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ANQUETIL DUPERRON’S SEARCH FOR THE 
MUGHAL PUBLIC SPHERE:  

ORIENTALISM AS POLITICAL ECONOMY IN 
EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY FRANCE

Since the concept of the ‘public sphere’ entered historians’ conceptual 
tool-kit some decades ago, scholars have debated whether or not public 
spheres exist, or have existed, in various moments of non-European history.1 
Such debates seem to have high stakes, given the association often made 
between the emergence of a public sphere in eighteenth-century Europe 
and the coming of cultural, economic and political modernity. For scholars 
working on contemporaneus societies outside Europe, demonstrating that 
Qing, Safavid and Mughal societies, possessed public spheres constituted 
by networks of gazette-readers or tea-house patrons appears to vindicate 
them as bearers of an autochthonous, authentic ‘modernity’ or ‘early 
modernity’.2 Such approaches challenge the historical narrative articulated 
by Jurgen Habermas in which the modern, ‘bourgeois’ public sphere 
emerged first, and perhaps could have emerged only, in Enlightenment 
Europe. Yet, ironically, the search for a public sphere outside of Europe was 
a feature of the eighteenth-century European intellectual scene Habermas 
sought to describe. It was pioneered by the French Indologist Abraham 
Hyacinthe Anquetil-Duperron (1731-1805), who gathered diverse forms 
of evidence to demonstrate that various Asian states possessed a form of 
public life, and of political-economical discourse, akin to that of Europe. 

Anquetil’s study of the Mughal empire in particular anticipated much 
of the late twentieth- and twenty-first century scholarship on this question. 
Anquetil, like present-day scholars such as Margit Pernau, Yunus Jaffrey, 
Farhat Hasan and others, pointed to the existence of gazettes (akhbarat), 
and Persian-language works of history and statecraft (court histories and 
akhlaqi texts) as signs that Mughal politics was performed before an 
interested, informed public whose members measured the behavior of 
political actors against a set of shared norms. His study of the South Asian 
public sphere, long ignored even by the specialists who study Anquetil’s 
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career as an Orientalist, spotlights neglected dimensions of the meaning 
and scope of the notion of the public sphere in the Enlightenment. Seen 
from Anquetil’s vantage, the latter appears both more contentious and 
more globally-minded than its historians have imagined.

Against Montesquieu

Anquetil began his investigation of the Mughal public sphere in his 
1778 Législation Orientale, a rebuttal to Montesquieu’s 1748 l’Esprit 
des Loix, which had offered a complex and influential theory of public-
ness, although without explicitly giving a name to the ‘public sphere’. 
Among other claims, Montesquieu claimed that public life not exist in 
South Asia. His understanding of public-ness demonstrates the close 
connections between the economic and political thought of the European 
Enlightenment on the one hand, and the study of non-European societies on 
the other.3 Of course, it is by no means news to scholars that Montesquieu’s 
descriptions of world outside Europe were critical parts of his analysis 
of three ideal-type regimes, each with their own distinct characteristics: 
republics, monarchies, and despotisms. Montesquieu identified this last 
category with Asian states, particularly the Mughal empire.4 He argued 
that a host of beneficent and inter-connected institutions, including 
private property, economic dynamism, and public life, were missing 
from ‘Oriental despotisms’. Such positive structures were said to be 
incompatible with the absolute, unconstitutional power of an individual 
ruler. These economic and political phenomena, Montesquieu claimed, 
fell and rose together; one could not exist without the others. His analysis 
of South Asia as a region bereft of all of them thus incorporated real and 
imagined facts about the Subcontinent into a cogent vision of the way 
in which economic life was embedded in, and indeed inseparable from, 
political, social, and cultural forces. 

