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collectively as "Indians" or "American Indians". Where I have made reference to "mankind" this is 
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Introduction 

An "investigation into concepts of civilization" sounds like an undertaking either 

weighty, or pretentious, or both. It is the aim of this thesis to examine just one aspect 

of "civilization": the extent to which a society exposes its own nature by its perception 

of another culture. The following chapters are intended to assess the ways in which 

factual or highly elaborated travel "observations" of late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century authors reveal about the place they knew far better -France. 

Civilization must have an inverse, an incoherent twin, in the Other, the foreign and 

unfamiliar. In late seventeenth and early eighteenth century France, details of the 

sometimes alarming, sometimes reassuring barbarism of the Other were conveyed by 

travel writers. Some of these writers made explicit comparisons between France and 

the stylised North American home of the Noble Savage: others lamented the puny 

reach of Christianity, which had clearly never been revealed to the barbarians of the 

New World. 

This a topic which falls between political theory and the history of ideas. The period of 

time in question - the latter half of the seventeenth century, and the first thirty years of 

the eighteenth - falls just short of the Enlightenment "proper'\ As with any 

renaissance in human thought, it is tempting to pinpoint the origins of the 

Enlightenment. What were the catalysts of Reason? The salon is the familiar terrain of 

the Enlightenment, but many of the topics raised therein were foreign flowers. It is the 

further intention of this study to demonstrate that many of the most cosmopolitan 

topics of early Enlightenment debate had been earlier, and less theoretically, at issue in 

the New World. What was the value of politeness? How ought a society to regulate 

itself? What was the relationship between reason and faith, faith and fear? Was 

authority - religious and secular - an impediment to sociabilite ? Was external polish 

more important than moral fibre? What were the issues that defined "us" and 

"them"? These were the questions which preoccupied travel writers, and their 

enormous reading public, in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The 

structure of this study imitates the structure of many ethnographic travel accounts of 
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the era. The Enlightenment passion for questions of origin is played out in the chapter 

addressing "Civilization vs. Barbarism". Trade, religion, coercive authority, the role of 

women, and the classical resonances of American Indian behaviour are examined in 

chapters on New France, religion and civilization, the place of women in society, and 

the renewed influence of ancient sources on early Enlightement thought and writing. 

As far as colonial "contact" histories go, French activity in North America - the period 

spanning the early seventeenth to late eighteenth century that saw "New France" rise 

and decline - was neither as bloody nor as well-organised as most. The first wave of 

French people to arrive in the Laurentian valley were Catholic priests, friars and nuns: 

Jesuits, the Franciscan Recollects, and Ursuline nuns. Their mission was to convert the 

sauvages indigenous to North America. The manner in which they undertook this 

mission varied from one order to the next The Recollects expressed little optimism 

about the capacity of the "savage" to comprehend Christian theological concepts, and 

their evangelism had an inflexible, authoritarian stamp that reflected their low 

expectations. The Ursuline nuns ran small hospitals for the Indians, hoping that 

gratitude for restored health would lead to the conversion and "civilizing" of their 

charges: in some cases successful, Ursuline efforts were more often thwarted by their 

own limited medical success rate. Indians perceived the French hospital as places 

uniquivocably linked to death. Some, admittedly, converted on their deathbed - whether 

as a hurried final insurance premium, or moved by a genuine sense of epiphany - but 

this was the extent of Ursuline success. 

It fell to the Jesuits to take up where the Recollects had left off, disenchanted by their 

own limited success among the "brutish" Indians of New France. Nothing could 

have been more distant from the pessimism of the Recollects than the Jesuit perception 

of Indian life. The Jesuits were optimistic: optimistic about the intellectual capacity of 

all men, and optimistic about the default settings of the human spirit - they believed 

man to be, in essence, good, and susceptible to reason. Because they placed a high level 

of importance on intellectual reasoning, the Jesuits could not satisfy their own criteria 

for meaningful conversion to Christianity unless they believed that their acolytes really 

understood what they were agreeing to. Theirs, however, was not an "ivory tower" 
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mission. Jesuit zeal in New France conceded few limits. The "Black Robes" endured 

a great deal of privation in their efforts to convert the Indian peoples of New France. 

Their trials ranged from the physical (bookish priests found themselves paddling 

canoes, clad in sodden woolen clothes and tormented by biting insects in summer and 

extreme cold in winter) to the existential: Indian belief structures were robust and 

resistant to wholesale change, and Jesuit priests were as often the object of derision as 

they were of agression or fear. 

The Jesuits chronicled their ventures in New France in the form of the Jesuit Relations. 

The Relations served a double purpose. The first, and more prosaic, was as a dynamic 

means of soliciting ongoing funds from the order's benefactors in France. This made 

it important for the accounts to be upbeat - although the heroic endurances of the Jesuit 

''flying missions", the miserable, flea-bitten, sodden paddlers who penetrated the 

most transitory and isolated of Indian societies - were underscored in sometimes 

breathless prose. The second - less practical, but more intriguing for the purposes of 

this study - is the depth of detail provided in the Relations about how Indian people 

lived, and how they responded to Jesuit theological overtures. 

These details about everyday Indian life attest to the role played by Jesuit missionaries 

in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. They were not merely missionaries: they 

were also the first international organisation of social scientists.1 Certainly, the Jesuit 

Relations were not fora for undiluted anthropological observation. Quite apart from the 

need to press home a positive evangelical message to their intended audience, the 

authors of the Relations were - however erudite - also men of profound religiosity, 

whose thoughts and observations were necessarily tempered by their own theological 

beliefs. Even so, what remains is a ethnographic narrative of contact history, framed by 

a conviction that despite extreme differences in societal mceurs, mankind was a single 

entity governed by broadly similar aspirations, norms and fears. 

To the Jesuit fathers, the process of "civilizing" the Indians represented a path towards 

understanding and mutual comprehension. This stood in stark contrast to the English 
1 R.Carr, review of J.E.Wills' 1688: A Global History (London, Granta, 2001) in The Spectator, 17 March 
2001,p.35 
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evangelization of America, which focussed on "reducing" the indigenous population 

to "civility". Those among the French who perceived a need for improvement in 

Indian mr.eurs (and not all did) tended to see the process as a "raising" to civility: a 

finessing process that served primarily to facilitate both faith and reason. The 

complexity of this undertaking itself attests to the high expectations the Jesuits held of 

the Indians in New France. 

The Jesuit inclination towar~ cultural relativism the notorious syncretism that was 

later to flare into harsh criticismofJesuittheology - was abundantly evident in New 

France. However, even cultural relativism requires a fulcrum around which ideas can be 

weighed and balanced. This study originally started out with the intention of discussing 

what the French thought about Indian life in late-seventeenth and early eighteenth

century North America, and rapidly changed tack: its new focus became how the 

French thought about Indian mr.eurs - and why they conceptualised "civilized" 

behaviour in the ways they did The Jesuit Relations were the work of many hands, and 

convey a sense of editorial coherence similar to that still exercised by foreign 

correspondents on a partisan broadsheet. This editorial stance is not, of course, 

unassailable, but it is a characteristic more "modern" than the priests who individually 

contributed to it. New France was an Old Regime society. Its French inhabitants - and 

those who wrote most about it- were ferociously individual and individualistic: 

sometimes deliberately, and sometimes not, their accounts are extremely idiosyncratic. 

It was with this in mind that the two authors most closely investigated in this study -

Baron Louis-Armand de Lahontan, and Pere Joseph Fran~ois Lafitau - were chosen. 

The latter, Pere Lafitau, has been heralded as one of the first proponents of social 

anthropology. Lafitau's lengthy work, Mreurs des sauvages ameriquains was based 

on one, highly orthodox premise: that all men had sprung from one source, and that 

only time and obscurity had allowed the cultural degeneration of some races - notably 

the Indians of America- to their current situation. Lafitau's monogenetic thesis 

announced itself at a time when the cosmogony of the Old Testament was being held 

up for ridicule: there were not enough years in the Old Testament to accommodate the 

dynasties of antiquity, and still less scope for explaining the problematic existence (and 



7 

lengthily documented history) of China. Deftly side-stepping the limitations of the 

printed word, Lafitau chose instead to illustrate the common heritage of mankind by 

comparing the maurs of the Indians in New France with those of the peoples of 

antiquity. He commented minutely on the similarities of detail and logic in their ritual 

behaviour and in their everyday life, and considered himself to have demonstrated, by 

reciprocal illumination, that the indigenous Americans had crossed a long-vanished 

landbridge to begin their diaspora into obscurity and confusion. His was not a 

pejorative picture oflndian life: nor did he declaim the familiar virtues of ancient 

Western civilization. 

Indeed, what is most intriguing about Lafitau's concept of civilization is that it is 

extremely nebulous: not for this Jesuit a simple line in the sand against which he could 

measure the "civilized" and the "savage". Was Lafitau simply impervious to the 

norms of his time? It seems not: although "civilization" today resonates with a sense 

of considered, institutional self-confidence and with a feeling of historical timelessness, 

it is a very modem idea, which dates from the second half of the eighteenth century. 

Before then, a people could be described as "civilized'\ but no one would have 

referred to "signs of civilization" or observed that a finely constructed Egyptian tomb 

was the legacy of an "advanced civilization". "Civilization" was an invention of the 

Enlightenment, and it was constructed, piecemeal, by the men, and ( occasionally) 

women, who ventured into the New World and returned with their impressions of 

strange cultures and a desire to reconcile them all into a more general continuum. 

This activity was not, however, the exclusive preserve of the clergy. The Jesuits wrote 

infinitely more about their experiences than did the other sectors of French society in 

New France, tending to skew the historical image of the province towards a society 

permeated at every level by the Catholic church. This, to a certain extent, it was: but 

resistance to the rule of the Church - although erratic, idiosyncratic and frequently 

apoplectic - did exist in New France. Those who complained - about the strictures of 

the Church, the unfair distribution of wealth and authority, the wearying limitations of 

self-restraint and constraint imposed by civility - also found voice in New France. 

Occasionally they seized the tiller and provoked envenomed disputes in the region, but 
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more often their idiosyncrasies precluded any real emergence as a critical mass. Their 

interest in Indian life was primarily self-reflexive: their favourite motif was the freedom 

of Indian society. 

The Baron Louis-Annand de Lahontan, whose works used Indian mmurs as a cipher 

for the author's virulent social criticism of contemporary France, was a proponent of 

this variety of travel writing. Lahontan vaunted Indian freedom, expressed by withering 

contrast with France, and the clerical and military rule of New France. The authors of 

antiquity served, too, as critical ciphers, providing an armoury of complaints against 

tyranny, the cynical abuse of authority and urging the pursuit of true, untrapped 

happiness. Lahontan decided that Indian society was entirely individualistic, hedonistic 

and unregulated. The more perceptive - among whom numbered Lafitau - noted that 

self-restraint (a vital ingredient of civilite and politesse) was combined with societal 

constraint, in the shape of violent punishments and a strong sense of amour propre. 

Increasingly, the picture becomes less an illustration oflndian life than it is a comment 

on what it meant to be civilized in France. France remained the reference point for 

social criticism and analysis. 

Hierarchy and authority permeated Old Regime France, and by comparison Indian 

society looked egalitarian and communistic. For every Frenchman in New France who 

was discomfited by the idea of a world without hierarchy, there were several who 

applauded the liberty and social mobility engendered by the perceived absence of a 

pecking order. In this regard, New France stands as an intriguing microcosm of the 

forces at play in France itself. Mercantilism - egalitarian, mobile and fluid - gained 

ground over theocracy and aristocracy in New France. The old order of society was 

questioned, admittedly in a manner that was more sidelong and cantankerous than it 

was ground-breaking or revolutionary. 

Indeed, order is a concept inextricably linked with the civilizing process in New France. 

Before the inexorable impulse of progress took hold, order equated to a stability that 

was well-suited to a world more preoccupied with 'how' than 'why'. In tum, authority 

was of primary importance to order: the relationship remains symbiotic. One of the 
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perennial themes of seventeenth and eighteenth-century French writers about the 

Indians of New France is authorial anxiety about the lack of recognisable authority in 

the tribal structure. With these contemporary preoccupations in mind - hierarchy, 

authority, fear, happiuess, order and disorder, restraint and constraint - it is the intention 

of this study to examine the spheres of activity in New France where ideas about 

"civilization" asser,ted themselves most clearly. Concepts of hierarchy, authority and 

societal constraint always simmered dangerously close to the surf ace of French society 

in New France. The small size of the French population, and their dependence on 

Indian good will for food and trade ensured that no sense of absolute cultural 

superiority could realistically gain hold in New France: assimilation was often mutual, 

and misJ;enation encouraged until it became apparent that Indian cultural mceurs were 

gaining clear ascendance over French norms. 

The role of women in Indian society - and the inverse reflection of the role of French 

women - provided a crucial insight into the nature of authority and morality in Indian 

society. New France rapidly gained a reputation for being morally permissive, and what 

were perceived to be lax Indian sexual mmurs provided pages of diversion, some more 

actively concerned than others. At a time when women were expected to moderate male 

behaviour by their coercive sensitivity, Lafitau documented the more obvious 

articulations of female power in matrilineal Iroquois society. Lahontan percieved Indian 

sexual libertinism as indicative of a broader societal freedom. This freedom, however, 

was always tempered in Lafitau' s work by the ubiquity of fear as a motive in human 

behaviour. The classical tradition - most notably the poetry of Lucretius - provided an 

ample source of material alleging that fear was the source of human religiosity, and that 

tyrants cultivated terror in order to maintain their rule. The psychology of man, which 

was to become an Enlightenment "set-piece", found early articulation in the questions 

asked by fledgling anthropologists trying to understand the culture of the 

"primitives". How much, classical writers asked, did any one man owe to his society? 

What was the price of societal constraint? 

These are the prisms through which late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth century 

French concepts of civilization (in its nascent form) can be glimpsed. This study 
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cannot hope to be a complete picture: nor can it encapsulate all that preoccupied people 

at the close of the seventeenth century and in the first years of the eighteenth - but it 

aims to examine how everday life fed into broader, more elevated notions of how a 

society ought to be constructed, and how a "civilized" world differs from one which is 

not. Civilization is not, at first glance, an elusive quality or notion. The term itself is 

expansive and permits a wide variance of interpretations. For some, civilization is a 

measure of how far man has come. For others, it is a depressing index of how far yet 

man still has to go, or how degenerate man has become. What seems indisputable is 

the robustness of "civilization". It delineates, if nothing more specific, what man has 

done: how man has changed things from their natural state. 

To be civilized is the antithesis of being natural, and the investigation of "natural" man 

was an enduring preoccupation of the Enlightenment Gone were the days of purely 

fantastic descriptions of the men - or half-men, or indeed beasts - who inhabited the 

New World. A new appetite for definition and genera emerged, and with it the science 

of ethnography - the scientific investigation of mankind.; Even now, we observe that 

some cultures are always at the vanguard of progress, just as others seem bound to trail 

in their wake. 

The perfectibility of mankind - once an innocently egotistical preoccupation - has been 

overtaken by a more diffident desire to correct our obvious deficiencies. Demography 

warns against positive articulations of an invincible super-race, although pharmaceutical 

companies have reason to advance the possibility that all might one day at least be 

happy. Happiness fascinated eighteenth century French travel writers. They were not 

travel writers infused purely with optimism about pastures new: nor were they 

embittered exiles. Few qualified as solely Utopian, although disaffected Huguenots 

were over-represented. Before 1750 progress was antedated by a softer modus 

operandi in the fledgling field of ethnography: process. Progress is what men do, and 

how they improve it, strengthen it, straighten it and make it happen faster. Process 

focuses on "how men are: why they do the things they do in the way they do. 

The object of this study was to be an investigation into American Indian "civilization" 
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- or the lack thereof - depicted by two French travel writer-ethnographers in early 

eighteenth century New France. It was to follow closely the categories of modem 

anthropology, and square the perceptions of the two authors in question - the Baron 

Louis Armand de Lahontan, and Pere Joseph-Fran~ois Lafitau - with the facts since 

confirmed by modem anthropologists. It rapidly became clear that this would not 

demonstrate anything very useful.. The investigation originally planned was naively 

clinical in its methodology. It was based on the assumption that late-seventeenth and 

early-eighteenth century anthropology would be, if some distance back, certainly on the 

same continuum as late-twentieth century anthropology. It is not The 'civilizing 

process' which French settlers sought to insinuate into Indian life in New France had 

remarkably few resonances of imperial bombast, but nor was it self-consciously 

"scientific" or disinterested in its ambit. 

Less robust and dynamic than those later fuelled by the notion of progress and 

posterity, the proponents of the civilizing "process" cautiously felt around in the dark, 

rather than imposing order by the light of a cultural bonfire. It is important to note that 

this is not a study which putports to give a comprehensive picture of Indian life in New 

France: quite the opposite is true. This study,just like the texts it investigates, uses the 

Indians of New France to illustrate modes of thought that were current among their 

French interlocutors. As a depiction of Indian life as it actually was, this account must 

fall short in the same way that seventeenth and eighteenth-century texts do for being 

"Eurocentric". For that, some acknowledgement must be made: but better to concede 

the deficiency outright than to make a half-hearted attempt at addressing the true 

intricacies oflndian culture - a topic which so clearly merits separate and extended 

attention. 

* * * * * 
The accounts written by the first European travellers to the New World enjoyed 

massive and sustained popularity. There is no evidence that a value judgment was made 

between books written about America by people who had been there, and stay-at

homes - Hobbes, for example - who had not The empirical method that is now 

inseparable from travel literature - we certainly expect the author to have been there -

was not yet entrenched in the reader's expectations. Indeed, information about America 
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of any stripe was seized upon indiscriminately by a reading public with a voracious 

curiosity about this land of 'savages'. The question being asked by many of this 

audience was "Who are these people?": others, more cautiously, wanted proof that 

they were people at all. In 1562 Montaigne, hearing that some 'cannibals' had been 

brought to France, made a special trip to Rouen to investigate. He sought answers to 

two main questions: what, exactly, was savage or barbarous about their customs? And 

what principle governed the distinction between savage societies and civilized nations? 

The first question concerned the problem of cultural description: the latter raised the 

notion of cultural relativism.2 Montaigne expressed a humane cultural relativism that 

was profoundly at odds with his era: each calls barbaric, he wrote, what is not his own 

custom.3 

Between 1480 and 1620 more than 550 titles concerning the New World (including 

Asia and Africa) were printed.4 None approached the prescient cultural relativism of 

Montaigne, who was not really representative of Renaissance thought. Works 

concerning the advanced civilizations of the Orient appealed to some readers: others 

were drawn to the primitive strangeness of "young" civilizations in America.5 How 

the diverse subject matter of these numerous titles was arranged gives a better insight 

into the interests of their audience. The aspects of civilization which most appealed to 

readers, writes Ira Wade, were "religion, morality, social and political organization." 

The writers were themselves preoccupied by "the costumes, the manners, and 

particularly the religious traditions of the inhabitants.',<; Outward appearance and 

spiritual tradition were the two main facets of what early travel writers decided made a 

people civilise. Readers became convinced that these virtuous societies were the 

successors of the mythical Golden Age, where complete happiness had once obtained. 

