here in passing: what a
difference between such men, and those famous conquerors who
have stunned, desolated the earth, and who, abusing the right of
conguest, have established laws which, even after the human race
was freed of them, have perpetuated human misery over the course
of centuries!”s> Poivre concluded his text with the assertion that it
was .agriculture and the laws, customs, and property rights govern-
ing it that determined the prosperity and happiness of peoples, and
ex;!couraged the_ rulers of Europe to emulate the emperor of Cilina,
Xf t(zﬁl?j:s $3c11bed as the greatest and richest of all the sovereigns
foﬁﬁ?gfs c;rsg1iid.Ch1na’s enc}uring prosperity to the virtue of its
s anc eir perpetuation of the natural laws of mankind,
o féundj ki eben lost to .other peoples. He wrote that “the Empire
s foun @ fy farmers in those happy times in which the memory
o China“i’s:c I? thie .Creator had not yet been lost.” Declaring that
s mee cultivation of the land was the most noble occupa-
argu’ed o one gnost wort?.ly of men and the occupation of all,” Poivre
e emperbrss;?:ﬁ Fo-Hi, whg was the first leader of the nation...all
e er fhe ; ithout exception, down to this day, have taken pride
Ble pa?fa o t;’f f_arﬁ,lers of ’chelx empire, One of the most memora-
of o angnu :51 lpm're s description of imperial China is his account
the mew 8 IicPI‘ZDV\Hng ceremony with which the emperor opened
accompamid l1)1 gﬁal season. Poivre described how the emperor,
Givine tios yut e royal court, would pray to heaven (T’ien) for
ored rites andgwpolﬁ his people, perform sacrifices and time-hon-
sovere] fu'r o, vl then “seize the handle of the plow, and open
not been pres: I::{QS;;E;E_ full width of the field.” While Poivre had
emperor perfor 1113» imperial capital of Peking to witness the
o' oo erl;l the ceremony in petson, he had seen the emper-
recall haviynp orm the same acts in Canton, He wrote, “I cannot
such pleast rge e:rieﬁl W;tnessed any ceremony invented by man with
Porvrs desdipt‘o %gm@ﬁm‘% I fadt im considering this one.”s6
by ds Halde Q;esi g W@?Mm’ml plowing ceremony, also described
A perhaps'the pan};m m&i wmher Western writers on China,
of his veaders, and in 1768 the m ;mspmd g
of China by plowing a smsli plos of A st s o the emperas
his subjects,s” Plotof.land to set 8 good example for

g
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However, Grimm and Diderot’s Correspondance littéraire remained
skeptical regarding the significance of this ceremony. In their review
of Poivre's Vopages d’un philosophe, they argued that it held no deeper
importance than did many of the ritualistic observances of the
Christian monarchies of Europe:

This ceremony is held in the first days of our month of March; each
viceroy observes it in his province. M. Poivre saw it in Canton,
and one may imagine all that a European philosopher might find
noble, emotional, and touching in this spectacle! It remains to be
determined whether the emperor attaches to it any of the noble
and touching ideas of the European philosopher. Let us be sent a
Chinese Poivre, may he arrive at Versailles on the morning of Holy
Thursday, and there he will see one of the most powerful kings of
Europe washing the feet of twelve paupers. Soon thereafter he will
see this monarch, accompanied by all the royal household, serv-
ing these twelve paupers at his table. What great and touching
ideas will this ceremony inspire in our Chinese philosopher, when
he learns that this ceremony is repeated every year to honor the
Confucius of Europe who washed the feet of his disciples! He will
find it one of the most beautiful huraan institutions in the world.
What greater wisdom, in fact, than to remind once a year the rul-
ers of the earth of the primitive equality and the bonds of broth-
erhood that unite all men? If this Chinese philosopher returns
home, as our travelers do, he will give s0 touching a description of
this ceremony that no one will read it without tenderness. What
would be the astonishment of our foreign philosopher if heis told
that this ceremony is but a vain formality consecrated by habit,
that the prince who observes it has never made a single reflection
on the good of humanity at the conclusion of this touching cer-
emony, and that the philosopher who would dare to address such
sentiments to him during the ceremony would soon be impris-
oned in the Bastille, where the warden would not wash his feet,
and that for centuries all the princes of the Roman faith have
practiced this ceremony every year without doing any good for
anyone, except for the money and food that is given to twelve