This grand vision was unsatisfactory for Anquetil on at least two 
counts. First, it violated what the Orientalist knew (and what increasing 
numbers of present-day scholars know) about the Mughal state and the 
eighteenth-century South Asian economy. To describe the Mughal polity 
as ‘constitutional’ would be a stretch, but it is nevertheless the case that 
its rulers and agents were bound by semi-bureaucratic administrative 
structures, as well as norms of political culture embodied in diverse 
genres of texts. It is more difficult for contemporary historians to make 
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unambiguously well-substantiated claims about economic life in the 
Subcontinent during this period, but it is undeniable that diverse forms of 
property, both formal and informal, regulated the production, exchange, 
and use of goods.5 From his time in the port of Surat (1758-1761), a 
commercial hub on the Subcontinent’s west coast, Anquetil was able 
to acquire deeds, contracts, and other economic documents testifying 
to how wrong Montesquieu was about the absence of property in the 
region. The Subcontinent, simply put, was not the Oriental despotism 
Montesquieu described. 

If Législation Orientale (1778) is Anquetil’s answer to Montesquieu’s 
empirical claims about South Asia, the Orientalist seems to have been 
equally (albeit less explicitly) concerned about some of the theoretical 
and epistemological implications of the Esprit des loix. Montesquieu 
insisted that economic and political life were not timeless expressions of 
human nature governed by unchanging laws, but a historically contingent 
function of various cultural, social, and political factors. The economics 
and politics of Asian societies were to him radically incomparable with 
those of European ones. Montesquieu and those he influenced, such as the 
abbé Guillame Raynal (1713-1796), the historian of colonialism, and the 
abbé Ferdinando Galiani (1728-1787), the political economist, followed 
their mentor’s lead by focusing more on the differences among various 
human populations in particular times and places than in determining the 
universal features of humanity as such.6 They refused to treat economic 
activity as a domain bound by its own laws, or to separate distinctly 
‘economic’ sorts of psychological motivations (e.g., self-interest or utility) 
from ‘non-economic’ ones (glory, virtue, passion, etc.) shaped by local 
cultures. Central to their analysis was Montesquieu’s claim that the most 
powerful and beneficent sort of economic motives were tied to specific 
institutions present in ‘constitutional’ regimes (monarchies and republics) 
but absent in unconstitutional despotisms. 

By the 1760s and 1770s, many thinkers were contesting Montesquieu’s 
formulation that forms of economic life varied in the presence of absence 
of specific institutions. Laissez-faire thinkers and Physiocrats often tried to 
articulate economic ‘laws,’ which they understood to be founded in nature 
and therefore not to change from one society to another. Many argued, 
in contrast to Montesquieu, that peoples all across the world engaged 
in trade, owned property, and responded to the same sort of economic 
incentives. The classic expression of this burgeoning confidence in the 
existence of a trans-historical economic dimension to human nature is 
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Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations (1776), but it also appeared in a range 
of French texts that are today known only to specialists. These include the 
debate between the Montesquian abbé Galiani and the liberal economist 
André Morellet (1727-1819; he translated Wealth of Nations into French 
the year of its publication, and who is himself cited therein on a number 
of occasions) over the merits of the deregulation of the French grain trade.7 
As Steven Kaplan observes, the French state’s shift toward a laissez-faire 
policy on this all-important commodity opened a rift among the ‘party 
of Enlightenment’, bringing once-abstract arguments about the nature of 
economic life into the center of political contention.8 These arguments 
would only grow more intense in subsequent decades, peaking during 
the first years of the Revolution. 

Bringing his Indological expertise to bear in these economic debates, 
Anquetil offered a liberal alternative to the vision of Asian despotism 
developed by Montesquieu. Where the latter had used stereotypes of 
the Mughal empire to buttress theories about the variability of forms 
of economic life across space and time, Anquetil used his detailed 
knowledge of Mughal administration and South Asian commerce to 
support the proposition that all societies, whatever their culture and 
form of government, fostered property rights, markets, and emulation. 
Still more daringly, on the eve of the French Revolution he would offer 
the Subcontinent as a model for the economic and social reforms in his 
own country. Such timely contributions might have been welcomed by 
political economists pleased to see their theories on the universality of 
economic lwas confirmed by the evidence amassed by France’s leading 
Orientalist. Instead, Anquetil’s Législation and subsequent works on 
political economy were ignored, and have continued to be neglected by 
historians of the eighteenth-century who have not integrated the claims 
about Asian societies made by Montesquieu, Anquetil, and others into 
the history of economic thought. For Montesquieu, the study of political 
economy was inseparable from Orientalist knowledge about ostensibly 
non-economic institutions such as the public sphere, but, by the late 
eighteenth-century, it was increasingly unclear how facts (even true ones) 
about non-European societies might be relevant to liberal thinkers who 
conceived of political economy as a domain of universal laws. Anquetil’s 
search for the Mughal public sphere, along with his efforts to make his 
findings speak to contemporary debates in French politics, reveal the 
growing tensions within the late Enlightenment between universalism 
and the study of the world.
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Despotism and the Public Sphere