Happiness acquired a normative - but attainable - value. The happiness of 'noble 

savages' living without property, laws, or formal political organisation had important 
2 G.N. Fenton & E. Moore, Introduction, J-F. Lafitau, Customs of the American Indians Toronto, Champlain 
Society, 1974, p. lii 
3 Montaigne, Des cannibales in Complete Essays (vol.I) [trans. D. M. Frame] Stanford University Press, 1958, 
p. 152 
4 G. Atkinson, Les Nouveaux horizons de Ia Renaissance francaise Paris, 1955. 
5 LO. Wade, The Intellectual Origins of the French Enlightenment Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press, 

1971,p.363 
6 Ibid. 
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conceptual implications for Renaissance readers, who saw that a life lacking 

institutional order was not necessarily unhappy, uncivilised, violent and brutish. The 

native qualities praised by Renaissance travel writers show clear signs of classical 

humanism: valour, virtue, stoicism, patience and civic pride take their place alongside 

New Testament virtues of social utility like probity, sobriety, politeness (though not in 

the flashy sense of polit~sse) charity, andhumility.7 

Of the earliest wave of travel writers to New France, most wrote with a colonial eye for 

the material potential of a new land. Others made conquistadorial assessments of the 

likely degree of resistance by local militias. Few of this first generation of travel writers 

paid more than perfunctory attention to the culture and behaviour of indigenous people. 

Their interest value lay only in the extent to which they might be expected to form 

obstacles to successful colonisation. This ambivalence towards the indigenous Indians 

of North America was less common among later generations of travellers and travel 

writers. Geoffroy Atkinson has made a useful distinction between these earliest trans

Atlantic travel writers - soldiers, sailors and businessmen - and the writers who were to 

follow in their paths by the end of the seventeenth century. The first wave of pragmatic 

travel writers sought only to introduce the new societies they had encountered. In time, 

these men were followed by "the man of feeling - the missionary, the poet, the 

adventurer."8 That is to say, their agendas were both more sentimental and more 

idiosyncratic. This thesis primarily addresses the work of two such "men of feeling" 

- Joseph-Franc;ois Lafitau, and Louis-Armand de Lorn d' Arce, Baron Lahontan. 

Writers like Lafitau and Lahontan - both hybrids of obscurity and significance -

sometimes demonstrated what Anthony Pagden has described as "cultural 

attachment"9 
• Optimistic in their search for reassuring similaritude, travelling 

European "men of feeling" gave irrelevant values to indigenous patterns of behaviour 

that faintly resembled their own, ignoring what was frequently a "stark 

incommensurability" between the two acts. This, Pagden writes, was bad ethnographic 

practice: by making a 'savage' practice recognisable in their own terms, such travellers 

7 Wade, Ibid. p. 365 
8 G. Atkinson & A.C. Keller, Prelude to the Enlightenment French Literature. 1690-1740 London, George 
Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1971, p. 11 
9 A. Pagden, Ew·opean Encounters with the New World New Haven, Yale University Press, 1993, p. 21 
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only succeeded in relocating that practice to a context which would have made them 

unintelligible to their original actors. 10 

Pagden' s perspective on travel writing is, fashionably, that of the indigenous people. 

However, a significant part of the curiosity that impelled most European travel writers 

had - unapologetically - very little to do with the American Indians in any sense other 

than as a means of comparison with their own society. ''What the [Renaissance] 

writers are trying to do in their groping way," Wade points out, "is to seek means of 

analyzing the processes of civilization. 

What interested them above everything else was the importance of manners 
and customs in social groups, the relationship between these manners and 
the nature of the men ... "11 

The inclination to travel was strong among Renaissance thinkers: Hazard considers this 

mobility a key factor in the transition from classicism to Enlightenment.12 Montaigne's 

De !'institution des en/ants enjoins travel as a means of broadening knowledge: but 

this acquisition of diverse experience was almost entirely self-reflexive - it asked only 

what the "savages" could show Europe about the rules by which Europe lived . , 

Pagden's complaints about the rickety "attachments" made by Renaissance travellers 

are not unfounded - but they are irrelevant to the job at hand, which was a better 

understanding of European society. Only writers like Chardin, who concluded that 

climate was the primary determinant of a society's customs, could be said to have 

firmly located their knowledge of the New World in the New World.13 Even this theory 

- best expressed in Montesquieu's Esprit des Zais - was as much universalist as it was 

comparative. 

At a time when the word "civilization" had not yet been coined, the nebulous concept 

of what made a people civilise took infinitely various forms. Henri Baudet remarks that 

there was a fundamental gulf between primitivism ( which extolled the innocent virtues 

of the distant lands recently discovered) and Utopianism (which was unrelated to any 

u Wade., p. 366 
12 P. Hazard, The European Mind 1680-1715 Cleveland, Meridian Books, 1964, p. 11 
13 Ibid., p. 12. As neither Lafitau nor Lahontan deploys the Physiocratic climate theory of mreurs, I have decided 
against a fuller account of these ideas. 
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"Where primitivism thought on the whole in terms of' no longer', 
utopianism was mainly concerned with' not yet'; if primitivism 
mourned the past, utopianism looked toward the future." 14 
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Primitivists chastised Europe for the venality, luxury and superficiality which, over time, 

had corrupted the moderate, simple m.fEUrs that all mankind had once enjoyed. These 

were virtues still to be witnessed among the "savages" of America. Utopian writers 

used equally broad brush strokes to conceptualise ideal worlds which commonly 

displayed a preoccupation with structure and order. Not all travel writers conformed to 

either of these schools of thought. Very often, the proponents of primitivist and 

utopian theories were men who had never been to America Their highly stylised 

accounts of life in America sound with a clarity that was only possible in the absence 

of troubling ethnographic minutiae. Writers who had spent time in America wrote 

accounts that were less definite - although no less dominated by "eurocentric" 

sentiment. What since the late fifteenth century had been a titillating caricature of 

America's inhabitants as "the Other", became, by the end of the seventeenth century, a 

more ambiguous picture of difference and similaritude. 

Often very idiosyncratic, such accounts were infused with the personal experiences of 

their authors - setbacks and slumps, trials and tribulations - and, as such, provide a 

valuable insight into how life shaped political theory, rather than vice versa. Few 

. among these travel writers enjoyed any lasting fame: as writers and thinkers most were 

at best workmanlike and at worst slavishly derivative. Their perceptions and 

preoccupations are valuable not for their novelty, but for being ordinary: faced with 

American Indians who robustly defended their own way of life physically and 

intellectually, these otherwise unremarkable French thinkers were forced to scrutinise 

their own cultural creed for justification of the sense of superiority that had long gone 

unexamined. What was it that made France civilized? Were these civilized qualities 

really worthy of esteem? Was it possible that sauvage life was more conducive to 

happiness and harmony than the time-worn hierarchical and authority structures that 

obtained in late seventeenth century France? It is my intention to explore these 

14 H. Baudet, Paradise on Earth: Some Thoughts on European Images of Non-European Man New Haven, Yale 
University Press, 1%5, p. 34 
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questions through the work of the Jesuit Lafitau and the soldier-aristocrat Lahontan: 

two French writers who lived in New France between the end of the seventeenth 

century and the early years of the eighteenth, each seeking some explanation of what 

civilization actually meant to Frenchmen in the last gasp of the Old Regime. 

In January 1703, two books by the Baron Louis-Armand de Lahontan were published 

at The Hague. The two works - twice pirated within a few months of publication - were 

the Nouveaux voyages clans l'Amerique septentrionale and its sequel, Memoires de 

l'Amerique septentrionale. Laterin 1703 a third volume appeared, the Supplement aux 

voyages dans l'Amerique, including the Dialogues curieux entre l'Auteur et un 

Sauvage de ban sens qui a voyage for which Lahontan is best known. By 1758, some 

25 editions had appeared, making Lahontan one of the most widely read authors on the 

subject of North America in the first half of the eighteenth century .15 As a purveyor of 

ethnographic near-truths and misinformation, all laced with vitriolic criticism of the 

status quo in late seventeenth century France, Lahontan had still fewer rivals. 

Louis-Armand de Lorn d'Arce, Baron de Lahontan was born on the ninth of June, 

1663, the eldest child of the septugenarian Baron Isaac de Lorn d' Arce de Lahontan, 

and bis second wife, Franc;oise Le Facheu. His father had been awarded the barony of 

Lahontan, in Bordeaux, after spending vast - ruinous, as it turned out - amounts of 

money deepening and straightening a mountain torrent called the Gave de Pau, making 

it navigable from Pau to the port of Bayonne for the first time. 16 Although constantly 

teetering on the brink of financial disaster, the family was well-connected. At the infant 

Louis-Armand's baptism inl669, his godparents were the governor of Beam, Armand 

de Gramont, Comte de Guiche, and his countess, Marguerite-Louise-Suzanne de 

Bethune: the Lahontans were also related to the illustrious Parisian Bragelonne family. 

A daughter, Marie-Franc;oise, was born in 1669: the youngest child, Jeanne-Fran9oise, 

was born shortly after the death, heavily in debt, of Isaac de Lorn d' Arce in 1674.17 

15 D.M. Hayne, "Louis-Annand Lom d'Arce de Lalumta11" in Dictionary of Canadian Biography fvol. ii] 
Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1969, p. 443 
16 Ibid., p. 440 
17 R. Ouellet, [ed.] ffiuvre,s completes [vol. 1] p. 12 
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The chateau at Lahontan was sold by creditors in 1684, and the barony was technically 

alienated by relatives of the Baron's first wife, Jeanne Guerin, although their marriage 

had been without issue. The widow and daughters of the baron moved to Paris and to a 

life which tended to the disreputable: by 1688 the Baroness, Fran~oise, was running a 

gaming house, and in 1712 she and her younger daughter were called as witnesses to 

the scandalous murder of a priest, the Abbe Nobilet.18 Not much is known about the 

youth and education of Louis-Armand de Lahontan (who continued, indignantly, to 

style himself "Baron"). Real Ouellet speculates that his later interest in geography, 

maths, medicine, botany and zoology "reveals a quite extensive general education and 

demonstrates an intellectual curiosity no doubt honed since infancy."19 His frequent 

references to Lucian, Aristotle, Homer and Petronius indicate a classical education of 

some sort, but it is impossible to affirm whether Lahontan had a command of Latin and 

Greek: French translations of all the authors he cited were readily available at the time. 

The barony of Lahontan was close to the port of Bayonne, from whence sailed many 

vessels to New France. The first Baron, Louis-Armand's father, exchanged frequent 

letters with Jean Talon, the intendant of New France from 1665-68, and again from 

1670-72. This seems a likely source of Louis-Armand de Lorn d'Arce's lifelong 

interest in North America. 

Lahontan claimed to have come to Canada in 1683 at the age of 17, an officer with one 

of the three companies of colonial regular troops who left La Rochelle on board the 

Tempete. Their orders were to provide support to the tremulous and Iroquois-terrorised 

Governor La Barre in Quebec. David Hayne, Lahontan's biographer, is sceptical about 

the veracity of this picturesque claim: Lahontan often exagerrates or lies outright, 

tending also to endorse the theory that big falsehoods are more convincing than small 

ones. There is no evidence that Lahontan was an officer as early as 1683, and no proof 

that he was aboard the Tempete: but nor is there any evidence that he was elsewhere. 

The first reliably documented record of Lahontan' s presence in New France places 

him in the ill-fated campaign led by La Barre against the Iroquois at Anse de La 

Famine, in 1684. 

19 Ibid., p. 12 
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Lahontan was garrisoned at Montreal for the winter of 1684-85, during which time he 

went on several lengthy hunting expeditions with parties of Hurons, allies of the 

French. Over the next ten years Lahontan participated in several campaigns against the 

English and the Iroquois. Although he was disastrously insubordinate (Hazard 

describes him as "a born rebel"20
) Lahontan's knowledge of the Algonquian 

language made him a practical asset to the army, particularly in their surveillance of the 

increasingly ad hoc fur trade. In 1688 Lahontan claims to have made his notorious 

voyage some hundreds of miles up what he calls "the Long River": although his 

account reads persuasively, the journey is thought most likely to be at least partly, if not 

entirely, fictional. 

Often brave and wily in combat, Lahontan became a favourite of the Governor General 

Frontenac, who offered financial support to Lahontan's fruitless quest to recover his 

alienated title and lands in south-western France. In 1692 Lahontan was offered the 

hand in marriage of Frontenac's 18-year-old goddaughter, the well-heeled Genevieve 

Damours, but Lahontan - although always relatively impoverished - turned her down. 

Lahontan's military career was more often punctuated by rancour and vitriol than by 

lasting friendships or patronage. Lahontan's bids for leave in France to reclaim his 

inheritance were ill-received by Pontchartrain, the then Minister of Marine at Versailles, 

and on his return to Placentia, Lahontan became bitterly embroiled in arguments with 

the new governor, Jacques-Fran9ois de Mombeton de Brouillan. Brouillan disliked 

Lahontan intensely, :finding him indolent, spoilt and profoundly insubordinate. He 

wrote to Pontchartrain, complaining that "M. de Lahontan doesn't bother about 

anything here except what can contribute to his pleasures. '721 Lahontan accused 

Brouillan of profiteering and of brutality towards his men. He also composed several 

"scurrilous songs" about the governor. The situation between the two men became 

violently untenable. In 1693, Lahontan found himself threatened with an insulting 

posting to the remote island of Saint-Pierre. Aged only 27, Lahontan in desperation 

deserted his post and fled New France to Portugal. 22 He was never to return. 

20 Hazard, p. 13 
21 Ouellet, p. 442 
22 Ibid., p. 443. I am indebted to David Hayne' s biography of Lahontan for much of the content of the foregoing 
paragraph. 
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Given his notorious mendacity and exaggeration, and the abundant evidence of a 

prickly, vituperative and occasionally perverse personality, it is perhaps unsurprising 

that several prominent Canadian historians - most notably Bruce Trigger - have ignored 

Lahontan's writings about Huron life in seventeenth and eighteenth century New 

France. It is true that as an ethnographer, Lahontan makes frequent errors and frames 

all his conclusions in resolutely 'eurocentric' terms. Paradoxically, it is this 

eurocentrism that makes Lahontan more than a dilettante irrelevance as an 

ethnographer. He often falls short of providing an accurate picture of the Huron 

society he purports to describe. However, the society he does not consciously try to 

depict - his own - is precisely the one whose mceurs sparkle through the ethnographic 

detritus of Lahontan 's simplistic errors and voyeuristic flights of fantasy. 

Lahontan is best known for his Dialogues curieux entre l'Auteur et un Sauvage de hon 

sens qui a voyage ("Curious Dialogues between the Author and a Savage of good 

sense who has travelled"). In the Dialogues Lahontan is in conversation with a 

(fictional) Huron called Adario. Adario - who has travelled to France and New York -

decries the various evils that beset "civilised" European societies. Adario is a 

Cartesian rationalist . In matters of religion Adario articulates Deist ideas. He is 

disdainful of the machinations of legal process and has no respect for hierarchy. 

Adario is a free-thinker: he considers money the source of all evil and celebrates a 

Huron world where there is neither "Thine nor Mine". Adario is also Lahontan's 

porte-parole: Lahontan's defence of civilised life is risibly unconvincing, although he 

regularly expresses his outrage at 'Adario's' tenible misrepresentation of the civilised 

world. The themes explored in Lahontan's Dialogues extend, less polemically, to his 

Nouveaux voyages dans l'Amerique septentrionale and Memoires de l'Amerique 

septentrionale. 

Lahontan was a provocative, irreverent soldier-aristocrat, who, having deserted his 

Canadian post, led a peripatetic and uncertain existence. After a brief career in Spain as 

a meanly-paid French spy, Lahontan seems to have spent the last years of his 

flamboyant life as a raconteur at the court of the Elector of Hanover, where his 
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"Gascon verve" pleased Leibniz, among others.23 Joseph-Fran~ois Lafitau, the Jesuit 

missionary and ethnographer who, like Lahontan, wrote a lengthy account of the 

mceurs and sociabilite of the Indians of New France, lived a less volatile life. Born on 

the 31st of May, 1681, at Bordeaux, Lafitau was Lahontan'sjunior by some fifteen 

years, although the two men were from the same part of France. Not much is known 

about Lafitau' s childhood. His father was, at various times, a smith, a wine merchant 

and a banker: "Family resources," William Fenton speculates politely, "may explain 

·ready access to books, and their commercial activities perhaps sharpened a flair for 

languages. "24 • It is uncertain how many children there were in the family, but of them 

two sons, Joseph-Fran~is and his younger brother Pierre-Fran~ois (1685-1764) went 

into the Society of Jesus. 

In 1696, aged fifteen, the elder brother, Joseph-Fran~ois, began his novitiate at 

Bordeaux. He studied rhetoric and philosophy for three years at Pau, and for the next 

twelve years continued to read and then teach philosophy, theology, rhetoric and 

humanities (Greek and Latin) at, variously, Limoges, Pau, Poitiers, La Fleche, and, 

finally, the College of Louis-le Grand in Paris. In 1712 Lafitau's request to be posted 

to the missions among the Iroquois of Canada was granted, and from 1712 to 1717 he 

was a missionary among the Iroquois near Sault St. Louis, opposite Montreal on the 

south side of the St. Lawrence river.25 Lafitau was an excellent first-hand observer, but 

he also drew heavily upon the Relations written by earlier Jesuits, and spent many 

hours quizzing his mentor, the elderly Pere Julian Garnier, about his sixty years of 

missionary work among the Indians. 

While Lahontan's muvre was immediately popular, and achieved an enduring notoriety 

for the author, Lafitau enjoyed more fleeting fame in Europe as the discoverer of 

ginseng in North America. In 17<J7, the curative properties of the herb had been 

reported by another Jesuit, Pere Jartoux, in China. In 1716 Lafitau's search for the 

plant - which was by then in great demand - was successful. French habitants and local 

23 Ouellet & Beaulieu 
24 W. Fenton & E. Moore, Introduction, Customs of the American Indians Toronto, Champlain Society, 1974, 
p.xxxi 
25 Ibid., p. xxxi 
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Indians were consumed by an avaricious desire to gather the plant and sell it in Europe 

at suitably inflated prices: the ensuing frenzy saw ginseng very nearly eradicated in 

North America. 26 Lafitau's excitement about ginseng was not avaricious: he used the 

presence of the plant in China and America in support of his theory about a now

vanished land bridge between northern Asia and the American continent, across which 

migrants had travelled from the highly civilized China to the rapidly degenerated 

America.27 By November 1717 Lafitau was at Versailles on less cerebral business: he 

was successful in securing an injunction against the sale of brandy to Indians at Sault 

St. Louis. His bid to return to Canada failed: from this point Lafitau's existence 

becomes difficult to trace, until the publication of Mmurs des sauvages amiriq,uains in 

1724. 

The book was reasonably successful. It had been announced portentuously by the 

Journal de Trevoux in the months before its publication and was warmly reviewed by 

the Journal on its release: two Dutch editions were subsequently printed in 1731 and 

1751. However, Lafitau was the victim of generally declining interest in America. There 

was less novelty in the subject. Travellers' accounts of New France dated back to the 

beginning of the seventeenth century, and the initial excitement of discovery was well 

past. France had suffered grave disappointments in its American colonies, due both to 

the individualistic, hedonistic ethos of its own transplanted settlers, and the humiliation 

of the province's intermittent territorial concessions to the allied Iroquois and English. 