paupers?ss

As it turned out, the Faysiocratic writings of the 1760s were a last
hurrah of sorts for the Sinophilia of the Enlightenment. The intel-
Jectual climate within Framce was shifting, as both the legacy
of Mountesquieu and the growing influence of Rousseau led an
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increasing number of French observers to reject despotism, whether
enlightened or not, as a political model, whereas a constellation of
factors, including wounded national pride resulting from defeat in
the Seven Years' War, the intensification of French colonial activ-
ity in the Caribbean, and an increasing sense of European superior-
ity over the non-Western world (which will be discussed at greater
length in the following chapters), began to darken China’s reputa-
tion in French eyes. Colin Mackerras notes, “For a variety of domestic
reasons, which had little to do with China, opinion both in France
and England moved strongly against China in the second half of
the eighteenth century...On the whole, the newly industrializing
and supremely confident West now observed a declining China with
eyes totally different from those with which their predecessors of
not long before had viewed an empire that appeared to be at the
height of its glory.”s® We will now consider the reasons for this shift
in French Enlightenment perceptions of the Middle Kingdom.

Downgrading China

Even in the middle decades of the eighteenth century, when
Enlightenment Sinophilia was at jts apex, there was no shortage of

discordant voices who questioned the idealized portrait presented by

the Jesuits and their secular imitators, Not surprisingly, the baron
de Montesquieu, the early

Enlightenment’s most prominent critic
of royal absolutism, was skeptical of the praises then being lavished
upon Chira by Jesuits and philosophes alike, “Our missionaries speak
of the vast empire of China as an admirable government,” he wrote,
but then asked: “Could #t not be that the missionaries were deceived
by an appeatrance of order; that they were struck by that continuous
exercise of the will of one alone by which they themselves are gov-
erned?” For his part, Montesquieu noted dismissively, “I do not know
how one can speak of homor among peoples who can be made to do
nothing without beatings:* and observed, “Our men of comrmerce,
faf from giving us an idea of the same kind of virtue of which our
m1ssion§ries speak, can ritiér be consulted about the banditry of the
mandarins.” He concluded that, much like the Islamic empires of the
fefar Eaﬁs;t and South Asia, “China is a despotic state whose principle
is fear.”

While Voltaire was a grast admirer o imperial China, his praise
was not unqualified, but vather vested op 4 distinction bet