Montesquieu’s vision of Oriental despotism terrified French readers, 
inspiring them both to disparage Asia and to be on perpetual watch 
against signs of despotism in their own country. Of course, these readers 
did not always agree on what exactly it was they were to watch out 
for, or what exactly they were trying to defend. Montesquieu himself 
identified resistance to despotism with the preservation of the French 
monarchy’s ‘constitution,’ i.e., the prerogatives of nobles such as himself 
and the parlement of which he was a member. More radical opponents of 
despotism believed that the nobles and their privileges were themselves 
despotic; by 1789 it seemed to many that only the abolition of the nobility 
could save France from the menace of despotism as bad as that of Asian 
states. If the fear of despotism structured the political culture of late-
eighteenth century France, defining ‘public enemy number one’ for a wide 
range of political activists (from conservative nobles to republican radicals), 
it was equally important for economic thought, because it described a set 
of connections among political and social institutions on the one hand, 
and economic life on the other. Among the most important, but at present 
least-studied, of these connections is that between the public sphere and 
the set of economic motives termed ‘emulation.’ Montesquieu argued 
despotic societies lacked public-ness and therefore could not sustain 
emulation, the inter-subjective psychological and social phenomenon 
he and other late eighteenth-century philosophes imagined to lay at the 
heart of economic dynamism. 

The notion of emulation had been a part of the Western intellectual 
tradition since Classical Antiquity. Until the 1740s, it was generally 
understood as a form of competition-cum-comradeship experienced 
among soldiers fighting on the same side in war, or among artists working 
in the same medium.9 In the middle of the eighteenth-century, a circle of 
French intellectuals, economists, and politicians associated with Vincent 
de Gournay (1712-1759) began to promote the idea that emulation was 
also felt by economic actors.10 Thus, rather than being an expression of 
self-interest, which challenged the solidarity of existing communities, 
economic competition could be seen as a kind of team-building exercise. 
The Gournay circle and its followers, both in France and Britain, argued 
that laissez-faire policies and a robust public sphere, underwritten by 
a free press, were the best means of awakening emulation. While a 
nation-wide press would bind individuals together culturally, morally, 
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and politically, deregulated markets would provide the incentives for 
economic competition and therefore for growth. Montesquieu did not 
endorse the specific policy recommendations of the Gournay circle, 
but his work was instrumental in promoting the idea that emulation and 
economic growth depended on a public sphere, which in turn could only 
flourish under specific political conditions. Thus the purported absence 
of a public sphere in ‘Oriental despotisms’ seemed to explain what he, 
and many thinkers following him, took to be the relative stasis of Asian 
economies as compared to European ones. 

Each of the three basic forms of political regimes identified by 
Montesquieu was associated with a certain psychological profile that 
he imagined to be common to individuals living under it. Inhabitants 
of despotic states, for example, were marked by fear born of their 
powerlessness to resist or predict the whims of their absolute ruler. They 
were particularly vulnerable in economic matters, because, as a matter of 
course, despots do not recognize their subjects’ right to private property.11 
According to Montesquieu, the insecurity that subjects experience “strikes 
down courage and snuffs out the least feeling of ambition,” including 
emulation.12 Since the despot would always be capable of seizing the 
property of a wealthy individual or taking the life of any potential rival 
for power, there was no reason for individuals to work to distinguish or 
enrich themselves. Because “knowledge is dangerous there, and emulation 
baleful,” they lead lives of isolation, unknown to each other and ignorant 
of the world.13 It is only logical, then, that insofar as it brings people into 
contact and promotes the exchange of ideas and examples, “commerce 
itself contradicts its [despotism’s] laws.”14 In an anticipation of present-
day historiographical debates over the ‘divergence’ thesis (explaining why 
European economies experienced steady growth in the Industrial and 
perhaps early modern eras, while those of Asia did not), Montesquieu 
suggested that the presence of despotism in Asia explained why European 
trade was dynamic, while Asia stagnated.15 