Wars in America against the hostile Indians and the depressingly populous English 

were punitively expensive, and particularly resented by French people already pressed 

by the costs of European wars and the excesses of the extravagant Louis XIV. 

With this decrease in the French reading public's affection towards and interest in New 

France, so too did interest in the American Indian slump: once again, they were mere 

sauvages. 28 Their place had been taken by the Chinese - an elderly, luxuriously 

sophisticated and complex culture, which by turn titillated and flattered the gilded self

perception of eighteenth-century France. Primitivism had lost much of its steam, and 
26 Ibid., p. xxxiii 
27 Lafitau' s theory is given further attention in the chapter entitled "Religion". 
28 Fenton & Moore, pp. xciv-xcv 
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Chinese exoticism required considerably less mental exertion. The technological 

sophistication of the Chinese was, for instance, immediately perceptible, while the 

rough virtues of sauvage life were not superficially obvious. Lafitau's curmudgeonly 

writing style also served him ill. At a time when books were written with the intention 

that they be read aloud and discussed in the salon, pithy, bite-sized chapters of the sort 

to be found in Montesquieu's Esprit des loisl2-were in vogue. Lafitau's rambling, epic 

chapters, full of unfashionable reasoning from authority and largely devoid of humour 

or wit, were not suited to public consumption. This, at a time when the traffic of 

information was heavily dependent on word-of-mouth and a pleasing veneer of 

politesse, was a serious flaw.30 

Lafitau always had difficulty getting his work published, and not only because his 

prose was verbose and ungainly. Nor did resistance come from the Society of Jesus, 

but from the civil censor who, since the death of Louis XIV in 1714, had become an 

increasingly dominant figure. It was difficult to get a book published: an author needed 

both an "approval" and a "privilege", and there were heavy penalties for attempting to 

publish in a foreign country to avoid these strictures. After the Revocation of the Edict 

of Nantes, the bombast of the Counter-Reformation subdued somewhat: intellectually, 

"the tide turned from Church authority to reason"31 J.B. Bury has characterised the 

period from 1680-1740 - when Lafitau, in the company of Bayle, Bossuet and 

Fontenelle, was writing - as the 'Cartesian period' .32 By this Bury means that 

rationalism was in the ascendant. In the period of transition from French classicism to 

the new ratonalism, the characteristics of thought were "the supremacy of reason over 

authority, the stability of the laws of Nature, rigorous standards of proof. "33 The 

Jesuits found themselves under siege from several quarters. Their syncretic defence of 

Chinese ceremonies attracted the derision of rationalists, and accusations of idolatry 

from rival Christians. Their mode of thought had long been 'reasoning from authority' 

- the mainspring of Bossuet's Universal History (1681), but the methodology 

29 G. de S. Montesquieu, Esprit des Lois Cambridge University Press, 1989. 
30 D. Goodman, 
31 Ibid., p. xlii 
32 J.B. Bury. The Idea of Progress New York, 1932, p. 116 
33 Fenton & Moore, p. xliii 
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expressly criticised by Bayle in his sceptical Historical and Critical Dictionary 

(1697).34 
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The Society of Jesus was particularly out of favour with the civil institutions of the 

French state, and it is possible that Lafitau's role as the procurator of the Jesuits in 

Paris increased the level of scrutiny his works underwent Quite apart from their 

increasingly unfashionable style of thought, the Jesuits remained a source of irritation 

to Versailles where New France was concerned: Jesuit opposition to the sale of brandy 

to Indians, while considered morally admirable, ran against the mercantile ethos that 

governed French policy in North America. Although a late starter (Lafitau's first book 

did not appear until 1724, when he was forty-three), once underway Lafitau wrote with 

tireless industry: he is not, he admits, a stylish writer, but rather a scientific collector of 

data to support his points.35 Given Lafiau's confessed lack of literary flair and his 

vulnerability to the whims of the Censor, why did he write at all? The answer to this 

question is threefold. 

Lafitau had requested that he be sent to join the Jesuit mission in New France when he 

graduated from the College du Louis le Grand in Paris. By this time - 1712 - the power 

and scope of the Jesuits in New France was waning, (the Hurons among whom the 

Jesuits had made the greatest impression had been decimated by the Iroquois in the 

1650s) but the seventeenth-century Jesuit Relations continued to instil a heroic sense 

of purpose in the order. It seems likely that Lafitau' s missionary spirit was aroused by 

this dynamic epistolary tradition.36 The Jesuit Relations remain an important - and 

massive - source of information about French evangelical activity in seventeenth

century New France. The authors of the Relations often gave conflicting accounts of 

Indian proclivities. Their own lives in New France were extremely difficult and their 

35 Fenton & Moore, pp. lvii-i. 
36 Ibid., p. lviii 
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missionary optimism is often perceptibly tempered by ambivalence and terror.37 The 

Jesuit Fran9ois de Crepieul, a missionary to New France in the first half of the 

seventeenth century, described his thirty-year stint in the colony as "a long and slow 

martyrdom "38 
, a sentiment echoed - sometimes with a hint of masochistic relish - by 

many of his contemporaries. Later Jesuit accounts of life in New France, written once 

the necessity of raw struggle for physical survival had subsided, are considerably less 

agitated and alarmist on the subject of Indian mceurs. Lafitau expresses an optimism 

about the intellect, civilite and sociabilite of the Indians he encountered in North 

America that was typical of the Society in the early eighteenth century39
·, despite the 

flagging success of the Jesuit missions by that time. 

Lafitau's own writing on the subject oflndian life seems intended to advance the level 

of sympathetic interest expressed in the Iroquois by his French audience. Lafitau was 

also motivated to write his account of the Iroquois as a form of restorative justice: some 

authors bad written "slightingly" of the American Indians and others had not 

recognised the resemblance between their myths and those of other primitive cultures.40 

In his reconciliation of the Indian and the classical Lycian, Lafitau also aspires to a 

transformative function for his work. ''To study customs," he writes, "is to improve 

customs."41 His method is far removed from Lahontan's deliberately incendiary 

"comparisons", but their intentions are not completely dissimilar. 

While Lahontan enjoyed the role of iconoclast, Lafitau's thought was more closely 

attuned to the time he lived in, and at least had the appearance of conservatism. 

Lafitau' s starting point is the search for similarities between the Iroquois and the 

37 Pierre Berthiaume has substantially revised the generally benevolent reputation of the Relations' authors, 
arguing that theirs was a profoundly antagonistic and polemical perspective on Indian mreurs which alienated 
the sympathy of a great many of their European readers. Possibly the reputation of the Indians of seventeenth 
century New France was an unintended casualty of rhetorical Jesuit heroism: Berthiaume thinks Jesuit antipathy 
towards the Indians was more deliberating. His account of Jesuit revulsion at Indian brutality in war is considered 
on p. 75 of this thesis. [P. Berthiaume, "Les Relations desjesuites: 1wuvel avatar de la Legende doree" in Les 
Figures de I'Indien {ed. G. Therien] Montreal, Universite de Quebec a Montreal, 1988, pp. 121-141.] 
38 Liebersohn, p.51 
39 Eighteenth-century Jesuits were theologically optimistic about human nature: this moral optimism is 
addressed in some detail in the chapter devoted to Religion. 
40 Ibid 
41 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 5 
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Spartan. The argument from similitude - bestowing "earliness and oldness" upon 

contemporary sauvage cultures, before then comparing them with those of classical 

antiquity - had become a popular ethnographic method during the seventeenth century. 

By the next century, the argument was widely accepted. Monographs giving wider, 

systematic attention to these similarities proliferated. Among those preceding Lafitau in 

this endeavour were Pere Noel Alexandre, whose Confonnite des coutumes des 

ceremonies chinoises avec l 'idolatrie grecque et romaine appeared in 1700, and M. de 

la Crequiniere, whose Confonnite des coutumes des Indiens orientaux avec des Juifs 

& des autres peuples de l'antiquitewas published in 1704.42 

Lafitau's Mreurs des sauvages Ameriquains comparee aux mreurs des premiers 

temps stands out from other 'comparative' titles for its American, rather than 

Oriental/Middle Eastern subject matter. This reflects the high level of interest aroused 

in the reading public by the famed cultural sophistication of China, India and Egypt. 

Comparative works such as these amply demonstrate the eighteenth century 

preoccupation with the unifonnity of human nature throughout space and time.43 This 

preoccupation originated in the seventeenth century effort to absorb the disturbingly 

"other" into a system which eased European anxieties about this remote new 

dimension. The comparisons made were not limited to costumes and rituals. The 

insistent comparison of points of behavioural similitude suggests a further, moral 

context: the "natural" world occupied by the sauvage, in particular, was subject to an 

understanding of nature as an objective, scientific concept, but also as normative, moral 

force.44 The "unity and simplicity" of this Newtonian nature45 reduced the fear of evil 

savagery, and was easily malleable into monogenetic theories of origin like the one 

advanced by Lafitau. 

Lafitau' s observations on the resemblance between American Indian and ancient 

European pagan religions were not, therefore, innovative in themselves. Lafitau's work, 

42 M. Hodgen, Early Anthropology in the 16th and 17th Centuries Philadelphia, University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1964, p. 345 
43 They pre-date the prickly iconoclasm of the philosophes, however. 
44 H. Vyverberg, Human Nature, Cultural Diversity. and the French Enlightenment Oxford University Press, 
1989,p. 195 
4s Ibid. 
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Sabine MacConnack notes, is firmly rooted in a scholarly tradition that in his day was 

already more than two hundred years old.46 However, this longstanding 'comparative' 

tradition had, before Lafitau, always comprised two discrete strands of investigation: 

myth and ritual. Indian myth tended to be analysed in biblical terms, while the study of 

Indian ritual was the preserve of humanist scholars seeking comparisons with Greco

Roman paganism.47 Lafitau's approach transcended this division between myth and 

ritual. He saw everything (myth and ritual) as an emanation - however obscure - of 

divine precept This, at least, was his position as a religious man. As an anthropologist, 

it is more likely that Lafitau's interest as an observer precluded any rigid distinction 

between myth and ritual: both were expressions of culture. Where his missionary 

precursors had investigated Indian myth and ritual with the intention only of seeking 

out and destroying them, the better to replace them with Christianity, Lafitau was 

interested in studying culture for its own sake (if not, as is Pagden' s complaint, 

specifically Indian culture for its own sak:e).48 

There is evidence in Lafitau's own work to suggest that he found the relationship 

between his religious beliefs and his scientific inclinations problematic. The 

methodologies of the two were clearly conflicting, and Lafitau struggled to reconcile 

faith and reason. He announces his new comparative system and his hope that it might 

supercede Huet's Mosaic theory of common origin, but immediately adds an anxious 

caveat: 

"I do not see that anything unsuitable can arise from this doctrine or that any 
conclusion disadvantageous to religion can be drawn from it. The moment that 
it is a question of religion, I make profession of being so little attached to my 
ideas that I am ready to retract and do retract in advance, all the conjectures which 
could be misused or misinterpreted."49 

The impression of a man writing at a time when Catholic orthodoxy was somewhat 

under siege is inescapable. Michel de Certeau is unconvinced by Lafitau's professed 

deference to religious orthodoxy. "Whatever docility [Lafitau] manifests with regard 

46 S. Maccormack, "limits of Understanding: perceptions of Greco-Roman andAmerindum paganism in early 
nwdernEurope" in K.O. Kupperman [ed.] America in European Consciouness, 1493-1750 Chapel Hill, 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995, p. 111 
47 Ibid. 
48 Jbid. 
49 Lafitau, vol. 1, p. 34 



27 

to the religious authorities," he writes, "relates to his 'job' of priest, his social 

position, more than his thought."50 This claim is only superlicially defensible. It is 

true that Lafitau's devotion to anthropology seems to have dramatically circumscribed 

his will to evangelize51
, but his faith remains inextricably the basis of his thought. 

Lafitau's argument rests on the primacy of religious behaviour in all races of men, at 

all times. Endeavours such as intellectual contemplation are more recently acquired -

and clearly less significant- human attributes. By Lafitau's account, man's first 

instinct is to religious belief: it is therefore not surprising that Lafitau is prepare to 

sacrifice his own intellectual pretensions in deference to an older and greater cause in 

Christianity. 

De Certeau disagrees, arguing that rather than give precedence to religion over science, 

Lafitau creates a third way. He chooses to remove Christianity from the difficulties and 

weaknesses of sacred texts altogether. Lafitau, de Certeau asserts, affirms Catholic 

dogmas, but they are "detached, transported to a theoretical level where they no longer 

have weight as 'literal' history."52 This, he argues, is how Lafitau resolves the 

problematic, haphazard chronology of the Old Testament: by abandoning it altogether 

and replacing it with a 'system' that is completely theoretical and thus immune to the 

constraints of time and space. It is a 'non-lieu', in de Certeau's phrase, "defined by a 

group of principles and hypotheses ... transparent 'clear ideas' which no longer permit 

the ruses of hermeneutics to play upon the opacities of an authorized text."53 If, indeed, 

this was Lafitau's plan, then the historical pyrrhonists who swarmed over sacred texts, 

ridiculing the impossible confused chronology of Old Testament cosmogony, could 

thus be headed off at the pass. Catholic orthodoxy could shed the burden of hidebound 

textual inconsistencies and defend itself more aggressively. 

It is possible that this was Lafitau's intention: possible, but unlikely. Lafitau cites 

several hundred textual sources with no hint of either irony or scepticism. He reasons 

from textual authority, with no thought of justifying what was at the time a classical 
50 M. de Certeau, "Writing vs. Time: History and Anthropology in the works of Lajitau" in Yale French Studies 
New Haven, Yale University Press, vol. 59 (1980) p. 57 
51 Maccormack, p. 113 
52 de Certeau, p. 57 
53 Ibid., p. 57 
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research method increasingly subject to the criticism of rationalists. If Lafitau has 

abstracted his argument from biblical chronology, this is only because his thesis 

requires a quasi-psychological analysis of historically discrete occurences (the 

existence of vestal virgins in Rome - the existence of vestals among the Iroquois). 

Lafitau's "transparent 'clear ideas'" are nothing more mysterious than 'non-textual' 

information: rituals, symbols, and psychological discussion of the question of origins. 

De Certeau's vision of Lafitau as an agile mine-sapper bears little resemblance to the 

author derided for his credulousness and pedantry in Voltaire's Essai sur les rna:,urs .:;.i 

De Certeau, whose thesis is based on a lengthy extrapolation of the meaning of the 

frontispiece to Lafitau's work, further suggests that Lafitau is the proponent of a 

"more global historical gesture ... the proprietor of an autonomous workshop" 

operating on his own terms and freed from the limits of temporal and genealogical 

obligation.55 It is, he concludes, a gesture "alternately 'Cartesian' and 

'bourgeois' ... founder of a science and of an economy."56 At this tenuous point de 

Certeau seems, in his own words, 'to allow the ruses of hermeneutics to play upon the 

opacities of an authorized text.' 

Against de Certeau' s assertion that Lafitau' s work amounts to both a new science and 

a new, autonomous bourgeois economy, William Fenton makes the more moderate 

claim that Lafitau is a "man of transition" who used the old deductive method in 

religious matters, but shifted to Baconian empirical science as his ethnographic data 

accumulated.57 However, "transitional" has connotations of a progressive, internal 

consistency that Lafitau's often-divergent methodology lacks. To describe Lafitau as 

an author who pursued innovation and who based inductive conclusions on observation 

is also misleading. When it comes to his defence of religious matters, Lafitau still 

makes a distinction between 'ritual and myth': between the Church (which he sees as a 

mobile, vital institution) and Holy Scripture - which was under more concerted assault 

from historical pyrrhonists, deists and atheists, and needed a strong, orthodox defence. 

While in God's syncretic mansion there are many houses, there is only one menu -

54 Voltaire, Essai sur les mreurs. 
55 de Certeau, p. 53 
56 lbid. 
57 Fenton, pp. lv-lvi 
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Scripture - and it is absolutely inviolable. This is paradoxical, but Lafitau enjoys 

paradox, and the few instances of satire in his work take the same ambivalent path. This 

is first evident in his dedication of his book to Philippe, Duke of Orleans: 

" ... these customs and the comparison I shall make of them with those of primitive 
times ~ent only savage exteriors and barbarous customs far removed from the polish 
of our own country and nation. What a sight for an intelligent prince of fine and 
delicate taste, whose manners breathe forth only gentleness, goodness and humanity! 
But. .. under this crude and uncultivated exterior, you will see everywhere, among these 
people, a love for their native land imprinted in their hearts, a natural passion for 
glory, a greatness of soul, not only at the test of peril, but even rising above 
misfortune ... "58 

Gilbert Chinard, who enjoys Lafitau's light-footed and stealthy defence of the Iroquois, 

writes of this passage that "the single fact that one can, without causing treasonable 

offence, establish a parallel between Philippe d'Orleans and some American savages, 

and even consider such a parallel to be a delicate compliment, shows us how times have 

changed, and in what favour are held the inhabitants of the New World at this date." 59 

However, it is equally likely that given the prevailing interest was in the mysteriously 

"immutable Orient"60 Lafitau might simply have been 'relocating' the reader's 

perception of the American sauvage to compete on equal ground with the refinements 

and politesse of China. 

The Iroquois culture cannot compare in terms of technical sophistication, so Lafitau 

pays attention to the Americans' "love for their native land", "natural passion for 

glory" and "greatness of soul". He notes that it is by training that they have acquired 

their discretion in their deliberations and their admirable contempt for death. This is the 

first sign that Lafitau considers "civilization" to be a transf ormative process rather 

than an innate endowment. Part of what emerges is a straightforward depiction of the 

Americans as vehicles for Stoic virtues. The qualities listed - patriotism, and courage in 

adversity, irrespective of reward and danger - constitute a standard apology for the 

lowest echelons of any society, made by those conscious of their own greater 

sophistication, but troubled by a possible dearth of vital, bare essentials in their own 

58 Lafitau, Customs of the American Indians pp. 2-3 
59 G. Chinard, L' Amerigue et le Reve Exotigue Paris, Librairie E. Droz, 1934, p. 315 
60 B. Guy, "Ad majorem Societatis gloriam: Jesuit perspectives on Chinese mores in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries" in G.S. Rousseau & R. Porter, eds. Exoticism in the Enlightenment Manchester 
University Press, 1990, p. 66 
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circle. It is essentially sentimental jingoism, and ought not to be read as an articulation 

of shared humanity: merely a compensatory gesture, it is fuelled by the suspicion that 

grass-roots virtues are diminished by the thin atmsophere of high society. In this way, 

Lahontan is using the technique Fenton describes as "reciprocal illumination": the 

innovative use of New World sauvages to illustrate the limitations, rather than the 

demonstrable superiority, of the Old World.61 

Lafitau, by using the Stoic frame of reference, advances a theory of savage virtues 

which contains all the ingredients of the classical utopia. Suddenly, the comparison 

between the court at Versailles and the Iroquois of New France seems more palatable. 