The Wisdom of the East 61

the wisdom that has presided for four thousand years over the con-
stitutionn of China,” he wrote, “we do not presume tx? spea?k of the
common people: it is in all countries uniguely occup_led with man-
ual labor.”  While Voltaire’s admiration of the Chinese sage W‘I,S
such that a portrait of Confucius decorated jche walls of Vo%tanes
residence at Ferney,’? he dismissed both :Fao:sm andBud”dmsm ai
superstitions of the ignorant masses, blasting t}.le latter as the mos;
ridiculous cult, and consequently that most suited to the 1gmjlo‘ranp
and described it as having “infected East Asia” from It.S _ongmsv in
India. He mocked the belief that the Dalai Lama was a living go.(:;1 ai
“the triumph of human superstition,” and no_ted with ridicule zread
the holy man’s devotees conserved pieces of his .exc.remgnt as sa )
relics.5 Voltaire’s class biases contributed to his disdain fog.po%o ;
lar religion, as he wrote that “these sects are tolerated in th:}?em
the use of the vulgar, like simple victuals prepared to nouris . feeci
while the magistrates and literati, separated from the pec?g s, e
upon a more pure diet.”s* Voltaire also condemned ’the Im § :E)s e
practice of infanticide among the poot, which he rat;logat ;lzeeMongol
consequence of overpopulation. He suggested that, ha oo
emperors been truly wise, they could have settled the surplus p o
lation on the uninhabited deserts of Tartary, though hfa: reclzlooinitais
that European nations had only recently created foun%?:régkes rp:m "
and other means of social &ssistancfg, 16:11.:(2’1 ;;)#rﬁluded, 1 :
centuries for human society to perfect 1seil.” .
Quesnay’s admiration for China was sgch that _he wta;a?n}ﬁ;nfoi
excuse or downplay those aspects of Chmesg socne:tyt ﬁieu's o
temporaries found most distasteful. After notmg-Monhgsq S esmay
ical assessment of the brutal penal procedures In 'Cﬁ H)::_';t duesmay
responded: “Beatings with a staff are in Chinaa pur}lm O ot
for the guilty, as the whip, the galley, etc.; are punis s isatlarly
kingdoms, Is there any government wijchout ;ptf:nal aWtSi i "thé
Quesnay recognized the practice of mf.amr}ﬂdi, Vc/glle ti;fl S o
excess of population in China forces the mdlgeja $ e et
mit acts of inhumanity which cause horror,” but nsti‘; S on of
“one should not impute this calamity to the veryhcoe o
a good government,” and noted that “eyerywhere theg
indigence.”® ‘ e
Tlfe great irony in the Enlightenment’s ronzlanc:;1 mw:;hi ;S;: ii;
the fact that, during the petiod of grestest philgsop * - on between
the Middle Kingdom, commercial and cultural mtefrac Sc;xno petieen
China and the West was netnimal, The expulsion of a;r_xgns L the fon
eign missionaries from Cliifia ir- 8724 amd the restrictions p.
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Western merchants, who were confined to a few coastal ports such
as Canton, limited opportunities for interaction, and ensured that
the information on China that the French philosophes debated was
increasingly out of date. One rare exception—the visit of Captain
George Anson in the course of his voyage around the world in the
1740s-—~offered a much more negative assessment, though French
admirers of China found it easy to discount as biased and ignorant
the opinions of an English naval officer. Four decades later, however,
the French explorer Jean-Frangois de La Pérouse came away with a
similarly negative impression of the Chinese from a brief stopover
in Portuguese Macao in January 1787. La Pérouse wrote that “this
people, whose laws are so praised in Europe, is perhaps the most
unhappy, the most vexed, and the most arbitrarily governed that
exists on earth,” and added, lamenting the treatment of European
merchants on the Chinese coast, that “not a cup of tea is drunk in
Europe which has not cest a humiliation to he who purchased it
in Canton.”s® By that point, La Pérouse was not alone in forming a
negative view of the Chinese. Chrétien-Joseph de Guignes, son of
the Orientalist Joseph de Guignes, served as a French representative
in China in the final years of the eighteenth century, and echoed
this same paradigm of an ancient, but static and superstitious China.
He condemned Chinese society as despotic and corrupt, writing, “I
traveled this vast empire from end to end, and everywhere I saw the
strong oppress the weak, and every man having a share of author-
ity made use of it to vex, bother, and crush the common people.”®
Guignes was dismissive of claims of China’s astronomical knowl-
edge, noting that the sage Mencius himself stated that the Chinese
of ancient times were barbarians. Guignes concluded that it was only
around the time of Confucius that the Chinese were able to record
ecli.pses with precision, and remarked: “One may affirm that the
Chmfese have only made use of astronomy in relation to astrology;
the}t 1s to say, to predict fortunate or unhappy events, in order to
guide them in their actions, which they still do at present. They are
still more astrologers than astronomers”7

The Enhghten{nent’s reassessment of Chinese civilization began
even as the Physiocrats continued to sing its praises during the last
years of the reign of Louis XV. Grimm and Diderot’s Correspondance
littéraire observed in 1766 that contemporary Europeans in fact knew
very little that was certain segarding China. They noted that fizst the
Jesuits, and later the philosophars, were able to look to China and
find in it what they wished to see, producing “marvelous relations of
a very distant land which could neither confirm their veracity, nor
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dispute their lies.” The result of such varied praise was that China
became “the asylum of virtue, wisdom, and happiness; its govern-
ment, the best possible and the oldest; its morals, the purest and most
beautiful that were known; its laws and administration, its arts and
industry, so many models for the rest of the peoples of the wozld.””!
The reviewer noted, nonetheless, that the wise reader would not be
“seduced” by such mirages, but would reserve judgment, as “he wo?ald
want to spend twenty years in China and see these things for him-
self prior to taking a definite position.” Even as it acknowledged tlr.le
wisdom and benevolence of Confucian ethics, the Correspondance lit-
téraire expressed skepticism that China was truly governed by 'dilese
maxims, remarking: “Read the edicts of all of the emperors and kings
of the wosld, and you will find that they are all fathers of their peoples,
only preoccupied with the happiness of their children. Nevertheless,
injustice and misfortune cover the entire earth.””?