Besides being a theory of global economic divergence avant la lettre, 
Montesquieu’s theory of Oriental despotism was also a theory of the public 
sphere. As Sharon Krause observes, in despotic societies, “while there is 
no private sphere from the standpoint of the subject, neither is there a 
public sphere. Indeed everything is private in despotism for everything is 
the private property of the despot.” Because the despot does not recognize 
subjects’ property rights, and capriciously expropriates their possessions, 
the inhabitants of despotic states lack the material and psychological 
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wherewithal to sustain a public sphere through their participation in 
institutions of civil society such as voluntary associations, corporations, etc. 
They are a “population ill-equipped for the deliberation and disputation 
that animate politics and that make the public sphere political.”16 

Montesquieu’s claims about the correlative absences of the public 
sphere, private property, emulation and economic vitality in South Asia 
were critical parts of his intellectual project. Besides setting Europe in the 
pilot seat of history, they undermined the possibility of economic laws 
that could transcend the radical divisions among different sorts of political 
regimes and different sorts of human communities. As Céline Spector notes, 
“the differential anthropology of Montesquieu” rules out the discovery of 
such “universal human needs” as might offer a foundation for economic 
theory.17 For Montesquieu, the study of particular states such as the Mughal 
empire highlights at once the embeddedness of economic activity in 
politico-social institutions, as well as the wide range of variation among 
the economic life in different parts of the world. Anquetil challenged 
Montesquieu’s characterization of the Mughal empire as despotic, and 
seeking to prove that it possessed a public sphere, property rights, robust 
circuits of exchange, and emulation. In doing so, he too hoped to upend 
Montesquieu’s vision of economic life, revealing that there was a universal 
human nature from which a set of generally applicable economic norms 
could be derived.

News from Court

By Montesquieu’s logic, if the Mughal empire was not despotic, then it 
must have a public sphere. In his attempt to disprove this unflattering vision 
of South Asia, Anquetil therefore argued that Mughal emperors embraced 
and sustained a public sphere which they and their subjects understand 
as a forum in which political actions could be judged. He pointed to the 
existence of “schools and public libraries” throughout the Subcontinent, 
showing that such institutions were filled with Persian-language works 
of history (Persian was the language of South Asian elites, and the only 
regional language Anquetil read with ease).18 Among the most important 
of these was the Akbarnama, a account of Akbar’s reign (1556-1605) 
written by that emperor’s chief minister Abu’l Fazl (1574-1602). Anquetil 
translated passages that listed the functions of various officials, with the aim 
of showing that Mughal government’s workings were public knowledge. 
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He was impressed that Abu’l Fazl recommended officials to read works 
of history, politics and ethics, so that administrators themselves would be 
well-informed, as well as committed to moral norms of governance. While 
Anquetil did not mention the genre of akhlaq by name, he seems, like 
Muzaffar Alam today, to have observed that such texts informed Mughal 
political culture, providing a set of standards against which political actors 
could be measured, and constituting part of the textual and normative 
foundation of the South Asian public sphere.19 