The passion for glory, the sense of patriotism, the intransigence in the face of danger: 

these are noble qualities. The martial lifestyle, the hunting, the mobility, the lack of 

subordination - in these regards too the Indian seemed to mirror the aristocratic 

lifestyle. V. G. Kiernan suggests that there were less flattering resemblances between 

the nobility at Versailles and the American Indian. Among these was the nature of a life 

spent actively seeking diversion: just as extravagant gambling carried with it a certain 

reckless cachet at Versailles62 , so too did the Iroquois spend hours gambling, with little 

. thought of providing for the morrow .63 Lafitau's inclusion of an entire chapter on 

"Games" attests to the interest he anticipated the subject would generate. Kiernan is 

bold enough to suggest - dangerously - that large tracts of Indian life before European 

contact must have been "boring" and that the elaborate toilette of Indian men in 

particular64 was as much a timekiller as it was a symbolically embedded ritual or 

tradition.65 

What, then, constitutes Lafitau's theory of civilization? How does he explain the 

existence of the sauvage of New France? Lafitau is doubtful about the value of the 

61 Fenton, p. xlviii 
62 T. Kavanagh, The Shadows of Chance: Gambling and the Enlightenment Baltimore, Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1993. 
63 V.G. Kiernan, "Noble and lgMble Savages" in Exoticism and the Enlightenment [eds. G.S. Rousseau & R. 
Porter] Manchester University Press, 1990, p. 98 
64 Indian men were responsible only for obtaining the "glamour calories" of meat and fish, while the women 
collected, sowed, hoed, gathered, and harvested the more time-consuming and high-maintenance staple 
carbohydrates: consequently, men had more free time at their disposal, much of which was spent grooming. 
65 Ibid. 
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usual theory for bis time, that America was peopled by the dispersed sons of Noah, 

shortly after the Flood. Lafitau explains that bis caution is due to "the lack of all things 

and ignorance of the arts characteristic, it seems, of the nascent world" which obtains 

in America. These arts are those mentioned in the ante-diluvial books of Genesis: 

"Before the flood, Cain was working the land, forcing it to give him its fruits; 
Abel had flocks of sheep and made use of them to feed and clothe himself; 
Tubalcain had gained fame in all works of iron and bronze, according to the 
Scriptures; Noah had constructed the ark."66 

Lafitau counts organised agriculture, pastoral farming (including spinning), metallurgy, 

and (improbably swift and massive) carpentry among the skills that "the first fathers 

of antiquity were able to bequeath to their posterity." His reading of the Old Testament 

is often completely literal. He continues in this vein, writing that 

"The immense fabrication of the Tower of Babel had been built with all the people 
taking part whose projects God upset."67 

This sentence provides a certain insight into Lafitau's mind. The historical veracity of 

the Bible is unquestioned, but he searches the Old Testament for anthropological 

complexity, with little regard for the conflicting theological message engendered. The 

building of the Tower of Babel is essentially divorced from its religious significance in 

Lafitau's account. In Genesis 11:2-868 the building of the city and tower "whose top 

may reach unto heaven" is a figurative manifestation of unseemly human ambition, not 

a demonstration of technological mastery. God's response is duly indignant and 

wrathful, and the single language of mankind is confounded as a punishment for its 

arrogance. However, what instead draws Lafitau's attention is the technological detail 

that, in Genesis 11 :3-4 the people of Earth 

"said to one another, Go to, let us make brick, and 'burn them throughly. 
And they had brick for stone, and 'slime had they for morter.' 69 

They had kiln-baked bricks, and mortar, Lafitau concludes. The allegorical value of the 

chapter, which condemns the cumulative egotism of civilized man, is ignored. 

Lafitau's concept of civilization is recognisably similar to that of much twentieth 

66 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 49 
67 Ibid. 
68 The Holy Bible King James Version, Oxford University Press, p. 8 
69 Ibid. 
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century anthropology. It is, in some regards anyway, a static plateau of technological 

competence. His rejection of the possibility of innate knowledge leads him to attribute 

the technological backwardness of "savage" peoples to their "laziness and 

indolence".7° Civilization is a process of assimilation for Lafitau: he does not provide a 

time-frame for the acquisition of technological skills, but compares the most backward 

of American peoples with 

"several other European and Asian peoples who remain in a state of perfect barbarism 
although they are neighbours of civilized people, communications with whom could 
have civilized them if they had not feared the work [involved]."71 

Again Lafitau uses his comparative method to draw the Indian cultural locus closer to 

his readers' home. The emphasis on civilization being a matter of receptiveness, 

enthusiasm and industry seems straightforwardly that of a Jesuit missionary.72 Lafitau 

is convinced that America was populated in waves, and that "the most recent pushed 

the others before them, compelling them to give ground. ,m He reasons that, as a result, 

the most primitive and uncultivated tribe were forced to the shores of the North Sea, 

while the most civilized remained on the borders of the South Sea, "nearer the place of 

their origin."74 While Lafitau here seems to suggest that, with the passage of time, 

immigrants to America were increasingly sophisticated, he does not pursue this line of 

thinking elsewhere. 

Lafitau is a transmigrationist, and he combines his close, literal reading of Genesis with 

a strongly contemporary criticism of ignorance and obscurity, to support his theory. 

The confusion of languages was not, he writes, the first cause of the division of men: it 

was an inevitability borne of their great number. A verse in Genesis - 11: 475 
- supports 

this, but its chief function is to reiterate the theme that mankind had arrogated itself to a 

position of self-aware solidarity ("and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered 

abroad ... "). Lafitau ignores the significance of the fact that God confounded the 

70 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 49 
71 Ibid. 
72 Reformation ideas - most notably the Prot.estant 'work ethic' - might also have seeped i:nto Catholic 
orthodoxy, there to be coupled with a less pessimistic and detenninistic understanding of human potential. 
73 Ibid. 
74 Ibid., p. 50 
75 Lafitau, p. 51 [Gen. 11:4 reads "And they said, Go to, let us build us a city and a tower, 'whose top may reach 
unto heaven; and let us make us a name, lest we be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth."] 
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common tongue in a successful bid to divide and conquer mortal arrogance. This act, 

Lafitau writes "served only to force them to unite with those who could understand 

them and by whom they could be understood. "76 

Lafitau's God lacks the wrathful, lordly logic that underscores the Old Testament. The 

distance of God from His acts does not suggest commanding majesty, but the 

remoteness of a Deist "supervisor". The pawn-like diffusion of tribes in Genesis is 

not the result of an arbitrary, wilful God, but of their own "lack and ignorance of many 

things since discovered or perfected by the arts."77 Lafitau notes, furthermore, that this 

ignorance has 

"contributed a great deal to forcing them to serve, in spite of themselves, the 
designs of Providence which wished to spread them to all parts of the globe. "78 

Lafitau is here speculating about the sacrifice, through ignorance, of a rational 

autonomy which seems never to have existed in the Old Testament. The faceless 

vectors of Genesis are thus improbably enlivened by the retrospective enlightenment of 

a Jesuit father. The fusion of religious and secular mentalities depicted by Becker79 

seems to hold particularly true of Lafitau's thought. 

Perhaps because of his matter-of-fact dispatch of God to a comparatively passive role 

in the post-Babel division of languages, Lafitau does not articulate a theory of 

"difference" as the fundamental cause of conflict between peoples. These intermittent 

conflicts, he writes, are actually provoked by the struggle for fertile land. "Need was 

their first motive,',so he explains in an early formulation of the conquest theory of the 

state.81 "Latert he continues 

"the ambition of princes which made their glory consist in bringing everything 
under their empire rendered these wars more cruel and finally scattered such nations 
as could not resist them and did not wish to submit."82 

79 C. Becker, The Heavenly City of the Eighteenth-Century Philosophers New Haven, Yale University Press, 

1932. 
80 Lafitau, p. 52 
81 Fenton, in Lafitau Ibi4 p. 52 
82 Lafitau, p. 52 



34 

Lafitau's criticism of the wars of aggrandisement might be a veiled criticism of Louis 

XIV, whose belligerently militaristic stance had been widely criticised before and after 

his death in 1715 - most notably by Voltaire, in Ca-ndide83
• However, given the repeated 

difficulties Lafitau encountered with the Civil Censor, it seems unlikely that Lafitau 

would be deliberately incendiary. It is possible, for instance, that Lafitau might have in 

mind Alexander the Great, a figure who enjoyed exemplary status in the eighteenth 

century. Lafitau's nascent cultural relativism allows him a :flexibility of perspective.· 

The blind avarice and destructive megalomania that fuelled Alexander's conquests 

struck a sour note with a man able to see things from the perspective of the acted-upon, 

rather than the actor. 

Whether or not Louis was the target of his diffident criticism, Lafitau should not be 

compared with Voltaire. The latter's pessimism was suited to a satirical trawl through 

events of the recent past. Lafitau, although he derives his comparative material from 

antiquity, was essentially optimistic and forward-looking. Lafitau's "system" urges an 

attitudinal shift that is nothing if not reform-oriented. Despite the small scale of his 

observations, they are part of a wider schematic picture: in this respect Lafitau differs 

fundamentally from the practice of Lahontan and Voltaire, neither of whom could resist 

directing an entire argument against the object of some personal rancour. Instead, the 

targets of Lafitau' s criticism are the writers of ancient history who have, for various 

self-interested reasons, obscured aspects of the distant past He gives a prescient 

description of ethnocentricity, complaining that the Greeks, "through ridiculous 

vanity'' had appropriated to themselves "everything, all learning", despite the debt 

they obviously owed to "the barbarians, Egyptians, Chaldeans and Phoenicians" for 

all their knowledge of religion and chronology.84 This intellectual dishonesty - manifest 

as the biblical sin, pride, which propelled Lucifer to Hell - is otherwise recognisable as 

classical hubris.85 Monumental arrogance, Lafitau writes, led to the spread of obscurity 

over "the knowledge of early times." 

83 Fenton, in Lafitau Ibid. p. 52 [refers to Ch. 3 of Candide Harmondsworth, Penguin, 1979, pp. 25-8: the 
futility of war is depicted in lurid detail. Candide picks his way over "piles of the dead and dying" and enters a 
village burned to the ground "in accordance with the terms of international law." Behind him, he leaves "the rival 
kings celebrating their victory with Te Deums in their respective camps."] 
84 Lafitau, p. 54 
85 lbid., p. 53: Lafitau's sources for this criticism are Eusebius of Caesarea and book II of Herodotus' History. 
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Obscurity fell over the ancient authors, who were confused in particular by their own 

mangled appropriation of the theology of the ancients. They constructed "absurd 

fables, capable of inspiring only the highest scorn for them and their gods."86 This is 

Lafitau's doctrine of degeneration applied to a high civilization which he adjudges to 

have brought about its own dark ages. Lafitau's hostility towards the Greek tradition is 

evident the remoteness ofLafitau's God as an active agent places his concept of this 

commanding force in a secure - if paradoxical - balance between the abstract and the 

utterly literal. Ignorance and obscurity of the level to which the Indians have 

degenerated is apparently, in Lafitau' s eyes, less reprehensible than the vanity of the 

Greeks, whose degeneration is clearly a wilful, perverse and self-inflicted deprivation. 

The Greeks' fables are "absurd" to Lafitau because they are artificially allegorical, 

and perhaps also because they articulate the relationship between man and god too 

explicitly, with further evidence to suggest gods made in the image of man's 

civilization, rather than vice versa: Dionysus, the god of wine and revelry, for instance. 

"Most of what they wrote," Lafitau explains, "was based only on popular opinion, or, 

so to speak, on rumour."87 Fenton suggests thatLafitau's critical vigilance hints at a 

factor of "time and inverse reliability": Lafitau's scepticism aboµtthttreliability of the 

most ancient source_s_,~~tsjri.Ill apart from a great many of his contemporaries, Fenton 

argues, who found themselves accused of a willing credulousness when it came to 

classical antiquity. However, Lafitau 's scepticism is highly subjective. It cannot have 

protected him entirely from contemporaneous criticism of the "excessive analysis of 

documents"88 which often served as a whipping boy by which historical pyrrhonists 

could demonstrate the eminent fallibility of the written word. 

There is little evidence in Lafitau' s work of a "factor of time and inverse 

reliability."Lafitau accommodates, and sidesteps the issue of textual fallibility, by 

eliminating the text as the primary locus of human thought. Lafitau takes up the idea of 

the universal human spirit and explores the psychology behind obviously spurious 

"history". The point made by Lafitau in support of a shared, grass-roots civility is not, 

86 Ibid., p. 54 
87 Lafitau, p. 54 
88 Fenton, in Lafitau, p. lxvi. 
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therefore, "Look at what men have falsely written" but "Look at why men have 

behaved in error and put about falsehoods". True to his determination not to let his 

enquiry undermine his faith, Lafitau never presumes to 'analyse' the internal logic of 

the Bible. As a historian, Lafitau is critical of the Greeks' conservative readiness to 

leave the question of their earliest history unresolved, and begin their accounts from an 

arbitrary date which has only the virtue of historical dogmatism to commend it 

"so as not to relate fables. "89 He does not, however, cast real doubt on the veracity of 

the records that the Greeks do present. Nor does Lafitau question the chronological 

consistency of the Old Testament. 

Anthony Pagden, who maintains a stance against the 'eurocentrism' of eighteenth 

century travel writers that is worthy, if essentially anachronistic, dislikes Lafitau. "For 

Lafitau," he writes, " ... the savage has an identity only in so far as he has a determinate 

and measurable relationship to 'us' ."90 (By 'us' Pagden explains he means 'civil 

beings'.) Lafitau' s claims to judge all savage people on their own terms - the cultural 

relativism that has won him the admiration of "unhistorically-minded modem 

anthropologists" - were ill-founded, Pagden asserts. 

"his entire work, as he himself noted, had been precisely to locate the 
American Indians in relation to a specific European past. To do that, he 
not only had to disregard the savages' own past, he also had to equate the 
modem Huron with the ancient Spartan in a way which did nothing to 
sustain the autonomy of the Amerindian's culture.' Seeing them according 
to their own customs' meant, in his historical practice, only applying the 
appropriate measure selected from one of ours."91 

In doing so, Pagden concludes, Lafitau's comparative method 'subsumes two or more 

unrelated cultures beneath a single, culturally specific, gaze.'m Pagden's assessment 

of Lafitau rests on the assumption that Lafitau conceived of Sparta and Lycia as direct, 

much-revered antecedents of his own, contemporary French culture. This is 

questionable: Lafitau was writing at a time when most erudite men had decided that the 

' ancient Greeks, rather than representing the apex of civilization from which the world 

had since degenerated, were in fact primitives. They demonstrated primitive vices and 

89 Fenton, p. Ixvi 
90 Pagden, European Encounters with the New World p. 148 
91 Ibid., pp. 148-9 
92 Ibid., p. 149 
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primitive virtues. If the autonomy of the Amerindian culture is subsumed by this 

comparison, then so too - necessarily - must be the Spartan culture with which it is 

compared. 

Pagden is irritated by the lack of cultural specificity - what he conceives as cultural 

"autonomy"- in Lafitau's comparative methodology, but this is not what Lafitau is 

trying to achieve. Lafitau , despite his Catholic, monogenetic thesis, is in practice a 

social anthropologist. His focus is thus on the universal manifestations of social 

behaviour. Individuals exist only in the context of sociabilite : just as the autonomy of 

an individual is sublimated to cultural norms, so too is an individual culture sublimated 

to a broader concept of human social behaviour. Arnold Rowbotham, writing on 

Lafi.tau's links with the Jesuit Figurists in China,93 notes that Lafitau's aims were two

fold. Lafitau contributed to the literature of parallelism - the comparative method by 

which thinkers of the Enlightenment traced the mmurs and traditions of two 

civilizations and used their conclusions to support their own theory of origins (the 

preoccupation of the day). The second, and dominant purpose of Lafitau's work was to 

further the doctrine of a universal cultural unity. 94 

No such lofty aim inspires Lahontan's muvre. While Lafitau's authorial presence is 

diffident, restrained and apologetic, Lahontan's editorial presence is argumentative, 

prurient and profoundly idiosyncratic. His work is, however, internally consistent: in all 

three parts of Lahontan' s Canadian muvre - the Nouveaux voyages, the Memoires and 

the Dialogues - Lahontan's ideological framework is egalitarian and universalist.95 

Although in his introduction to the "epistolary" Memoires Lahontan claims to be 

describing the mmurs of the Hurons of New France to "an elderly relative", the 

accuracy of the information in his account frequently gives way to a symbolic inversion 

of French mmurs. Lahontan's utopian idealisation of Huroniafacilitates his trenchant 

criticism of contemporary France. ''Lahontan's exoticism," Tzetvan Todorov 

93 Lafitau's connection with the Chinese Figurists is explored in the chapter entitled "Religion". 
94 A.H. Rowbotham, "The Jesuit Figurists and Eighteenth-century Religious Thought" in Journal of the 
History of Ideas 1956 (4: viii), p. 483 
95 T. Todorov, On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and Exoticism in French Thought Cambridge, 
Mass., Harvard University Press, 1993, p. 272 
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concludes, "is only a mask for his utopianism."96 Geoffroy Atkinson, however, 

questions whether Lahontan can properly be considered universalist. In the seventeenth 

century, French writers of the Classical age consciously sought universality. Too much 

concrete detail was thought to bog a text down and diminish its universal appeal. By 

the beginning of the eighteenth century, however, mundane detail had returned: "our 

bourgeois readers," Atkinson continues, "seem to have read avidly about the 

household management, dress, and personal relationships of Indians, Orientals, and 

various island peoples. "97 He cites an ethnographically dense passage from the 

Dialogues- making no mention of the sweeping, universalist polemic that elsewhere 

dominates the text. 98 

Atkinson is more sound on the question of primitivism. Primitivism is the expression 

of a contemporary society's feeling that it is inferior to societies in the past- or other 

contemporary societies which are "backward". Montaigne's Des cannibales is the 

first French articulation of primitivist sentiment, and in the two centuries between Des 

cannibales and Rousseau's Discourse on Arts and Sciences (1749) primitivist 

literature proliferated in France. Authors searched for ways for-~ys in which 

savage/"backward" peoples might be considered superior to the civilized/"advanced" 

peoples. Sometimes this comparison was based on abstract, moral and idealistic 

grounds, and sometimes the mreurs of "backward" peoples were compared with 

European values. Given the constantly-increasing fund of information concerning, for 

example, the American Indians ( a topic particularly popular with French primitivist 

writers), Atkinson remarks that it is surprising that by the end of the seventeenth 

century "the discussion had changed so little and that the vastly increased contact and 

knowledge had exerted so little influence on the nature of the argument. ,m This, he 

suggests, reflects the burgeoning interest in 'noble savagery' - not a superior 

understanding of 'real life' primitive peoples. Indeed, it is possible that the noble 

sava~e depended upon a contingent, nebulous lack of cultural specificity that preserved 

his continued general appeal. 
96 Ibid., p. 273 
97 G. Atkinson, Prelude to the Enlightenment French Literature, 1690-1740 London, George Allen & Unwin 

Ltd., 1971 p.141 
98 Ibid., pp. 141-2 
99 Ibid., p. 99 
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Todorov considers a lack of specificity a vital factor to the success of works like 

Lahontan's Dialogues which had their basis in rhetorical primitivism - the natural 

habitat of the "noble savage". Todorov frames the Dialogues in terms of "three 

irreducible features: a minimalist principle, an egalitarian principle, and a naturalist 

principle. 11100The Hurons1 economic "minimalist principle" refers to their subsistence 

lifestyle and lack of both acquisitiveness and a sense of personal aspiration. This 

minimalism also obtains culturally and socially: they have no arts nor sciences, and 

want none. They do not become entangled in complex relationships, and while their 

bodies are active, their minds - although well-endowed with Reason - are tranquil 

and still: an intellectual minimalist principle. The simplicity of the Huron life is 

reflected in the sparse ethnographic detail Lahontan includes in his account: the 

ennervated luxury and complexity of French life, by contrast, is described 

extensively. Simplicity is not, however, only the preserve of Todorov's "minimalist 

principle", argues Henri Baudet: 

"From every conceivable individual and social point of view the virtue of simplicity was 
always the preeminent cause of the fascination and charm which the savages continued to hold 
for the Europeans ... " 101 

Lafitau's defence of the Indian is made largely on the basis of their simplicity and 

essential benevolence. They are not perfect, he concedes (with some specificity): 

' ... they are light-minded and changeable, inexpressibly lazy, excessively ungratefill, 
suspicious, treacherous, vindictive ... crnel to their enemies, brutal in their pleasures, 
vicious through ignorance and malice, but...they are ignorant of all the refinements 
of vice which luxury and abundance have introduced. 11102 

Lafitau stresses the value of a minimal, subsistence lifestyle in a passage which also 

sheds light on the perception of civilization as a cumulative process. Not yet 

expressed as 'progress', there is a strong emphasis on industry rather than 'natural' 

development: 

"It must seem strange, indeed, that, having intelligence and 
manual skill in doing so many little handicrafts that are 
peculiarly theirs, yet they have spent so many centuries without 
inventing any of those arts which other peoples have brought to 
such high perfection. But, far from making this a cause of 
reproach, perhaps we should admire in them that moderation 
which has learned how to content itself with little, making them 
laugh even today at the thought that Europeans build 

100 Todorov, p. 273 
101 H. Baudet, Paradise on Earth: Some Thoughts on European Images of Non-European Man [trans. E. 
Wentholt] New Haven, Yale University Press, 1965, pp. 35-6 
102 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 90 
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time to live that they are not assured of seeing the end of their work. "103 
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The derision expressed by Lafitau's Iroquois on the pet Enlightment theme of 

Posterity is shared by Lahontan's Hurons, who also aspire only to occupy the present 

moment. Whether or not this was the Indian position (the intensity with which they 

celebrated their ancestors and their dead would seem to suggest that they were not 

removed from spiritual ideas of temporality and eternity) it is interesting that both 

Lafitau and Lahontan link "happiness" with-a lack of interest in both property IDl:<l 

posterity. 