The end of the Enlightenment’s romance with China, I would
argue, resulted primarily from two factors: the adoption of a progres-
sive, evolutionary vision of world history that contrasted .Western
dynamism to Oriental decadence, and the rejection of enllght.eped
despotism in favor of classical republicanism as a model for pohtma}l
reform. As French observers became more self-confident in Europe: ]
ability to overcome the legacy of its past, they contrasted the rapid
technological change and economic expansion of e;arly modern
Europe with the supposed stagnation of China during the. same
period. In its review of Mairan’s published correspox/lde.:nce w1t]‘n the
missionary-scholar Parennin, the Histvire de l%cade:mze des S_czences
celebrated the superior dynamism of Europe in relation to China:

All of these considerations...lead M. de Mairan to state, X.'vith rea-
son, that the genius of the Chinese, though very admirable, Is
greatly inferior to that of the Europeans, and Fh&'lt they know lit-
tle how to invent or perfect anything, and this judgment c?f the
Chinese is furthermore confirmed by P. Parrenin. The genius qf
invention, which leads to such rapid progress in our kgo*{vledge, is
given to few nations. Most of them know only how to imitate; th%s
is a talent which nature gives even to the simplest of men. But this
strength of spirit through which, by launching oneself above th.e
sphere of ordinary ideas, one rises to new and unknown ideas, is
almost the unigue heritage of Buropeans.”

) it of Chimnese civiliza~
Even gs it painted a generally laudatozy postrait of Chinese cwx
tion, the Histoire des deux Indes of Raynal amd Diderot deew the same
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contrast between Western dynamism and the supposed rigidity and
stasis of the Osient. It noted that while China had preceded the peo-
Ples of Burope in reaching a civilized state, it had made little progress
in recent years, and concluded that the Chinese lacked the “spirit of
n.movation.” The Histoire also observed that the Chinese were defi-
cient in the arts of was, as demonstrated by the repeated conquest of
China by barbarian invaders from the north and west.”

A:s China was most admired by the advocates of enlightened des-
pc?tfsm, it is not surprising that the Enlightenment’s most outspoken
critics of despotism were the most critical of the Chinese model as
well. Rousseau sharply criticized China in his Discourse on the Sciences
and Arts, writing, “In Asia there is an immense country where hon-
ors for lea.rning lead to the highest offices of the State. If the sci-
ences purified morals, if they taught men to shed their blood for
theu. country, if they aroused courage, the peoples of China would
be wise, free,. and invincible.” The fact that this was not the case, in
Ron.lsse’au’s- view, indicated the emptiness and moral bankruptcy of
Chn:ias r.enowned cultural refinement. “There is no vice that does
?ot' f)n%gate them,” he wrote, “no crime with which they are not
ban}:l»llwrl;/I Rousseau glso cited the conquest of Ming dynasty China
gentmz§fm, asking: “If neither the enlightenment of govern-
" inhabitan’cs, ngcr hthe supposefl wisdom of laws, nor the multitude
o th o Of that vast empire were able to save it from the yoke
xu ser% e;m and coarse Tartar, what purpose did all its learned
them?”‘“ ’l:h & at berfeﬁt has resulted from the honors bestowed on
Confﬁcianis;n iron d H@lbac;h f:ondemmd and dismissed China and
Confocin wisdm reas?ms similar to those of Rousseau, dismissing
way bé compa gm a$ “common and trivial maxims that can in no
e oot ﬂfﬁ " eel xzith those c:f the Greeks and Romans,” and declar-
e b daspmgr; 1151 ! g@himg&, $o praised by some moderns, are favo-
to paternal fyzan i ﬁés to» say, %0 the most unjust of governments,
to polygamy and It?:’th‘ <h they confuse with reasonable authority,
Bave 1o object but & tyratny exercised over women; finally, they
¢his sage of the 0‘11;0 Produce slaves” D'Holbach concluded “that
Nt bt the e lent-orthwse who have adopted his maxims have

perhaps the mit gﬂﬁm Qf true morality or of natural law.””7
fater Briahte @W@ depiction of China produced by the
o ightenment came from Cornelius de P i