The heart of the Mughal public sphere, Anquetil argued, was not so 
much in these texts as in the emperor’s meetings with his ministers, the 
durbar, as well as the gazettes, or akhbarat, that reported on these meetings 
to readers across South Asia. Anquetil had never been to court himself, 
but relying on the reports of East India Company ambassador Thomas 
Roe (1581-1644) and traveler François Bernier (1620-1688), reported that 
“the most important resolutions are taken and registered in public.” He 
described these akhabarat in which news of the durbar was transmitted 
as nouvelles publiques (public news), which expressed in plain, direct 
language what had transpired at court: “not in this inflated style for which 
Asians are reproached.”20 Anquetil compared these gazettes with French 
newsletters, distinguishing them from mere registres (registers) that might 
only circulate among members of the court. Mughal gazettes were sent 
out to “subscribers... as in France” and went even to the edges of the 
empire.21  The gazettes began by noting what ministers were present at 
court, allowing readers to know who was in and who was out of the conseil 
d’état (counsel of state; the name of the French king’s group of advisors). 
They then listed the requests presented to the ministers, and the ministers’ 
responses: goods were bought and sold, fakirs (religious mendiants) given 
grants, armies raised, etc. Where Montesquieu’s imaginary Asian despot 
was “uneasy” about public surveillance of his actions, the Mughal emperor 
pursued it.22 Readers of L’Esprit des lois had never heard of anything like 
akhbarat existing in an ‘Oriental despotism’; Anquetil noted: “what I am 
saying here is new.”23 In order to verify his novel claims, he attached a 
translation of a gazette that he had come across while in Surat. Dating from 
1742, this document was not particularly significant in its content, which 
mostly conveyed information about the number and quality of elephants 
and lions at court.24 In its very everydayness, however, this document 
may have made Anquetil’s case better than a more spectacular document. 

Anquetil’s interpretation of the akhbarat, durbar ceremonial, akhlaqi 
texts, and Mughal court histories played on Montesquieu’s own logic. 
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Since the Subcontinent could be shown to possess historiography, libraries, 
and gazettes, the Mughal empire must have a public sphere, and could 
not be despotic. In light of the intimate connections Montesquieu had 
drawn between such political and social institutions on the one hand and 
economic life on the other, it followed that, if there was a public sphere in 
South Asia, there would also be civil society, property rights, emulation, 
and economic dynamism. Anquetil furthered the point by appending 
translations of bill of sale and deeds to Législation Orientale, showing that 
contracts (and thus property) were indeed known in South Asia. This was 
by no means a simple act of setting the record on the Subcontinent straight. 
Throughout his career, Anquetil was deeply concerned by economic 
questions, and sought to prove that liberal economic policy was founded 
in human nature, which gave rise to markets, property, and emulation in 
all societies throughout the world. Anquetil’s search for the public sphere 
in South Asia was inseparable from his advocacy of laissez-faire in France.

Caste, Estate and Emulation

Having demonstrated, at least to his own satisfaction, the existence of 
a public sphere in South Asia, Anquetil turned in the following decade to 
a new kind of comparative project: using the Subcontinent as a model for 
France. In 1789, as a through-going reform of French society appeared 
to be imminent, he published Dignité du commerce et de l’état du 
commerçant, which called for the end to nobles’ privileges and promoted 
commerce as a legitimate occupation for all individuals, whatever their 
station in society.25 This document was in some ways a late-comer to 
an argument which had peaked in the 1750s.26 Known as the noblesse 
commerçante (commercial nobility) debate, it had hinged on the question 
of whether or not to continue a long-standing ban on noble participation 
in retail trade. Nobles involved in the latter could find themselves faced 
with dérogeance: the loss of their privileged legal status. Theoretically, 
they were to be prevented from engaging in trade in order to focus on 
military service, which was said to be their primary function in French 
society. The notion that the clergy (First Estate) prayed, the nobility (Second 
Estate) fought, and everyone else (Third Estate) worked, however, seemed 
increasingly out-of-date by the mid-eighteenth century; national wealth 
was coming to be seen as at least as important as military service to the 
security of the state.27 
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Nevertheless, traditionalists won the day, at least initially, preserving 
the law of dérogeance and, with the Ségur Ordinance of 1782, tightening 
the nobles’ hold on upper-level officer positions in the French military. 
Yet just seven years later dérogeance, the theory of the three estates, 
and survival of a privileged nobility were in doubt. Anquetil updated 
the debate of the 1750s for the revolutionary era by calling for an end to 
noble’s financial privileges in language approximating the Abbé Sieyès’ 
(1748-1836) fiery pamphlet “What is the Third Estate?,” also published 
in 1789.28 But he was still on familiar ground. In fact, confronting the 
major arguments in favor of nobles’ privileges and dérogeance meant 
revisiting Montesquieu, whose l’Esprit des Lois had grounded the defense 
of a privileged, non-commercial nobility in a complex, inter-locking set 
of arguments about the public sphere, emulation, and Asiatic despotism. 