Todorov divides Lahontan's egalitarian principle into two further facets: economic and 

political equality. Baudet's "simplicity" obtains in both. The economic equality of 
. . 

Lahontan's Hurons amounts to the suppression of private property. They are 

"ignorant of the words Thine and Mine". This was a well-worn theme, both of 

Utopian authors and earlier accounts of New France: in his Histoire de la nouvelle 

France (1609) Marc Lescarbot had stressed that "mine and thine" were absent from 

the mamrs of the Canadian Indians, and that consequently there were no poor and no 

beggars.104 The sense of fraternity that existed within an Indian tribe was observed by 

other seventeenth century French travel writers whose _subject was New France, 

including Abbeville, Boyer and Biet (Voyage de la France Equinoxiale: 1664).105 All 

commented on the charity of the Indians106, and the absence of law-suits among them. 

The absence of lawyers was essential to most idealised depictions of New France. 

Lescarbot writes that all are rich because all work and share alike: Lahontan consigns 

this dull and ignoble labour to slaves.107 Since Columbus' observation on the absence 

of private property in America, the European image of the ideal state has devolved upon 

the perfect happiness enjoyed when "everything [is] automatically ours and when all 

our needs were filled in some magical way without our having to make the slightest 

I 3 Ibid., pp. 90-1 
1 4 Wade, p. 369 
I Ibid. 
10 Leibniz was later to use travel writing on this subject in support of his comments about philanthropy. 
10 Lahontan's position on slavery is bafflingly ambiguous and probably highly ironic. In the Dialogues Adario 
is ccompanied by a slave, yet rails against the European tyrants who haul unlucky innocents aboard their boats 
an sell them into slavery. 
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effort."108 Despite seeing it used among the French, Lahontan's Hurons disavow any 

interest in money, which they call the "Serpent of the French". This, too, was a 

classically utopian formula.109 

The link between economic equality and political equality is particularly close for 

Lahontan's Hurons. Simplicity found social expression in a community life "based on 

equality and fraternity which was thrown more sharply into relief by comparison with 

other peoples."110 Lahontan's claim of the complete absence of hierarchy or 

subordination among the Huron "allows us to measure the distance between the reality 

of these societies and the portrait Lahontan paints of them".m Adario's criticism of 

France is particularly ferocious when it comes to the tyranny of politesse and deference 

to one's superiors: the alternative he suggests is a popular uprising. 112 

Simplicity did not hold its appeal only to utopian writers. Missionaries like Lafitau -

used to the ascetic, communal life of the monastery - were drawn to simple images of 

Indian fraternity, subsistence, mental tranquility and constancy (although the apparent 

absence of hierarchy was a concern to religious men accustomed to rigorous structure 

and order). However, the final strand ofLahontan's thought was one which placed a 

considerable strain upon the beliefs of missionaries to New France. This third strand 

was the Huron conformity with nature. Lahontan' s Hurons have no written laws: 

universal reason - which is innate - leads them to a state of natural law which is just, 

and being free of any institutional character, incorruptible. Lahontan confusedly 

endows his Hurons with both the reasoning ability to discern, empirically, right from 

wrong, and an "innate" knowledge of right and wrong that would surely preclude the 

need for a reasoning internal monologue. Lafitau and Lahontan share their dislike for 

the expensively litigious, harsh and corrupt legal system of France. 

Natural law is also connected to the articulation of positive, autochthonous rights for 

108 Baudet, p. 36 
109Todorov, p. 274 
110 Baudet, p. 36 
111 Todorov, apparently forgetting that popular insurrections on a small scale long preceded 1789, observes that 
"the spirit of the Revolution .. .is curiously present in these pages." [Todorov, p. 274] 
112 Ibid. 
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indigenous people. Among the Indians of New France, natural law was thought to have 

generated a natural morality which, although rough-hewn, had the genuine, moderate 

character of sociabilite: the capacity for self-restraint. What Todorov characterises as 

the "naturalist" behaviour of Lahontan's Hurons amounted to a casting-aside of 

French notions of civilite and politesse in favour of a minimal, but cohesive sense of 

police.113 There are still some things a Huron cannot do: these are the practical, 

community-oriented constraints of police. Lahontan and Lafitau agree that the Hurons 

and the Iroquois have no written legal code, so police is a matter of unwritten censure 

and sanction sourced only from nebulous ''Tradition". Otherwise, Lahontan's Huron 

men can say whatever they like and do what they please: however, female autonomy is 

cast in terms of sexual levity and disorder.114 

Natural religion posed considerably more difficulties to orthodox Catholics like 

Lafitau. Like natural law, natural religion exists in conformity with nature. It denies 

external Christian revelation. Its basis is not in the psychology of fear: it is not 

hidebound by unreliable texts or supersition. Its cardinal sin is to abdicate one's 

natural sense of reason. Although Jesuits in the eighteenth century frequently attracted 

censure for their readiness to adopt syncretic religious hybrids of Catholicism and 

indigenous (most notably Chinese) religious practice, they could not agree that 
I 

revelation might come from within. Augustinian, Protestant theologians considered 

natural religion to be pagan, and all pagan religions to be grounded in sin. However, 

Jesuit thought was more optimistic about the state of natural man: implicit faith was 

acceptable. The theological problems encountered115 by Jesuits in the New World will 

be explored in some depth at a later point. 

These are our two main subjects, then: one a disenfranchised nobleman with a taste for 

deism, historical pyrrhonism and sexual libertinism, and the other a Jesuit valiantly 

trying to shepherd Iroquois and ancient maurs into one, transmigrationist, 

monogenetic fold. Both responded to a call of some sort when they went to New 

113 An exploration of the terms sociabilite, politesse, and civilite can be found in the chapter entitled 
"Civilization and Savagery". 
114 The role of women is addressed at some length in a chapter on the subject. 
115 The Jesuits, the Deists, and natural religion are covered in the chapter entitled "Religion and Civilization". 
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France: Lahontan to the clarion of self-interest and opportunism, and Lafitau to 

missionary work that seems in his case to have increasingly given way to purely 

scientific ethnography.116 What did they find in New France? How did their experience 

of this underpopulated, over-regulated, war-riven mercantile entrepot serve to form their 

concepts of civilization and sociabilite? Why, when France in the first half of the 

eighteenth century was like a petri dish containing several different cultures, each one 

growing, fusing, and hybridising, was New France quite such an exploding test tube? 

116 Lafitau observes at one point that it is much better to study a group of Indians who have had no contact with 
Europeans at all: not a statement which resonates missionary zeal. 
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New France 

New France was a colony founded, to a certain extent, on Utopian ideals. Central to 

this Utopian vision, Cornelius Jaenen writes, was "the hope that the colony would 

serve as a better world for the downtrodden, disadvantaged or oppressed of the Old 

World. " 117 Francis Parkman, whose bias was anti-French and anti-Catholic, argued that 

New France was a manifest contradiction of its own high-flown aims. New France, he 

argues, was doomed to fail: any modest potential its "ignorant" population might have 

had was smothered by an intrusive, heavy-handedly paternalistic government. These 

were people "trained to subjection and dependence through centuries of feudal and 

monarchical despotism"118 
• Whether in the shape of royal despotism, bureaucratic 

confusion, mercantilist restrictions or heavy-weight Catholic religious oppression119 
, 

Parkman asserts that authority loomed large in the lives of the people of New France, 

while personal autonomy was virtually non-existent: 

"Artificial stimulants were applied, but freedom was withheld. Perpetual 
intervention of government - regulations, restrictions ... a constant 
uncertainty what the authorities would do next, the fate of each man 
resting less with himself than with another, volition enfeebled, 
self-reliance paralyzed, - the condition, in short, of a child held always 
under the rule of a father ... "120 

This capricious paternalism, Parkman continues, encapsulated all that was deeply 

inadequate about the colonial efforts of France: in an interesting nineteenth-century 

extension of the idea of a national genie he concludes that the reasons for France's 

colonial ''failure" lay firmly in their not being English: 

"In the building up of colonies, England succeeded and France failed. 
The cause lies chiefly in the vast advantage drawn by England from the 
historical training of her people in habits of reflection, forecast, industry 
and self-reliance, - a training which enabled them to adopt and maintain 
an envigoraing system of self-rule, totally inapplicable to their rivals."121 

According to Parkman, the French citizens of New France were non-historical, 

unreflective, lacking foresight, idle and dependent upon external sources of discipline 

117 C.J. Jaenen, Emerging Identities Scarborough Ont., Prentice-Hall, 1986, p. 44 
118 F. Parkman, The Old Regjmein Canada Toronto, George N. Morang, 1899, vol. ii., p. 197 
119 Jaenen, p. 44 
120 Parkman, pp. 197-198 
121 Ibid., p. 199 
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and authority - qualities often ascribed to the Indians of New France by the French 

themselves. Parkman's only concession to New France is to compliment the 

"efficient" militaristic structure that permeated all levels of its society. Chapters on the 

subject of the Indian zeal in warfare are a conspicuous feature of the work of both 

Lahontan and Lafitau122 .While Parkman's account of New France is extreme in its 

bias, there is little doubt that New France was a troubled society that strained at the 

seams of 'civilized' life. 

Parkman's thesis that New France was doomed to fail has drawn much opposition 

from historians less inclined to fatalism. However, one fact is held in near-general 

agreement: New France suffered for the over-involvement of France in its day-to-day 

government. The Utopian vision of a colony oriented towards improving the lot of 

poor, disadvantaged French men and women was in many ways an afterthought. The 

primary focus of New France - a focus that stands out even from the e'111gelical head 

count that dominates the Jesuit Relations - was the fur trade. French colonisation in 

America at the beginning of the seventeenth century was strongly influenced by the fad 

in Europe for big fur hats: attracted by the prospect of making a quick profit, traders 

erected commercial depots in Acadia and in the St. Lawrence valley, beginning "very 

timidly" the French colonisation of North America.123 

Although New France comprised three distinct regions - Terre-Neuve 

(Newfoundland), l'Acadie (Acadia) and Canada - it was Canada that became the centre 

of French activity in New France, because the Great Lakes/ Laurentian valley area was 

rich in animals to be hunted for their pelts.124 The fur trade remained a focal point (and 

frequently a flashpoint) of the relationship between the French and the Laurentian 

valley Algonquian people125 and the conflicting concepts of 'civilization' and 

'savagery' that met in what Richard White has called the "Middle Ground" of New 

122 Lahontan's Hurons are opposed to war in principle, but tenacious and bloody in practice: Lafitau is opposed 
to war but swayed by the glamour of heroic classical mcxlels of military ferocity and passion. 
123 R. Ouellet, [ed.] Lahongm: CEuyres completes [vol. i] Montreal, Les Presses de l'Universite de Montreal, 
1990,p. 16 
124 Ibid. 
125 The Iroquois, Lafitau's primary subject, and the Hurons, Lahontan's subjects, will provide the main focus for 
my discussion of contested theories of civilization. 
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France.126 The long-term effect of the mobile, individualistic capitalism that 

characterised the Laurentian fur trade upon the ethos of New France will be addressed 

later in this chapter. 

A perpetual tension existed between the enormous physical scale of New France -

which, in Lahontan's words, was "bigger than half of Europe" - and the diminutive· 

size of its French population. The expansive territorial claims made by the French 

stood up by European juridicial and diplomatic standards, but in real terms French 

authority was a paper tiger. No matter how grandiose the French colonial aspirations 

were, Ouellet writes, 

"they could not conceal two fundamental realities: for one, the American Indians 
still remained the incontestable masters of the greater part of the territory 'under 
French jurisdiction'; and that the same expansive extent of the claims made by 
France rendered the frontiers of her colony practically indefensible."127 

Until the beginning of the 1660s, responsibility for populating New France was placed 

in the hands of big trading companies. These firms undertook to import sufficient 

habitants to ensure the growth of the colony's population, in exchange for a monopoly 

on the commerce of furs and a degree of seigneurial autonomy in a particular area. 

Their efforts to bring new immigrants to New France were negligible. Population 

growth atrophied. When, in 1663, Louis XIV abolished the mandate of the trading 

companies and "took New France directly in hand", the French population of Canada 

was languishing at around 3000 habitants. A period of remarkable demographic 

growth from 1670 saw the population increase to 10 000 by the 1690s: by the start of 

the eighteenth century the French population of New France numbered around 18 000. 

Despite this remarkable increase - the result of a concerted, systematic emigration 

campaign initiated by Colbert- the French were still numerically dwarfed by England's 

American population, which stood at around 150 000 in 1700.128 

The series of edicts concerning the government of New France that issued from 

Versailles in the late seventeenth century reveal a monarchy clawing back any nascent 

suggestion of colonial autonomy. In 1669 the Ministry of the Marine was set up to 
126 R. White, The Middle Ground Cambridge University Press, 1991. 
127 Ouellet, p. 17 
128 Ibid. 
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maintain close ties between Versailles and Quebec: this was the true locus of decision

making about New France. In the colony itself the structure of authority echoed French 

society in France: at the top was the Governor-General, a man of noble extraction who 

represented the king: his primary obligation was to oversee all military activity and to 

keep at bay the colony's voracious and adept Iroquois and English enemies. Second in 

command was the Intendant, "a dominant figure in French administrative reform in the 

seventeenth century" whose diverse responsibilities included finance,justice and the 

elusive police. Below the Intendant was ranked the sovereign Council, which 

promulgated royal ordonnances and passed legislation according to the needs of the 

colony. 

The period when Lahontan and Lafitau lived in New France - from 1683 until 1717 -

was one of extreme turmoil in the colony's always turbulent history. Increasingly 

fierce inter-colonial competition for domination of the fur trade was combined with the 

noxious colonial bloom of intra-European antipathies. War with the Iroquois re-ignited 

and continued until the beginning of the eighteenth century. At the same time, the 

Iroquois' English allies drew upon their infinitely larger population base to launch 

military expeditions that exceeded their previous incursions on the borders of Acadia 

and Newfoundland, seeking instead to penetrate the colonial heartland of the 

Laurentian valley. The stealth and military expertise of the Iroquois time and time again 

proved them invaluable to the English cause. 

Faced with such militarily formidable and politically canny Indian opponents, the aims 

held by the French for their new "subjects" altered significantly in the course of the 

lifespan of New France. By 1640, the Iroquois had decimated the tractable, cooperative 

Hurons as an independent tribe. What Samuel de Champlain, the founder of Quebec, 

had aspired to in 1608- the "civilising" of the Indians by means of evangelisation and 

assimilation or "francisation" - was intended to create a kingdom of one people. In 

theory, there would soon emerge a French-Indian-Catholic empire. Indian resistance to 

this bold enterprise saw Champlain's vision eventually give way to ideas of a biracial 

colony of "civilized" Indians and Europeans. Further diminutive success led to the 

third, and most modest phase of French aspirations in New France: the unambitious 
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concept of a Royal province comprising French subjects and a number of segregated 

communities of successfully converted lndians.129 Cornelius J. Jaenen notes that 

throughout this gradual scaling-down of French imperial ambition, the conversion of 

the Indians remained inextricably linked to the enduring French imperative to 

"civilize" New France: 

" ... the fundamental challenge was to tum the Indians into 
'civilized' people - people refined in manners, improved in 
arts and learning, and worshipful of Goel Evangelization or 
conversion to Christianity was thought to be essential to 

the accomplishment of this task."130 

Why was conversion to Christianity thought to be "essential" to the process of 

"civilizing" Indians? The verb "to civilize" only came into common currency in the 

second half of the eighteenth century. Ownership of the idea of "civilization" was then 

fiercely contested: the first dictionary to use the word in the "modern" sense (that is to 

say, not as a legal term indicating a criminal trial becoming a civil one) was the 

Dictionnaire universe/ published in Trevoux - by Catholics - in 1771. The entry for 

"civilization" notes the connection sometimes made between sociability and 

civilization, but goes on to stake a claim for orthodox religion: 

"Religion is the undeniably the first and most useful 
brake on humanity; it is the first source of civilization. 
It preaches to us and continually recalls us to confraternity, 
to soften our hearts."131 

This entry struck a blow against the philosophes' suggestion that religion had been 

supplanted by "social virtues" and "natural morality'' as the key determinant of 

civilization. Without religion, its authors inferred, man could not be civilized (a term 

which already existed): religion was praised as a means of constraint ("brake on 

humanity'') and as a unifying means to solidarity ([Religion] ... continually recalls us to 

confraternity ... ")132 Mirabeau thought 'civilization' to be synonymous with 

sociabilite: by the middle of the eighteenth century, Starobinski suggests, there were 

already "abundant signs that civilization might well become a secularized substitute for 

129 C.J.Jaenen, Emerging Identities Scarborough, Ont., Prentice-Hall , 1986, pp. 2-3 

130 Ibid., pp. 2-3 
131 Dictionnaire universe[, Trevoux, 1771, cited in J. Starobinski, Blessings in Disguise Cambridge, Polity 
Press, 1993, pp. 2-3 
132 Starobinski, Ibid p.3 
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religion, an apotheosis of reason.m33 

It had not been a battle easily ceded by the church. The relationship between reason 

and authority, between constraint and sociabilite, was fraught with tension from the 

beginning of the eighteenth century in France. These tensions were more starkly 

perceptible in New France. The colony was already a seething microcosm. of the 

theoretical problems that preoccupied thinkers in France: the nature of the Noble 

Savage, the idea of an anti-institutional folk religion, the virtue of commerce upon man 

in society, the importance of police and politesse, and the cession of authority to 

sociabilite. The abundant evidence of the Indians' liberty and equality made a deep 

impact upon the French habitants of New France. The colony's semi-feudal 

institutions faced an insidious challenge from the strongly individuated Indian sense of 

self. 