st who formed part of Predaricl s e o e
at Potsdam. De Pauwy's qeres tlse Great's intellectual entourage
critique of despotis d@‘ m‘ﬂﬁm ciation of China s inseparable from his
o the gov 12; a8 & wmotethat “the principal mainsprings
sment fof Chinal ase the whip end the rod; there are no
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Chinese, there are no Tartars who can escape it.”’® De Pauw rejected
the notion that Confucianism had led to the perfection of morals,
and offered lurid descriptions of such horrors as infanticide, castra-
tion, polygamy, and slavery in China, writing, “The Chinese can, just
as the Negroes, sell their children, and their legislators have never
had the slightest idea of the limits of parental authority,” whereas
Europeans “have destroyed slavery in their lands and have discov-
ered the true limits of parental power, which is the masterpiece of
legislation.” He returned repeatedly to the theme of infanticide, and
wrote that “I have not found examples of such atrocity, even among
the cannibals of America.””? Echoing Montesquieu’s description of
despotism, he declared that “the servile fear which directs the actions
of the Chinese is a consequence of their institutions. In effect, who
would not fear, if innocence itself is not secure?” After enumerating
the shameful customs of the Chinese, de Pauw declared: “Such has
been the incorrigible madness of a people whom the Jesuits have
tried to represent to the eyes of Europe as a society of philosophers,
but it is apparent that the Jesuits have never known of what true
philosophy consists.”5

Diderot was dismissive of the cultural achievements of China in
the Encyclopédie, writing that “it is worth noting that the sciences
and the fine arts have made no progress in China, and that this
nation has had neither grand buildings, nor beautiful statues, nor
poetry, nor music, nor painting.”$ In a letter o Sophie Volland in
1760, Diderot criticized Chinese codes of etiquette for “destroying
frankness and making hypocrites of an entire nation.”8? Similarly,
the abbé Mably questioned Quesnay’s idealization of China in his
Doutes proposés aux philosophes économistes, writing that “the govern-
ment of China, lazy by its nature and little industrious, has not had
the wisdom to profit from the fecundity of its lands and the multi-
tude of its citizens to banish poverty and misery.”s® Like Diderot and
de Pauw, Mably criticized the Chinese for unquestioning devotion to
“the puerile minutiae of their ceremonies, rites, and routines,” which
prevented them from making progress. Mably concluded, “Two thou-
sand years ago the Chinese had the same amount of knowledge that
they have today.”%

By the 1770s, French commentators on China increasingly con-
curred that the despotism of the Chinese empire, far from serving
as a force for progress and: rationslization, as Quesnay and Poivre
maintained, had instead frozen it in time and caused its growing
decadence. The progress of the arts and sciences, the proponents of
this view maintsined, could only be sustained by free peopies, an
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aazgumentf. t'zhat we will examine in greater detail in the final chap-
ter. Revisiting tlr%e question of Chinese origins in August 1773 the
Qor?’{:spo?adance littéraire offered a negative assessment of Chinese
civilization as both static and despotic:

Wl?at seems to me to be clearly demonstrated regarding the
Chinese is that they are one of the oldest peoples of the world,
but that they are still at the first stages of the arts and sciences'
becguse they live under the yoke of the most terrible form of des:
p'qtlsm, t.h.at which governs the customs, manners, and beliefs of
private citizens-as well as the public administration. It seems to
me also demonstrated that the isolation of this people from its
ne1ghbor§ has preserved its industriousness and its ignorance, its
laws and its chains. This people, it seems to me, has all the cha'rac-

teristics of tlr%e great number of old men: cold and hard prudence
weakness, mistrust, and stubbornness. 3 I
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intentions, regarding the history of the Indies and especially that of
China. One must admit that in general the discovery of this country
has not been terribly useful to the Church. The resources that phi-
losophy has drawn from it have damned more souls in Europe than
the Jesuits have saved in the two Indies.”® As the reviewer noted,
the eighteenth-century encounter with Chinese civilization allowed
French observers to draw contrasts between the faults of contempo-
rary Burope and the allegedly superior organization of the Chinese
empire. In contrast to a Europe still struggling with religious conflict
and a social order in which medieval and modern elements were
uneasily blended, China served as a model for a meritocratic, bureau-
cratic state governed according to reason and natural law. It also
served as an example for secular philosophers to argue against reli-
gious authorities that the Chinese had perfected virtue and morality
without knowledge of the gospel of Christ.