The institution of a privileged nobility, Montesquieu claimed, was a 
spur to the emulation of non-nobles. Merchants who amassed a great 
deal of wealth might see their descendants ennobled by state service, the 
purchase of venal office, or through marriage into titled families. Entering 
the Second Estate, they would have to forgo the commercial activity that 
had enriched them, but they would gain as a reward the most esteemed 
sort of public visibility, enjoying proximity to the monarch whose gaze 
was the center of the French public sphere during the Old Regime. Non-
noble merchants would not work as hard to amass wealth if they could 
not hope at some point to purchase their way into a more honorable 
and more public status. In support of his argument that social climbing 
was the foundation of commerce, Montesquieu pointed to the counter-
example offered by despotic societies such as India. There rulers had put 
in place a caste system through “laws that force individuals to remain 
their professions, and pass these on to their children, are not and cannot 
be useful except in despotic state, in which no one can or should have 
any emulation.”29 

For Anquetil, as for so many observers in 1789, this was nonsense. The 
privileges held by nobles were inherently unjust, composed of “feudal 
rights” on peasant labor, and tax exemptions that were nothing more 
than a hidden tax on non-nobles.30 Such privileges were a drag on the 
economy. Nobles, Anquetil argued, should work for the material benefit 
of the nation just like everyone else in French society, and should stop 
hindering the economic activity of non-nobles. In spite of his strident 
language, however, Anquetil sought to preserve the Second Estate, albeit 
with diminished privileges and with an end both to dérogeance and the 
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ennoblement of bourgeois families. The possibility of becoming noble 
had distracted members of the Third Estate from their own professions, 
making them dissatisfied and unfocused. Rather than investing their capital 
in business affairs that might contribute to the growth of the national 
economy, they frittered it away trying to keep up “the retinue of a captain 
of the cavalry.”31 

These arguments echoed those of Sieyès’, the radical priest whose 
pamphlet ‘What is the Third Estate?’  also lambasted the uselessness of the 
nobility. As William Sewell notes, Sieyès’ political thinking was anchored 
in the principles of post-Smithian political economy; he was convinced 
that the division of labor was the key to economic and social progress, and 
that all members of society should contribute through their work to the 
general good. Nobles’ traditional roles as military officers and members 
of the court did not count as useful labor in Sieyès’ schema (although 
the abbé held that bourgeois politicos were performing ‘representative 
labor’).32 Anquetil, too, stood by the principles of utility and the division 
of labor as a means to progress; he grounded them, however, not only in 
the abstractions of political economy but also in empirical studies of South 
Asian society. In opposition to Montesquieu’s vision of the economics of 
the Subcontinent’s caste system, Anquetil insisted that South Asia had a 
bustling economy, under-girded by property rights and a public sphere. 
Where Montesquieu had used Orientalist knowledge drawn from the 
reports of travelers to prop up a theory of political economy that justified 
noble privilege, Anquetil invoked his own Indological expertise to advance 
a peculiarly Orientalized political agenda, transforming France into an 
enlightened caste society. 

Caste, according to Anquetil, was the model of a healthy civil society. 
Individuals born into a caste, and thus a profession, could not hope to 
advance to a more honorable estate; their economic activity was not 
motivated by such non-economic considerations. Rather, they were 
prompted solely by an “emulation,” detached from honor, to improve 
their products, increase their yields, and enrich themselves. This honor-
less emulation was concerned solely with material advancement were 
expressions of an economic psychology common to all human beings, 
for “emulation should be found and in fact is found in more or less all 
states.”33 Precisely because this emulation was natural and universal, it 
did not require encouragement by the state in the form of social gradations 
through which ambitions individuals could pass to greater and greater 
levels of public esteem. In a reformed French society where individuals 
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from the Third Estate could no longer hope to attain nobility and abandon 
useful work, emulation would not wither as Montesquieu had foreseen. 
The case of South Asia proved that whether or not individuals are free to 
change their professions (through ennoblement or through other means), 
emulation pushes them to “succeed” by amassing personal wealth and 
contributing to their nation’s prosperity.34 