The Canadian Indians placed a very high value on individualism, self-reliance, personal 

identity and independence134 
: this was true Indian identity, without the intellectual filter 

of either the Jesuit or the esprit fort, and it seeped irreversibly into the self-perception 

of Laurentian French people of all ranks. Long before any suggestion of revolutionary 

sentiment in France, New France was notorious for its simmering climate of anti

authoritarian insurrection and the hedonistic, individualistic bent of many of its 

citizenry. A further tension emanated from the relationship between commerce and 

Catholicism: New France was what Darcy Ribeiro calls a "trader-crusader" society135 
, 

and the dialogue between capitalism and old regime linkages added an uneasy 

dimension. 

Nowhere was this tension between institution and innovation, comm.unity and 

individual, more clearly played out in New France than in the fur trade. Despite the 

efforts made to diversify the economic base of New France between 1665 and 1672, 

under Talon (some progress had been made in agriculture, for example) the fur trade 

134 C. Jaenen, Friend and Foe: Aspects of French-American Cultural Contact in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries Ontario, 1976, p.89 
135 D.Ribeiro, Americas and Civilization New York, Allen & Unwin, 1972, p.43 
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remained the economic lifeline of the colony .136 Originally, most of the pelts came from 

the west, brought by Indians to the annual "fair" in Montreal. During the 1650s and 

1660s, with the Iroquois attacks a constant threat, the journey to trade at Montreal was 

fraught with danger for the Ottawas, Huron-Petuns, Saulteurs and Nippising Indians 

who attended the annual fairs. The trade fairs were, White asserts, "an openly political 

forum" .137 To the French the trade fair was an ordered, institutional exchange entrepot. 

Its organisation mimicked the trade exchanges of major European cities at the time. To 

the Indian tribes who attended, the fairs were an annual affirmation of alliance as well 

as a trade relationship. Yet by the beginning of the eighteenth century this once

thriving trade fair was defunct. 

The reasons for its demise were twofold, Ouellet suggests: first, as the French 

penetrated the interior of the continent, they set up smaller, decentralised trading 

entrepots - at Fort Frontenac, Fort Saint-Louis, and Sault-Sainte-Marie among others. 

The second reason, which was accompanied by a degree of alarmism at the time, was 

the increasing predominance of the coureurs de bois - the entrepreneurial French 

individuals who shuttled back and forth - illegally - between Indian furriers and French 

traders, disappearing for months at a time into the disreputable forest. It was the 

coureurs de bois who conveyed goods from the smaller trading posts in the interior, 

back to Quebec and Montreal.138 They resisted the constraints of town life and were 

thought to be the antithesis of "civil", sedentary life. The capitalism of the coureurs de 

bois was a hybrid of the European profit motive and the Indian mode of exchange, 

which was mobile, highly differentiated and idiosyncratic. 

White's explanation of the collapse of the trade fair apportions blame rather 

differently. He concedes that the increased role of the coureurs de bois was a 

. contributing factor, but more significant was what White describes as "a classic gambit 

of the middle ground": the Frenchmen attending the fair engaged themselves cynically 

in the Algonquian tradition of gift exchange. They demanded large 'presents' in 

exchange for their services and handed over small, worthless. items in return: insulted 

136 Ouellet, p. 19 
137 White., p. 109 
138 lbid 
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and embittered, the Indians stopped going to trade fairs at Montreal. Acquisitive 

Frenchmen bent on 'getting rich quick' were visibly delighted by the low value placed 

on skins, thinking that they had come upon a "bargain" - an idea alien to Indian 

people whose trade was not regulated by supply and demand. When the French 

snatched up what they could for as little as they felt inclined to give, Indian 

expectations of mutual generosity were shattered, and so, according to Pere Allouez, 

were their initially favourable impressions of the French. By 1679, the Intendant 

Duchesneau felt that Indian perceptions of the French had slumped to the extent that 

they "despised us on account of the great cupidity we manifested."139 

Lahontan's Memoires de l'Amerique addresses the reported problems of Hurons 

being sold faulty goods by the French. First, however, he (ironically, it seems) lists the 

virtues of a society without private property or money. 

"They pretend that their spiritual contentment easily surpasses our riches ... 
that a man is not a man among us unless he is rich. But that among them 
to be a man one must be able to run well. hunt, fish, fire a bow and arrow, 
steer a Canoe, mlllce war ... they say also that we are thieves who sell them 
very bad Merchandise for four times what they are worth, in exchange for 
theirBeavers; That our guns explode at any moment & cripple them, when 
they have cost good money ... m 40 

Lahontan presents a simple opposition between "spiritual contentment" and "riches": 

spiritual contentment is a static, existential quality, while money is restless and 

temporal. The simple virtues of subsistence minimalism - the running, the fishing, the 

war-making - are confounded by the crippling explosion of the one product of techne 

the Indians have acquired: the faulty French gun. Lahontan's egalitarianism has an 

economic facet. In accordance with utopian tradition, he condemns private property: his 

Hurons are "strangers to the measures of Meum and Tuum" 141 In the Dialogues 

'Adario' lists the vices caused by money: italicised are the deficiencies that are also 

recognisable as the manifestations of complex, civilised life: 

139 White., p. 109 

"I tell you therefore that what you call money, is the demon of demons, the 
Tyrant of the French ... to want to live in a Country with money & preserve 
one's soul, is to want to hurl oneself to the bottom of a Lake to preserve one's 
life ... This money is the father of luxury, shamelessness, artifice, intrigue, 

140 Lahontan. Memoires de 1 'Amerigue p. 96 
141 T. Todorov, On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism and Exoticism in French Thought Cambridge 
Mass., Harvard University Press, 1993, p. 273 
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falsehood, bad faith ... "142 

Lafitau's chapter on ''Trade" comprises a succinct three pages. He begins by his 

usual method of discussing a classical exemplar for current Iroquois practice: in this 

case, an odd juxtaposition of ideas about the corruptibility of travelling merchants, 

deduced from their patron god, Mercury: 

"People have slandered Mercury by calling him the god of thieves ... the ancients 
seem to have attriguted this to him maliciously to tax the good faith of travelling 
merchants by making their god a god of thieves."143 

Although Lafitau comments on the unfairness of this slur against merchants, a certain 

ambivalence towards trade 'proper' was characteristic of Jesuits in early eighteenth 

century New France: White cites the Jesuit opposition to the brandy trade as proof that 

"not all Frenchmen were willing to see exchange as something regulated by supply 

and demand. "144 Indeed, a more commutarian - or at least considerably less ruthless -

trading rationale was articulated by Frenchmen who were attracted to the sociabilite that 

governed Indian trade and exchange. 

Lafitau notices the two defining characteristics of Algonquian trade relationships. The 

first is the combined function of trade and the affirmation of inter-tribal alliances: 

Lafitau observes the social function of trading trips, writing that "they pass from one 

to the other as they do when they go on an embassy.m4s Astutely, Lafitau also realises 

that supply and demand is not a relevant factor in Indian exchange: "Prices," he 

writes, "are regulated only by the buyer's evaluation and wants."146 All is not 

benevolence and mutuality, however: "One must keep one's eyes open in trading with 

the Indians. They are skilful in playing this game as they are in all others and they are a 

little inclined to cheat foreigners. "147 Indians found the idea of trade with enemies 

illogical: the only mode of exchange one might have with one's enemies was theft. It is 

difficult to ascertain whether Lafitau's Iroquois subjects saw him in this unfriendly 

light, or were, indeed, merely light-fmgered opportunists. The Jesuit attests to the lip-

142 Lahontan, Dialogues o. 199 
143 Lafitau, vol. ii., p. 183 
144 White., p. 115 
145 Lafitau, vol. ii., p. 184 
t46 Ibid 
147 Ibid 
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service paid by French traders to the ubiquity of the calumnet of peace in trade 

negotiations. He strongly disapproves of this fawning indulgence of idolatry: it ought 

to be forbidden entirely to Europeans and finnly discouraged among the Indians.148 

Richard White has examined the fur trade by means of a comparison between 

substantivist and formalist economic models. White quotes the economist Stephen 

Gudeman in support of his argument against a formalist, universalist explanation of 

Algonquian trade practices. Gudeman observes that 

"The universal modeler attributes to exotic economic practices a motivation 
and intentionality which is our own."149 

Substantivist economics resists the idea that complicated human activities can be 

reduced to "mere business transactions". ''If everyone and everything is for sale, and 

buying and selling at once encqmpasses and explains all, then the world is a relatively 

simple and coherent place" White continues. This was not the case in the "middle 

ground", where values were transfonnative and shifted from Indian to Frenchman, 

Frenchman to Indian. Given this equitable relationship, White cautions against the 

depiction of the Indian as an unacquisitive, subsistence minimalist (Lahontan'sAdario 

is one such caricature ) noting that despite the relatively slow accumulation of 

European goods into Indian life, there was an enormous increase in the number of 

European items being used as grave goods by Indian people after the opening of the 

fur trade150 • Lafitau observes that "it is really honour which forms the mainspring of 

their actions"151 : funeral goods - the apotheosis of amour propre - can be an 

enhancement of posthumous honour. 

The inclusion of French goods in traditional burial rituals exemplifies the religious 

syncretism that characterised the Jesuit mission in New France. However, the balance 

of power remained skewed towards Indian tradition, and the actual influence of the 

Catholic church in New France is a matter of some debate. Jaenen suggests that its 

strength has been overstated by earlier historians. Some were hostile to the Catholic 

church and keen to demonstrate its intransigence and unprepossing combination of 

148 Lafitau., vol. ii., pp. 185-6 
149 White, p. 94 
ISO Ibid., p. 102 
151 Lafitau, vol ii., p. 61 
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iron- and hamfistedness (this was Francis Parkman's bias). Others, keen to uphold the 

utopian premise of New France as a New Jerusalem for the downtrodden chose instead 

to complement their optimism with hagiography.152 The reality was less imposing in 

either way. The Roman Catholic church was the national church of France and her 

colonies throughout the lifespan of New France, but it was guided by the concept of 

Gallicanism, which placed the king of France at the head of the Church, its government 

endowed to him by Divine Right This was to counter the perceived sprawl of Roman 

papal authority, but ultramontane opponents of the Gallican Church questioned the 

consequent privileging of the state over the church. Worse still was the threat posed by 

the mercantile ethos of the Protestant Huguenot minority in New France. Secular 

authority and capitalism consistently outweighed the efforts made by some religious 

towards establishing New France as a theocracy. There is considerable evidence to 

suggest that the Church in New France "lost" to mercantilism and a defiantly anti

hierarchical sense of sociahilite. The reasons for this defeat were manifold, but a 

significant role in this "regrouping" was played by the Indian peoples of New France. 

The possibility that Indian mreurs might influence French habitants in any way apart 

from inducing ribald chaos seems not to have occurred to any of the missionary orders 

in New France until the process of mutual assimilation was well underway. The three 

main missionary societies in New France were the Recollects, the Jesuits and the 

Ursulines. All three were "regular" orders, bound by a strict internal hierarchy that 

admitted no insubordination and required the complete sublimation of the self. 153 New 

France was conceived as a New Jerusalem: the Indians found there were originally 

intended to be ''FrenchifiedH and reduced to civility, which - ideally - would render 

them docile, tractable and receptive to Catholicism. The Recollects who had first 

attempted the conversion of the Indians of New France took a pessimistic view of 

Indian proclivities and capacities. In his Voya2es Lahontan writes that 

"I've read several accounts of Canada written by religious men at various 
times. They made several quite simple and exact descriptions of the Countries 
known to them. But they were grossly in error in the account that they make 
of savage mreurs. The Recollects refer to them as stupid and crude people, 
rustics incapable of thought or reflection ... [they] say that it is useless spending 

152 C.Jaenen, Emerging Identities Scarborough Ont, Prentice-Hall, 1986, pp. 51-2 
153 J.Axtell, The Invasion Within: The Contest of Cultures in Colonial North America Oxford University Press, 
1985, p.54 
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one's time preaching the Gospel to people less enlightened than animals."154 

There was no doubt in the Recollects' minds that it was impossible to consign the holy 

sacraments to a people so Jowly and corrupt: a complete reprogramming would first be 

necessary. The Recollect estimation of the Indians as brutish and simple creatures gave 

rise to early "civilizing" activity that placed a strong emphasis on demonstrating 

French authority and power. 'vr'he more imposing the power of our French 

people ... the more easily they can make their belief received" wrote one member of the 

order.155 

The Jesuits espoused a less robust model of evangelization, one which depended on 

engendering a sense of gratitude among their would-be converts. This theory rested on 
~ 

the assumption that the Indians were immeasurably better off for having encountered 

European mamrs and the techne that accompanied them. The Jesuit Nicolas Perrot 

once told a group of Ottawas: "You have forgotten that your ancestors in former days 

used earthen pots, stone hatchets, and knives, and bows; and you will be obliged to use 

them again, if Onontid56 abandons you. What will become of you, if he becomes 

angry?"157 • The Algonquian Indians were not unduly alarmed by this threat, White 

notes: indignant debate about who most depended upon whom was a perennial feature 

of Indian-French relations in New France.158 However, if the Jesuits were occasionally 

guilty of over-estimating their importance to the Indian tribes they were involved with, 

they were also considerably more optimistic than the Recollects about the capacity of 

the Indians for education and "civilizing',_ Lahontan seizes upon the contrast between 

Recollect scepticism and Jesuit optimism, writing that the Jesuits "speak an entirely 

different language," 

"for they maintain that [the Indians] are of good sense, memory, and vivacious 
spirit, combined with goodjudgment...they claim .... that the Savages take 
great pleasure in listening to the word of God, and that they understand 
Scripture with great facility. "159 

154 Lahontan, Voyages pp. 93-94. Lahontan here uses the term nueurs to express the essence of the Indians' 
being - there is no distinction made between cultural behaviour and essentially intellectual characteristics. 
155 Axteil, p. 53 
156 "Onontio" was the closest approximation for "God" at Perrot' s disposal. His use of the Indian word is in 
itself indicative of the Jesuit tendency towards syncretism. 
157 White, p. 96 
158 Ibid. 
159 Lahontan, Ibid p. 176 
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The Jesuits' sense of optimism concerning the potential of the Indians was matched 

by their growing sense of gloom about the weak character of many French migrants to 

a 'new Jerusalem' increasingly dominated by brandy sellers and opportunistic fur 

traders. 

Their unease was not misplaced, but the concern expressed by missionaries that the 

brisk French trade in alcohol was proving "the general perdition of the Indian 

missions" was ignored amid the mercantilist ethos of Versailles under a young Louis 

XIV and Colbert, bis minister of finance. Versailles continued to advocate a policy of 

the sedentarization and "Frenchification" of Canada's indigenous peoples, despite 

abundant evidence of the continued failure of this approach. The Jesuits, whose 

animosity towards the brandy trade was well known, and whose "flying missions" 

reduced the necessity for Indians to assume a sedentary lifestyle, came to be regarded 

by Versailles as a malign and overbearing influence on the commercial and colonial 

development of New France: despite the sound pragmatic basis for their opposition to 

the "Frencbification,t of the Indians, the Jesuits still met with French resistance to 

their methods of conversion. 

Frontenac, the governor of New France from 1672, and a good friend of Lahontan, 

was a particularly dogged advocate of "Frenchification" and a determined opponent of 

Jesuit influence. However, Frontenac epitomised the conflict between state and church 

in early eighteenth century New France: he was bound by royal orders not to interfere 

with the work of ecclesiastics in any manner, despite bis own conviction that the Jesuits 

were wrong. The Jesuits were pessimistic - although not unfair - in their reasoning for 

the segregation of the Indians and the French: it was expedient to protect the Indians 

from contact with the French whom, according to the Jesuit Pere Charlevoix, "they 

would have esteemed more, had they seen them less closely ... there was no longer any 

doubt that the best mode of Christianizing them was to avoid Frencbifying them." 

French conceptions of Christianity and civilization were closely related, and the fluid 

exchange of Indian and French notions of hierarchy, sociability and societal sanction 

provides an insight into the unique culture of New France. Richard White is prominent 



57 

among historians of New France in emphasising the two-way nature of the 

French/Indian relationship in early New France. The French did not find in the 

Algonquian Indians 160 a group of people cowering in the face of French superiority. 

Nor were the Algonquians agressively convinced of their own superiority. Rather, 

the first stage of French/Indian contact - 11 one of the most noticed and least 

interesting" in White's opinion 161 - was simply mutual 11 conceptual assimilation11 . 

"Indians, 11 White asserts, 

"became sauvages, and the French reduced Indian religion to devil worship 
and witchcraft. Algonquians, for their part, thought of the first Europeans 
as manitous. On both sides, new people were crammed into existing 

' . 1 . I II 162 categones 111 a mec iamca way. 

It was the 11 sauvage11 of this earliest period - the reflexive, uncritical accommodation 

of the Other into what was already known - that took hold among European 

intellectuals at home. Many thinkers endowed this sauvage with either absolute 

virtue or abject depravity. The only characteristic shared by these rhetorical 

stereotypes was their resistance to any change. These ciphers for criticism of the 

status quo in France were static images, set-pieces which owed little to reality. 

Literacy and the printed word lent a "potency and durability11163 to these first, 

introspective French conceptions of the nature of the Indians they encountered. The 

printed word was a paradox of mobility (the possibility of wide diffusion of 

information) and stasis: text is immobile and combines authority with intransigence. 

The reality in New France was very different. For a variety of reasons quite apart from 

trade - not least the fact that neither side was militarily equipped to eliminate the other 

satisfactorily even had they wanted to - the French and the Indians found themselves 

increasingly reliant upon each other. White contends that it was this situation of mutual 

dependence that caused the 11 creation11 of the 11 middle ground". He emphasises the 

11 creative11 rather than simply concessionary character of this process, and depicts an 

160 The collective noun denoting several North American tribes belonging to a related group of languages: 
included among these were the Huron and the Iroquois. 
161 R.White, The Middle Ground: Indians, empires and republics in the Great Lakes region. 1650 - 1815 
Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1991, p. 50 
162 Ibid., p. 51 
163 Ibid. 
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interesting dichotomy between the Algonquians and the French. The French in New 

France sought to impose order and rationality on what they considered the 

unpredictable and haphazard sauvage world. Their Algonquian contemporaries 

sought almost the opposite. They preferred not to regard social order as rigid and 

universal. Just as their appeals to particular 'manitous' were based on the idea that 

specific exceptions, exemptions and favours could be called in and granted in the 

world of plants, animals and spirits, so too did the Algonquians seek exemptions 

and alterations in the social world they shared with the French.164 The suspicion that 

this behaviour was calculatedly subversive does not merit any mention by White. 