There was never a single French Enlightenment view of China
over the course of the eighteenth century, but rather competing
discouzses, based primarily on what the speaker wanted to see in
China, and the point that he wished to make regarding the lessons
that contemporary Europe could draw from the Chinese example.
Keevak writes that French and other European observers of China
were blinded by “the Great Wall of Europe, a kind of mental limit

that prevented not only armchair travelers but even real ones from |

being able in any true sense to compare cultures,” which led them to
perceive in China those features that they expected to find there.”®
As J. J. Clarke has argued, this admiration does not fit into Edward
Said’s paradigm of Orientalism as colonialist knowledge, for “it is
implausible to suggest that the interest of the Enlightenment phi-
losophes in Confucianism was motivated, even unconsciously, by
the desire to dominate China in anything but the most attenuated
meaning of that term.”*! Instead, the European admirers of China,
from the Jesuit missionary-scholars of the seventeenth century to
the Physiocrats in the late eighteenth, presented an idealized repre-
sentation of China as a model for Europe to follow. This model was
closely linked to a worldview that posited enlightened despotism as
an ideal form of government, believed that the cultivation of man-
ners and cultural refinement were essential to the civilizing process,
was attracted to the notion of a rationally ordered society adminis-
tered by humanistic philesophers, and valued stability and social
peace over the potentially disruptive forces of dynamic change.
Once the value system within France had shifted toward a demo-
cratic civic culture, a dynamic and expansive society, and a belief
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in historical progress in which the leading powers of the West were
the prineipal protagonists, China was no longer valued as a model
of gooc? or.der, but increasingly derided as a static, decadent power
frozen in time, a majestic and imposing relic, to be sure, but a relic
none’flheless. Keevak observes that by the end of the eigh'teenth cen-
tu¥y, Comnfucian codes of politeness and morality were increasingly
being turned into symbols of oriental duplicity and treacherous-
ness, and the unparalleled antiquity that had once fascinated and
challenged tpe’Westem world was now a sign of China’s backward-
geg.fs, stagnation, anc% decay.”? Similarly, Clarke notes that after the
nlightenment, “China indeed faded almost completely from seri-
ous Western phi.losophical interest and throughout the nineteenth
;:eentmryﬂbgc'ame instead largely an object of contempt and racist con-
scension in the West.”*? The flawed but seductive réve chinoise had

evaporated, to be replaced by a smug and faci
acile co
dynamic West and the decadent Easgt. rirstbeneen he

3

The New World and the
Noble Savage

As eighteenth-century Europeans looked to the Orient to debate the
relative merits of Eastern and Western civilizations, they also looked
across the Atlantic to consider the benefits and drawbacks of civiliza-
tion itself, as weighed against the charms of a simpler, more primi-
tive existence in harmony with an idealized Nature. The figure of
the “noble savage” was increasingly invoked in these debates as a sort
of discursive experiment, an effort to discover what Man would be in
the absence of societal and cultural constraints. Cultural critics from
Montaigne to Lahontan to Rousseau invoked the example of indig-
enous American peoples to condemn tyranny, religious persecution,
social inequality, and artificial, alienating culture in Europe itself.
While the Chinese mandarin had been the symbol most convenient
for the advocates of enlightened despotism, the noble savage came to
represent egalitarianism and a sort of romantic anarchy.

Native Americans would be invoked in a variety of philosophical
debates throughout the course of the eighteenth century in France,
and the figure of the “noble savage,” though certainly the most popu-
lar and enduring such representation, was not the only lens through
which they would be perceived and depicted. If secular cultural crit-
ics found an idealized “child of natuze” well suited to their purposes,
their clerical counterpars, particulasly the Jesuit missionaries whose
experiences with Native Americans were frequently more direct
and sustained, sought to balance an image of an essentially good (if
sometimes childlike) savage with the need to spread the Gospel and
to affirm the essential unity of mankind. As the century progressed,
a more negative vision of Native American peoples came to predomi-
nate, for reasons that we will consider below. Across these widely
divergent representations, the Amerindian remained endlessly fasci-
nating, a stock figure of philosophical discourseand a mirror through
which Buropeans could perceive and critique their own societies.
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