This effort to present emulation as a basic feature of human psychology 
(rather than as an affect tied to particular institutions present in some 
societies but not in others) might have been appealing to fellow liberals, 
yet Anquetil’s parallels between caste and estate would have been scarcely 
palatable for potential readers. The South Asian caste system and the 
division of Old Regime society into three estates were often compared in 
the late 1780s, but these comparisons were always made in order to attack 
the existence of separate estates. Commentators both famous and obscure, 
writing in erudite treatises or fly-by-night pamphlets, condemned the 
clergy and especially the nobility as ‘castes.’ The most important of these 
was doubtless Sieyès, who insisted on the inherent dignity of commercial 
activity, seeing it as the source of the nation’s strength. Both thinkers 
called on nobles to abandon their prejudices against trade and become 
useful members of French society. Unlike Anquetil, however, Sieyès had 
no patience with the “exclusive caste, separated from the Third which it 
despises”; he doubted whether this caste could be considered part of the 
nation it did so little to serve.35 

Whether or not Anquetil was right (as some present-day historians of 
South Asia suggest) to describe early modern caste as a kind of civil society 
that structured rather than stifled economic life in the Subcontinent, his 
comments were hardly what the Old Regime’s critics wanted to hear.36 
Moreover, Anquetil made no effort to explain why the nobility should 
continue to exist as a separate estate even as its members were to become 
indistinguishable in practice from the commercial Third Estate. Sieyès’ 
denunciation of the noble ‘caste’, however wrong-headed its grasp of the 
caste system in South Asia may have been, was clear and consistent, which 
is more than can be said for Anquetil’s desire to preserve the Second Estate 
while depriving it of all the specific qualities that made it what it was.
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Anquetil’s Unpopularity

Twenty-first century scholars would no doubt find that Anquetil’s 
vision of caste as a means of organizing something like a civil society 
is closer to the truth than the views of Montesquieu or Sieyès. His sense 
of akhbarat and other Mughal institutions as pillars of public life has 
likewise reemerged in contemporary studies of early modern South Asia. 
Margit Pernau and Yunus Jaffrey echo Anquetil when they place akhbarat 
at the center of the “creation of knowledge and of the public sphere.”37 
Jaswant Lal Mehta, in his otherwise scathing critique of the Mughal 
empire as an Oriental despotism straight out of Montesquieu, says that 
by permitting the circulation of akhbarat, “though despotic rulers, the 
imperial Mughals... placed the entire monarchical apparatus to the full 
gaze of their subjects.”38 Anquetil’s claims about the South Asian economy 
also seem increasingly verified, as scholars like Prannan Parthasarathi and 
Tirthankar Roy point to the security of peasant tenure, workers’ rights, and 
urban property in seventeenth and eighteenth-century South Asia. Yet, in 
their own day, Législation Orientale, Eloge du commerce, and Anquetil’s 
other political writings had little impact. Why did his work fail to inspire 
his contemporaries? 

Scholars have argued that Anquetil was an anti-Eurocentric radical, an 
untimely thinker who could not find an audience because he strayed too far 
from the prejudices of his day.39 Henry Laurens, for example, argues that 
Anquetil’s “ideas were scarcely heard, because they did not correspond 
to the dominant current of liberalism.”40 Given Anquetil’s investment 
in the liberal economic thought of his day, and his explicit yoking of 
fashionable political causes to his study of South Asia, this explanation 
is untenable. What seems to have condemned Anquetil’s writings to 
obscurity is their own conceptual confusion, which is particularly glaring 
in his engagement with Montesquieu.41 Anquetil sought to discredit the 
notion of Asiatic despotism, but he failed to understand the concept he 
attacked, eliding some of the issues most important to Montesquieu and 
his readers. Anquetil posited that the Mughal state was a monarchy akin 
to that of France, which, of course, had a powerful groups of hereditary 
officials: the nobles of the robe and sword.42 

In trying to assimilate the Mughal state to the French monarchy 
Anquetil ignored the difference between them that vexed Montesquieu: 
the relative weakness of Mughal elites vis-à-vis the emperor. In contrast 
to French nobles, who enjoyed hereditary titles and access to institutions 
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like the parlements, Mughal elites held their offices, titles and lands only 
at the emperor’s pleasure.43 Since the mid-sixteenth century, the Mughal 
state had been moving toward a more bureaucratic model of government, 
converting elites from semi-feudal nobles into salaried officials. This 
process of state-building defied Montesquieu’s prescriptions for proper 
monarchical government. Indeed, the relationship between the ruler and 
elites is the crux of Montesquieu’s distinction between monarchies and 
despotisms: the former accept elites’ hereditary privileges as part of the 
constitution of the realm, the latter assault those privileges. Anquetil does 
not seemed to have grasped this central point, making his attacks on the 
theory of ‘Oriental despotism’ to a certain extent moot. 