Instead, he writes, 

" ... when the French sought the imposition of hard-and-fast rules, the 
Algonquians sought the 'power' that comes from knocking the order 
off balance, from asserting the personal, the human exception."165 

Despite White's conscientious avoidance of eurocentrism (his case, after all, is based 

on notions of equity and congruence between Indian and Frenchman) the passage 

quoted above seems rather anxious to impose systemic consistency upon the highly 

particular. It is also an argument which implicitly accepts that the Algonquians were 

lower in the pecking order than the French: 'power' is only consciously sought by 

the 'disempowered', and "knocking the order off balance" seems tacitly to 

acknowledge a normative social condition that is, above all, European. 

Harry Liebersohn has interpreted the same Indian tendency to emphasise the 

personal and the exceptional over the rule of law in a different way. Liebersohn 

observes that there were considerable similarities between the aversion to 

unwavering juridical authority expressed by Indians in New France, and the equally 

idiosyncratic hauteur of the French ancien regime aristocracy, which disdained the 

tedious industry and litigiousness of priests and the figures of civil authority. This, 

he writes, was a connection that did not go unnoticed by aristocratic travellers like 

Lahontan: 

"Cooped up in town [Montreal], Lahontan suffered the tyranny of priests 
... Out hunting with his Indian friends, Lahontan savoured a nobleman's 
paradise, filled with game and enlivened by male camaraderie. When he 
finally sat down to write, he wanted his audience to know that there was 

164 Ibid., pp. 51 - 52 
165 White, p. 52 
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a world not yet monitored." 166 

Liebersohn's contention remains an intriguing one, which will be addressed further 

on in some detail. Particularly interesting is the concept of religion and the state as 

"monitors" on man's natural inclination. The definition of "civilization as restraint"

autonomous, individual, self-regulating - gives way to "civilization as compulsion", 

a shift with dire implications for ideas ofindividual autonomy and the existing 

Indian social order. It is clear that religion played an important part in maintaining 

the often threadbare fabric of France's North American periphery. The Church in 

New France faced manifold challenges from both within and without the fold. What 

links Liebersohn's analysis of the Indian/French relationship in to White's "middle 

ground" is their shared emphasis on the nature of authority in New France. 

Lahontan, for instance, used his semi-fictitious Indians to shame his European 

contemporaries, by demonstrating how a free man behaves in the face of 

authority. 167 Lahontan's tendentious claims for Indian lese-majeste can neither be 

taken at face value nor examined independently ofLahontan's loathing for authority 

of any stripe, but he was not alone in assuming that Algonquian society was a 

lawless place without formal legal or moral censure: in effect, a non-system, albeit a 

functioning one. This misconception proved to be a tinder box for French 

insubordination, best known in the shape of the coureurs de bois whose peripatetic 

existence in the woods was a conscious gesture of defiance. How comprehensive 

was the coureurs de bois1 self-imposed alienation from French society? Probably not 

as absolute as either they or subsequent commentators on them have thought, White 

suggests, but although they were not completely emancipated from church and state, 

a greater problem than their alienation from French society was the extent to which 

they integrated themselves into that of the Indians. In Lahontan's Dialogues the 

Huron Adario, talking about the inequity of the French legal system, cites "!es 

Coureurs de bois" who have given him twenty examples of "innocent people that 

166 H.Liebersohn, Aristocratic Encounters: European Travelers and North American Indians Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 23 
167 Ibid. 
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your Laws have killed cruelly, & whose innocence no one recognised until after 

their death."168 

To the French elite, the characteristics of the sauvage stood for all that was the 

antithesis of civillization, and consequently represented a direct challenge to their 

authority. While Axtell, among others, has made a strong case for the neutrality of 

the noun "sauvage II in New France and translates the word as "Indian" rather than 

"savage" in his own work169 there is no doubt that sauvage and "civilized" man 

occupied opposing ends of the conceptual continuum of eighteenth century North 

America. According to French officials, the loathed coureurs de bois were 

metamorphosing into sauvages, and, moreover, revelling in their transformation 

rather than skulking oafishly into obscurity. The social threat was palpable. Why 

was it that a disaffected, quarrelsome group of men., who but rarely held a cohesive 

group opinion on anything, caused so much concern among the officials who 

ostensibly governed New France? The answer was that Indians in New France found 

their own specific, "unpredictable" moeurs were better suited to commerce -

economic and social - with the equally idiosyncratic and anti-institutional coureurs 

de bois170 . As a result, Frenchmen of official standing often found themselves being 

systematically - if spontaneously and idiosyncratically - undermined by "men 

beyond the control of legitimate authority11171 . 

The most problematic aspect of the behaviour adopted by the coureurs de bois in 

imitation of the Indians was their rejection of sedentary life. Sedentary life was a 

foundation stone of French civilization and Indian nomadism was considered by 

Jesuit missionaries to be a fundamental impediment to the success of their mission. 

The conceptual link between sedentary life and the successful exercise of authority 

is evident in passages of the Jesuit Relations discussing the problem oflndian 

mobility: 

"If some one could stop the wanderings of the Indians, and give authority 

to one of them to rule the others, we would see them converted and 

168 Lahontan, Dialogues pp. 185-6 
169 J. Axtell, The European and the Indian: essays in the Ethnohistory of Colonial North America Oxford, 
Oxford University Press, 1981, p.334: 'I have translated sauvage not as "savage", which has a pejorative ring to 
modern ears, but as 'Indian' which more nearly approximates the neutral descriptive quality of the original." 
170 White, p. 58 



111 Ibid. 

61 

civilized in a short time. 11172 

There are two interesting things about this statement. First is the concept of giving 

"authority" over other Indians to someone who is himself an Indian. Indian 

resistance to French claims to outright authority was not simply an act of defiance. 

Indian political theory predictably varied from one tribe to another, but all were 

based on the understanding that identity was innate. The European position is 

implicitly acknowledged, but the apparent commitment to Indian self-government is 

illusory. All that is really at play is a pyramid-like concept of European hierarchy. 

The second point of interest is the distinction made between conversion and 

civilizing. It is tempting to assume that the two terms would very often have been 

conflated, but this was only rarely the case. While it is true that one commonly 

implied the other, there remained a clear distinction between the two. Of further 

interest is the unusual order of the terms: generally, the process of becoming 

"civilized" was understood to precede conversion, and indeed to be a necessary 

precondition for any meaningful evangelical overtures. However, no aspect of either 

process was irreversible, and a delicate balance had to obtain for the missionaries' 

work to have any lasting effect. Elsewhere in the Jesuit Relations Pere Le Jeune 

observed that "it is the same thing in an Indian to wish to become sedentary, and to 

wish to believe in God. 11173 

As a precursor to conversion, then, it became important to convince the nomadic 

Indians of North America of the greater merits of a sedentary existence. Axtell 

writes 

"The institution that promised to work the greatest number of changes 
in native culture was the town, the European symbol of 11 civility 11 

(from the Latin civis, citizen) and locus of law and order. The town 
was expected to fix, restrain and order Indian life, .to direct its 
licentious energies into productive and predictable channels11174 

172 Jesuit Relations 12: 169 [quoted in Axtell, Ibid] p. 63 
173 Ibid., JR 14:215 
174 Axtell, p. 62 
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This, however, was more easily said than done. Neither the town nor the ubiquitous 

structure ofreligious authority that accompanied the town took hold in New France 

with any ease. The role of the Church in New France has generated much historical 

debate. Until recently, the influence - whether benign or intolerant and oppressive - of 

the Catholic church upon the society of New France was understood to have been 

formative and of extensive breadth and depth. 175 It is very possible to infer· from 

Lahontan's anticlerical diatribes that, indeed, the Church was an interfering and highly 

active regulatory presence in the New France.176 For entirely opposite reasons, the 

accounts written by missionaries, nuns and priests give the same impression of an 

involved, dynamic Church seeking to build a New Jerusalem in the wilderness. 

Recently this view has been subject to reassessment by historians ofNew France. 

Dale Miquelon depicts a pattern of uneven and faltering progress both in the mission to 

convert Indians_, and in efforts to maintain religious order among French subjects. The church 

attempted to maintain ideas of hierarchy and status that were transported from ancien regime 

France, but, Miquelon contends, with very little success. The celebration of Mass represented 

one of the few occasions when the social order of Europe was formally re-affirmed in New 

France: processions precisely articulated rank and precedence, while communion had a 

secular significance as affirmation of a community greater than the individual in his nuclear 

family. 177 However, this reassuring picture of hierarchical continuity was badly flawed. In 

1707, Intendant Jacques Raudot noted that the people ofNew France lacked respect for their 

curates (and, for that matter, their parents and social superiors). 

How did this anti-hierarchical sentiment take root in New France while the Church 

strenuously reiterated European social norms week after week? Miquelon cites the 

patchy saturation of the Church outside urban centres as explanation for this 

weakening of ecclesiastical influence upon everyday life. In the earlier eighteenth 

century, 80 per cent of the clergy lived in the towns, serving the 25 per cent of the 

population which lived in urban areas. The remaining three quarters of the population 

were served by twenty per cent of the clergy: the twenty per cent who tolerated 
, 

inadequate housing, nugatory tithe income, and churches that were desperately run 

175 C. Jaenen et al Emerging Identites Scarborough Ont., Prentice-Hall, 1986, p. 51 
176 Lahontan, ??? ** 
177 D. Miquelon, New France 1701 - 1744: A Supplement to Europe Toronto, McClelland and Stewart, 1987, 
pp. 232-3 
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down.178 Rural parishes became increasingly self-reliant, slow to register births with 

priests and frequently baptising their own children.179 The pernicious influence of 

Indian mreurs was often cited as a factor in impious or insubordinate behaviour by 

French habitants: the farflung, near-autonomous parishes of New France's forests 

were more susceptible to mutual assimilation than were the clergy-heavy and 

consciously hierarchical urban centres. Well into the eighteenth century, Miquelon 

concludes, the Church remained "a fugitive influence"180 in a rural New Fpmce that 

was at once impoverished and anti-hierarchical. 

Axtell makes a link between urban life and civility and the etymological origin of 

"civility" in the Latin for "citizen". This claim is surprising - and tenuous. There is 

little to suggest that "civility" in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century had 

much to do with "citizenship" as the term is generally understood today, in terms of 

positive rights, participation and membership. More persuasive is Axtell's depiction of 

the town as an institutional means to enforce constraint as "the locus of law and 

order". The sense of hierarchy that sustains societal constraint was abundant in town 

life. The rigid internal hierarchy of the religious orders of New France was redolent of 

ancien regime social stasis: menial work in the convents and monasteries was done by 

religious of lower social extraction than their contemplative - and usually aristocratic -

counterparts.181 This hierarchy served as an emblematic reminder of how things should 

be in secular life. The high ratio of priests and religious to townspeople meant that 

vigilante clerical censorship of the sort reported by an apoplectic Lahontan (whose 

unabridged copy of Petronius is mutilated by a friar) would have been entirely 

possible, although it remains difficult to ascertain its extent 

The structural stability leant by religious orders to urban life in New France did not 

render their members ideologically immobile, however. The influence of Indian life was 

not lost on the Jesuits in eighteenth century New France. Where Lahontan eulogised 

what he saw as the perfect Indian manifestation of indigent aristocratic life - warring, 

178 Ibid., p. 234 
179 Ibid. 
180 Ibid., p. 234 
181 Miquelon, p.235 
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geographical mobility, hunting, fishing and a high level of individual autonomy - the 

Jesuits of New France were moved by the ascetic quality of Indian life, their stoicism in 

adversity, and what was perceived as their unconditional generosity and hospitality. 

Prompted by the optimism about mankind that Jesuit theology espoused, Jesuit priests 

often ennobled the Indians they encountered, but within a fairly narrow 'heroic' 

paradigm that usually excluded abstract contemplation. To what extent did these values 

- which were largely individualistic manifestations of restraint - permeate existing 

French ideas of civility, which depended more heavily on constraint? 

Civility was, even by contemporaneous accounts, a slippery fish. Despite its juridical 

Roman heritage, "civility" as it was understood in late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth century France, had few expressed links with political rights of 

representation or government. Nor did the term have a religious character. Indeed, the 

much-debated notion of "civility"more often attracted criticism for its ready 

assimilation into all that was social window-dressing at its worst: behaviour that was 

facile, glib and self-conscious, but rarely introspective except as a guage of personal 

social performance. Daniel Gordon defines the "civility" of the time as "the capacity 

of human beings to police themselves"182 - rather than each other. Gordon thus 

frames civility in the discourse of sociability, not jurisprudence. What both definitions 

hold in common is their shared emphasis on restraint. The practice of restraint in the 

general sense of "compliance", rather than in the sense of individual behavioural 

decorum, was to prove very challenging to the rulers of New France. Why was this? 

The simplest explanation of the "problem" of New France lies with its demographic 

composition. The French population of New France was small, and there were few 

pilgrims among them. The question of how best to build a colonial population was one 

which had dogged administrators and thinkers since first colonial contact began. La 

Popeliniere had advocated sending France's unruly elements out to America as a 

means of building the population there without detracting too much from the vital 

182 D.Gordon, Citizens Without Sovereignty: Egualitv and Sociability in French Thought, 1670-1789 
Princeton NJ., Princeton University Press, 1994, p. 143 
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business of maintaining a 'home' population that was large enough to successfully 

challenge the predominance of Spain in Europe. By the reasoning of La Popeliniere, 

Spain had been particularly fortunate to find new worlds to conquer just as she had 

finished dispatching the Moors: the sort of men who had carried off such an endeavour 

were disinclined to settle down to a sedentary life in their homeland and took 

enthusiastically to the new challenge of America.183 Bodin had earlier made a similar 

suggestion, citing ancient Rome as an example of colonization being used "to siphon 

off undesirables" .184 

This was not a policy that worked well in New France. The early theory that peace at 

home could be ensured by exporting dissident elements to the colonies foundered amid 

much ill will, doing lasting damage to the French colonial endeavour. The more 

disreputable habitants of New France occupied themselves primarily by fighting with 

each other, stealing food from Indian gardens and vegetable plots, and trading defective 

merchandise. 185 By 1682, when the timorous Governor General La Barre arrived at 

Quebec, he found a colony riven with disagreements which he was quick to attribute to 

the behaviour of dissolute young men, observing in his Description that young people 

who had passed their lives in libertinage in the cities were nothing but pests in the 

colonies. 186 

The period when Lahontan and Lafitau were living in New France was one permeated 

throughout with the spirit of French military activity. The continual incursions of the 

Iroquois, and then the English (who were allied with the Iroquois) meant that New 

France was, from 1683 - when the first companies of the Troupes de Marine arrived 

from France to bolster the colony's defences - permanently mobilised for war for 

some three decades. Twenty-five of those years had been marked by savage fighting: 

of a civilian population of less than eleven thousand in 1685, one thousand six hundred 

were soldiers.187 Although theirs was an ubiquitous influence upon the day to day life 
183 0. Dickason, The Myth of the Savage Edmonton, University of Alberta Press, 1984, p. 147 
184 Ibid. 
185 Dickason, p. 153 
186 Ibid. 
187 W.J. Eccles, France in America New Yark, Harper & Row, 1972, p. 110 
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of New France, the military were not themselves an aggressively "French" presence in 

New France. The original officer corps of the troops sent to defend New France were 

all Frenchmen, but many remained permanently, married local girls, acquired 

seigneuries and slotted into the mobile colonial upper class. 

Like most frontier colonial societies, New France had an unequal gender balance: there 

were not enough women. The shortage of French women in the early years of New 

France (the so-called "Heroic Age") was finally solved by the arrival of the filles du 

roi in the 1660s and 1670s. Despite their lofty title, the filles du roi were typically the 

daughters of poor French families, young women who volunteered to emigrate to a new 

life in a distant colony. Silvio Dumas, a contemporary Canadian historian, has written 

a near-hagiographical account of these women, asserting that 

" ... these brave and honest girls courageously left their land of birth, 
the most prosperous and best organized of Europe at the time, to be 
exiled in a far-off colony ... That there were among them a few women 
whose conduct was later reprehensible is a fact which cannot be 
denied ... but the number of these immigrants of little virtue is so 
minimal that it does not assail the generally good reputation of these 
New Canadians. "188 

Lahontan's account of the same women is less favourable. Borrowing heavily from the 

purple satire of Petronius, and owing a certain amount also to the sexually suggestive 

Manon Lescaut,189 Lahontan writes about.filles dejoie rather than.filles du roi. The 

ensuing satirical, insulting passage has almost single-handedly alienated Lahontan 

from the favour of subsequent Canadian historians: evidence of the extent to which the 

character of a colony's "founding mothers" is enduringly linked to the self

perception of its population. Lahontan wrote: 

"From France there arrived several vessels full of girls of average virtue, 
under the supervision of some old nuns who divided them into three 
classes. These vestales were, so to speak, crammed one on top of the 
other in three different rooms, where the husbands chose their wives in 
the manner in which the butcher goes to pick out sheep from a herd. 
There was something to suit even the most choosy in the variety of girls 
in these three classes, for one could see the large, the small, blondes, 
brunettes, the fat and the thin; thus everyone could find a shoe for his 
fool"190 

188 S. Dumas, Les filles du Roi en Nouvelle-France Quebec, Societe historique de Quebec, 1972: op. cit. in 
Jaenen. Ibid. p. 356 
189 G. Chinard, L' Amerigue et le Reve Exotigue Paris, Librairie Droz, 1934, p. 173 
190 Lahontan, op. cit. in G.Chinard, Ibid. p. 173 
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Whatever the actual character of the maligned JUies du roi, their arrival demonstrated 

the resolve of the French to establish a heterogeneous population in Canada, intended 

to supersede the itinerant and at times anarchically masculine character of the colony. 

In 16fr7, Governor General Denonville recommended to the Minister of Marine that 

Canadians be given preference over Frenchmen when commissions in New France fell 

open. His reasons for making this request were partly practical and partly self

interested. The first practical justification was his belief that soldiers brought up in 

New France were infinitely better equipped to cope with the roving, skirmishing style 

of warfare that was dictated by the densely forested North American wilderness. The 

second reason was one that sheds rather more light on the mreurs of colonial New 

France. Denonville wanted to recruit the sons of seigneur officers into the Troupes de 

la Marine because they were running wild and "living like savages." The only career 

option open to them was the dreary work of clearing their family's new estates, and 

many decided instead to travel west and trade among the Indians - though not in any 

regular, ordered way. 191 

The self-interested part of Denonville's request to give locals officers' commissions 

lay in the considerable influence this gave the Governor-General of New France over 

the seigneurs of the colony. Briefly, the socially aspirational families of New France 

found themselves forced to ingratiate themselves with the Governor-General, rather 

than making eyes at the metropolitan government at Versailles. In 16%, realising the 

risk of the ruling class of New France re-orienting itself to a colonial sense of 

autonomy, the King withdrew this privilege: there were still ample commissions 

earmarked for Canadian seigneurs, but this large, dominant sector of the colonial 

society once more looked to France for the realisation of its aspirations.192 Neither the 

decentralisation nor the sense of grievance that are vital triggers for nationalist 

sentiment could be said to exist in New France. However, the colony retained a 

distinctively rancorous character. New France should not be considered compliant and 

politically docile just because its individualistic rancours failed to cohere into the 

rolling impetus of an ideologically motivated revolution. 