Here Anquetil wavers between two propositions. On the one hand, 
he argues that the Mughal empire conforms to Montesquieu’s model of 
a monarchical state, as evidenced by the existence of a set of specific 
institutions in South Asia (gazettes, public councils, property rights, etc.). 
On the other, he argues that there is and can be no such thing as despotism 
anywhere in the world; it is “a government that exists nowhere.”44 
Montesquieu’s effort to classify states by type is bound to fail, Anquetil 
insists, because human beings everywhere live in basically similar sorts 
of society, organized by common forms of public-ness and economic 
life. Perhaps these two propositions are not ultimately incompatible. 
In his sympathetic interpretation of Anquetil as a cosmopolitan liberal, 
Siep Stuurman observes that the Orientalist alternately employed an 
“anthropological and historicist” mode of an analysis and a “moral and 
universal” one.45 Stuurman does not see these two strands of Anquetil’s 
thought as contradictory; the a priori conviction that “all peoples of the 
world have the same basic needs and faculties” and the specific empirical 
claim that they live in the same basic sort of communities is simply 
confirmed by a rich variety of cases.46 Stuurman does not attend, however, 
to the effects that Anquetil’s employment of universalist and historicist 
discourses would have had on readers who had their own expectations 
about the way concrete ‘facts’ about particular societies ought to relate 
to laws of human behavior. 

The tension between these modes was particularly acute in late 
eighteenth-century French political economy.  Historians have long 
noted a marked contrast between the epistemological assumptions of the 
laissez-faire thinkers that descended from the Gournay Circle, and the 
more nebulous group of their opponents, influenced by Montesquieu, who 
included the abbé Galiani, Jacques Necker, and Denis Diderot. The former 
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emphasized the systematic, a priori quality of economic knowledge. Their 
thought, as Jean-Claude Perrot notes, was centered on “the notion of the 
individual... with universal, invariable attributes.”47 The latter, hewing to 
an older mercantilist tradition, saw such knowledge as a body of facts, 
cases, and rules of thumb rather than a set of general principles. 

For such liberals as André Morellet, an influential member of the 
Gournay Circle, individual cases were of little importance, provided 
one had correctly understood human nature and the economic laws that 
emerged from it. In a 1771 letter to the Italian laissez-faire economist 
Pietro Verri, Morellet dismissed the idea (promoted by Montesquieu, 
Raynal, and, from a liberal perspective, Anquetil himself) that the French 
government could not determine the proper policy for trade between India 
and France unless it carefully studied the facts of economic life in South 
Asia. Morellet knew a priori that the Compagnie des Indes Orientales 
was inefficient and that deregulated “private trade” would work better, 
because he understood the universal principles of political economy. 
Why test these principles against specific cases? Even when the former 
“are belied by some particular facts, that is not, in my judgment, a reason 
to put them in doubt.”48 

Who, then would be the audience for Anquetil’s facts about political 
institutions and economic life in South Asia? Liberals who shared his 
belief in a universal human nature with economic attributes had little 
epistemic imperative to search for “certain particular facts” in the archives 
of Surat. This tension between what Stuurman calls “anthropological 
and historicist” fact-gathering and the liberal belief in ‘economic man’ 
hangs over Anquetil’s failure. His late eighteenth-century search for the 
Mughal public outside of Europe was a response to, and continuation 
to Montesquieu’s project of an anthropological, historicist, and global 
political economy. It seems that such a project, however revised, could 
not be coupled with the principles of liberal political economy. By the 
century’s end, the Orientalist knowledge Anquetil provided no longer 
seemed reconcilable with the economic knowledge embodied in his 
allies’ principles.
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