191 Ibid., p. 111 
192 Eccles, pp. 111-2 
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New France was a socially mobile society, based in large part on the fact that officers' 

commissions - traditionally the preserve of the nobility in France - were abundant and 

accessible. Few of the Canadian seigneurs were actually of the French nobility, most 

being gentilhommes at best, but all aspired to ascend to the nobility. The ethos of the 

nobility, rather than the bourgeoisie, took a strong hold on the upper strata of society in 

New France.193 Louis XIV actively encouraged this aspirational culture, issuing an edict 

in 1685 announcing that nobles resident in New France could engage in commerce and 

industry - activities that were forbidden their counterparts in France. Noble status could 

efffectively be bought - without the vestigial stigma that bourgeois antecedents had 

among the cash nobility of France. 

Louis'(,.aim was to stimulate the economy of the colony, but his edict had the opposite 

effect The fur trade held considerable appeal for would-be noble families: it was a 

"new" enterprise with no snobbish disdain yet attached to it. It also amounted to a get

rich-quick scheme, and success in the fur trade was dependent upon qualities that 

closely resembled those essential to military success: "valour, hardihood, willingness 

to take great risks, adroitness, and the courtier's skills in dealing with both the 

governor and intendant".194 Profits made by aspiring furrier nobles were pumped back 

into conspicuous consumption, intended to emulate the lavish hospitality and personal 

expenditure of the old nobility. Almost nothing was invested, and Colbert's original 

plans to diversify the economy of New France were destroyed by the baubles of social 

mobility.195 As a society almost constantly under siege, New France appears to have 

developed a guerilla mentality that ran deeper than mere military expediency. The ethos 

of New France by the end of the seventeenth century was individualistic, mobile, 

acquisitive, capricious, single-minded, snobbish and bent on re-drafting traditional 

hierarchical structures. 

Despite the state-sanctioned trend towards social fluidity that set New France apart 

from old, Dale Miquelon asserts that the society of New France was inextricably linked 

~3 Ibid., p. 113 
' 4 Ibid., p. 114 
)5 lbid. 
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to the Old Regime. The apparent individualism of Old Regime people, he writes, must 

be viewed in the broader context of their shared notions of rank. Society might have 

been individualistic, but the individual's behaviour was circumscribed by his or her 

membership of society.196 In 1697 the jurist Jean Domat wrote an account of man's 

place in civilised society that places a heavy emphasis upon the importance of the 

individual's subordination to a larger societal scheme: 

" ... each individual being bound to this social body of which he is a member, 
he ought not to undertake anything to injure its organization, which includes 
the obligation of submission and obedience to the power that God has 
established to maintain this order."197 

"To the notion of orders," Miquelon continues, "was attached that of family."198 

Miquelon has interpreted Domat's mention of "order" as coterminous with rank or 

social class. This expresses only part of the meaning of "order" in the general context 

in which Domat places it. Societal 'order' could be confounded in two ways. 

Clambering up the social ladder to escape one's original station in life was one: this is 

how Miquelon has read Domat's intention. The other was to supplant or ignore the 

very existence of God's "order": to refuse classification outright and disavow one's 

"obligation of submission and obedience" altogether. There is substantial evidence to 

suggest that this side-stepping of traditional Old Regime hierarchy abounded among 

the habitants of New France. 

Officials "imported" from France to New France provided a striking contrast with the 

broader population's antipathy towards hierarchy. Those at the formal apex of 

Canadian society bickered almost incessantly about matters of social precedence: the 

processional at weekly Mass became a near-gladiatorial display of oneupmanship and 

jostling for public prestige - usually conducted through the vituperative (but decorous) 

mode of indignant letters to the Governor General.199 Indeed, this excessive degree of 

bureaucratic infighting might well have amounted to a type of "over-compensation" 

for the increasingly nebulous concepts of hierarchy that obtained outside officialdom 

196 D. Miquelon, New France 1701-1744: "A Supplement to Europe" Toronto, McLelland & Stewart, 1987, p. 
230 
197 Ibid. 
198 Ibid. 
199 Miquelon, p. 231 
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in New France. There is ample evidence to suggest that Old Regime hierarchy rapidly 

descended into parlous disarray among the 'civilian' population of New France. The 

role played by the rival Indian societal structures in this disintegration was significant. 

Although it was the higher ranks of society who formulated the theoretical expression 

of French "policy" with regard to the Indians and their variously admirable and 

repugnant m<eurs, the lower strata of Canadian society had considerably more actual 

contact with Indian people. Contemporary observers commented gloomily on the 

pernicious Indian influence on French habitants. In a dispatch of 1707, Jacques 

Raudot wrote of the people of New France that "never having any education because 

of the laxity that results from a foolish tenderness that their fathers and mothers have 

for them in childhood, imitating in that the Indians," they grew up without discipline 

and developed what Raudot thought to be "a hard and ferocious character".200 Lacking 

respect for their parents and their superiors, they were unable to demonstrate 

submission to any higher authority. 201 

It fell to the Church to take up responsibility for indoctrinating the habitants with ideas 

of structured hierarchy. The catechism of the early eighteenth century Canadian church 

is full of injunctions to follow the Ten Commandments, in particular the fourth, 

"Honour thy Father and thy Mother", from which catechists extrapolated an arsenal 

of instructions to general obedience and subordination. 202 It is not surprising that 

liturgical support for hierarchy was most often harvested from the Old Testament. The 

Old Testament provides stark confirmation of the fundamental criteria for community 

life, in the shape of deadly prohibitions against murder, adultery, incest it is an 

instruction manual for a cohesive, subsistence society. The "self'' is sublimated 

entirely to this greater cause: men's mistakes are the (usually bloody) result of divine 

providence. Secular hierarchy demands a similar sublimation of a person's 

individuality. 

The New Testament, however, can be read as a document concerned less with the blood 

and thunder of retribution and centralised authority. The New Testament is about 

200 Ibid., p. 232 
201 Ibid. 
202 Ibid. p. 235 
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sociahilite. Its characters are highly individuated and undergo the psychological 

torment of the self as an articulation of their troubled faith: their autonomy is what 

gives weight to the decisions they make and the torments they endure. There is greater 

scope for ambiguity. Mistakes are forgiven: redemption is transformative and temporal 

- a person can be re-educated. The social virtues given priority in the New Testament 

are not those oriented towards mere survival and subsistence. Hospitality, generosity, 

constancy in friendship, courage in adversity, and humility are vaunted: tolerance and 

egalitarianism prevail. "Selfless" behaviour - the highest virtue of the New Testament 

- requires the abdication of self-interest, for the greater good. Old Testament morality 

is rigidly normative: New Testament morality is based on social utility. The Old 

Testament is intrinsically hierarchical: the New Testament is not. Where the Old 

Testament is oppositional and declamatory, the New Testament is persuasive and 

rhetorical (St Paul's debates with the Greeks, for instance). 

What differentiates Christ from is not a greater rectitude or a more important 

message: it is the compassion and humility of Christ, his psychological complexity that 

is the mirror of the complex civilization depicted in the New Testament The act is 

inseparable from the actor in the Old Testament: in the New Testament the act is 

distanced by a certain editorial empathy from the actor ("hate the sin, love the 

sinner"). The Old Testament is pessimistic and full of foreboding: the New Testament 

is optimistic (although human fallibility is acknowledged) and, at times, sentimental. 

The Old Testament is primitivistic: the New Testament is complex and modem. The 

Old Testament emanates authority: the New Testament, reason. 

These are, of course, simplistic oppositions; but as it is unlikely that any European 

estimation of 'civilization' can be entirely separated from the Christian ethics in which 

any normative European morality is embedded, the distinction between the Old and 

New Testament is illustrative of the transition undergone in New France. The qualities 

demonstrated by Indians that drew most French admiration were New Testament 

values: sharing, hospitality, constancy, and a disarming 'civility' that effectively took 

the shape of 'turning the other cheek'. Other Indian mceurs were adjudged 

straightforwardly repugnant polygamy and divorce found little favour. Several aspects 
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of Indian behaviour that enraged English colonists left the French relatively 

unperturbed: James Axtell has noted that while English colonists imbued with the 

Protestant work ethic were outraged by the sinful 'idleness' of the Indians, this was an 

aspect of their behaviour to which the French did not always attach a moral value. The 

English were similarly perturbed by the "pride" - the cause of Lucifer's fall - to be 

witnessed in the Indians, most flagrantly in their long hair.203 French opinion was 

divided on the merit of the Indians' passion for warfare and their capacity for the 

implacable and enduring hatred of an enemy. 

The militarism of Indian society was often venerated by the French in the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. The "Heroic Age" of New France placed a 

particularly high value on militaristic, "Old Testament" black-and-white dynamism. 

Urgent, aggressive and zealous, defined in terms of opposition, conquest and 

vanquishing, this was the ethos of first contact: expressed in monolithic terms, it 

admitted no complexity. Axtell has noted that even the first wave of Jesuits was an 

"invasion .... suitably cast in a military mold."204 However, Axtell's use of Jesuit 

primary sources remains oddly credulous. His case for the "militarism" of the Jesuit 

mission in New France is weak. There is no doubt that Ignatius Loyola, the founder of 

the order, had announced his original aims for the Jesuits in military terms, and that 

Pope Julius III had concurred when sanctioning the order in 1540. However, it is 

virtually impossible to separate military metaphor from religious rhetoric: religious 

dynamism was simply expressed in terms of conquest and suppression. The link 

between Loyola and the Jesuit Pere Le Jeune, who in 1632 landed in New France and 

confessed that he felt like a pioneer sent to "dig trenches" for "brave soldiers" is 

extremely tenuous. It is not very startling to discover, in 1632, in a strange land full of 

apparent infidels, a religious man still talking in terms resonant of the Crusades. 

It is still less surprising when one considers the fact that the multitude of 

conquistadorial phrases Axtell uses in support of his argument are gleaned from the 

Jesuit Relations, which were written with a strong view to encouraging their readers' 

continued financial patronage of the missions in New France: the often dreary and 
203 J. Axtell, The Invasion Within New York, Oxford University Press, 1985, pp. 176-7 
204 Ibid., p. 91 
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slow-going work of converting the Indians would have made dismal reading were it not 

for the occasional injection of "military" zip into the proceedings. The "military" 

aspect of Jesuit life lay in the unquestioning obedience of one's superiors, but if there 

was military sentiment present in the Jesuits' commitment to cultural relativism, it was 

extremely attenuated. 

As we have seen, the locus of "civilization" in New France was the town, which served 

to enforce restraint among the colony's French citizens, and to render sedentary - and 

thus pliant - its Indian "allies" and converts. Despite the outward appearance of 

institutional constraint, compliance and complex institutional order and hierarchy, it is 

clear that the town in New France was a hotbed of frustrated ambitions and internecine 

bickering. It is perhaps the particular fate of the frontier town to fall victim to its own 

good intentions. Administrators and religious sought to form a model society, intended 

to give practical, exemplary support to the self-proclaimed genie coloniale of the 

French. The influence of urban civilite upon the population of New France was 

constantly undermined by the fact that in a profoundly mercantilist culture, most 

commerce took place outside the town- in the loosely policed 'middle ground' 

occupied by disreputable, anti-hierarchical coureurs de bois and their Indian trading 

partners. That this middle ground was not without its own frictions has been 

demonstrated by Richard White: the only real similarity between the individualistic 

acquisitiveness of French fur traders and the Indian furriers whose wares they bought 

was that neither was particularly suited to the confines of law and order - in short, the 

constraints of civilite - that existed in the town. 

Other aspects of Indian life permeated the ethos of French habitants in New France, 

not least a sense of alienation from Old Regime concepts of hierarchy and 

subordination. The American sociologist Daniel Bell has suggested (albeit in the 

context of twentieth century America) that capitalism has a split personality of sorts: 

the 'production' side is structured, rigidly conscientious and hierarchical, while the 

'consumer' side is fluid, hedonistic and individualistic.205 Contrary to the common 

assumption that Protestantism is the only Christian creed structurally well-attuned to 

205 A. Dworkin, "Daniel Bell" in Prospect London, October 2000, pp. 64-7. 
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capitalism, Michael Novak has demonstrated that Catholicism is not inimical to the 

spirit of free enterprise.206 Bell's two strands of capitalism thus form a paradigm which 

fits New France well. In New France, non-urban capitalism lent itself to the instability, 

hedonism and individualism that were the stereotypical deficiencies of the Indian. A 

fusion of Indian mCEurs and decentralised Laurentian capitalism occurred in eighteenth 

century New France. Acquisitive, capricious "Indian" individualism and anti

hierarchical sentiment were effectively deracinated - although disputes and wrangles 

were not racially internecine, but proliferated almost as well in the 'middle ground'. 

The clergy bitterly bemoaned the vices of the Canadians, which extended - particularly 

among the rural and urban poor - to a high incidence of drunkeness, gambling, 

quarrelling, and sexual levity. The wilful disregard for church authority - indeed, for 

authority generally- that Lahontan expresses, was widespread among New France's 

colonial upper classes, who seem also to have fallen well short of 'role model' status: 

some militarily decorated members of the new nobility were, for instance, tried and 

convicted of crimes as grave as kidnapping, rape and seduction.2°1 Still, it was upon the 

lower orders that most clerical opJkbijum fell, and whose relationship with the Indians 

of New France was the closest. Mis~enation - the intermarriage of French and Indian 

men and women - had been advocated by the optimistic founders of New France as a 

means to forge a single, united colonial population, but an unanticipated problem soon 

arose: the children of such unions were almost always brought up in the Indian 

fashion. "Country marriages" (for such interracial matches obtained primarily in rural 

areas) or metissage were marriages instituted informally, or at least outside the 

Church's jurisdiction. These became an anxious preoccupation of the clergy in New 

France. A mandement of 1721 on the subject makes an interesting distinction between 

the private and the public: interracial 'marriages' outside the sanction of the church are 

not a private matter, and are described variously as "public vices and disorders", 

"public disgraces" and the "public concubinage of persons" .208 Ultimately, however, 

the missionaries deferred to the reasoning that even such de facto marriages were 
206 M. Novak, The Catholic Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism New York, The Free Press, 1993. I am grateful 
to Prof. S.A.M. Adshead for his excellent advice on this topic. 
207 Jaenen, p. 61 
208 H. Tetu & C. 0. Gagnon, Mandemel11s, lettres pastorates et circulaires des Eveques de Quebec Quebec, Cote, 
1888, vol. 1., pp. 502-3, [trans. Jaenen.] 
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preferable to cohabitation outside any sanction of permanence. This concession was a 

further, insidious acknowledgment of the anti-institutional character of French-Indian 

sociabilite. 

The individualistic ethos of New France (a hybrid of the strong Indian "innate" sense 

of self, and the French sense of mercantile and snobbish self-interest) was defiantly 

anti-authoritarian and anti-hierarchical, but New France's argumentative public life 

generated more heat than light. Individual gripes and grievances precluded the 

emergence of any real sense of reformative solidarity: New France was always 

fractious but never revolutionary. In everyday life as in war, New France endured 

skirmishes rather than pitched battles of attrition. This individualism was differently 

manifest in the town, where would-be nobles aped the lifestyle - and lavish spending 

patterns - of Old Regime aristocracy. At the basis of this conspicuous consumption 

was individualistic amour propre. Hedonism for this sector of the population was a 

means to demonstrate freedom from the dull subsistence grind of the lower orders. The 

dichotomy between urban social climber and forest-dwelling iconoclast was not, 

however, marked by a sense that the coureurs de bois and isolated rural people were 

lacking in politesse - a word which arises only infrequently in accounts of life in New 

France. Most often used is civilite, which in New France was more closely linked to 

ordered, compliant urban life than it was to behavioural finesse. 

The population was too small to sustain a 'chattering class' of the sort who in France 

were later to become the people who attended salons. When not hunting, fighting or 

fishing, the disaffected sons of minor French nobility - like Lahontan - exercised their 

rather dilettante intellectual curiosity through diversions that shed light of a low 

wattage. Among these was the baiting of the priests who were numerous in the towns 

but sparsely distributed and poorly recompensed in the countryside. In 1694, 

Lahontan' s friend, Governor Frontenac, was responsible for the scandalous staging at 

Quebec of Moliere's Tartuffe, a comedy in which a seducer dresses himself as a 

priest. The performance attracted a storm of clerical criticism which was not entirely the 

result of provincial prudishness: the play had shocked even at Versailles when it was 

first staged. Despite the erratic general performance of New France's theocracy, on 
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matters of such tabloid-style, flagrantly anti-clerical scandal as this the sceptre was 

waved with unstoppable indignation: Bishop Saint-Vallier petitioned Versailles against 

the play, and was successful in banning any further performances.209 However, the high 

point of theocratic influence in New France had already passed by the time Saint-

V allier was appointed (having reached its apex during the term of the ultramontane 

Bishop Laval in the 1660s and 1670s) and by the beginning of the eighteenth century 

such gestures were exactly that: gestures. 

James Axtell has made a valuable distinction between the impressions formed about 

Indian ma:urs by the English and the French in America. The broadly optimistic 

outlook of Catholic theology at the time dispersed into secular attitudes toward the 

Indian that were considerably less damning than those of their English counterparts. 

While the English sought only to "reduce" the Indian to "civility", the French 

approach - while by no means faultless - was more syncretic, and recognised qualities 

of equable sociabilite in Indian society which, while they served Old Regime hierarchy 

and order badly, lent themselves well to nascent ideas about a status quo that would 

resist artifice and duplicity in favour of natural good will, steadfastness, and 

egalitarianism. Of course, the French perception of Indian life articulated by authors 

like Lafitau and Lahontan is in some ways gravely at variance with what the reality was: 

but even the positive qualities they "recognised" erroneously are illustrative of a sea 

change in French political thought that antedates the Revolution by some eighty years 

or more. 

209lbid., p. 55 
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Civilization vs. Barbarism 

The word "civilization" has an elderly aspect. In its institutional form "civilization" 

brings to mind Greece, Rome, ancient China, Aztec cities: aquaducts, pyramids, armies 

and palaces. Technology, hierarchy, coercion and institutionalised central authority. A 

firm definition of "civilization" is elusive: Kenneth Clark confessed that he did not 

know what civilization was but thought he would recognise it when he saw it. 210 As the 

landing place of the verb "to civilize", "civilization" has a progressive, cumulative 

character: "civilization" is a process that leads to a self-congratulatory pinnacle of 

"civilizedness". Civilization is inevitably riven with subjective judgements. 

Whether as an institution or as a process, "civilization" is significantly defined by that 

which it is not. Barbarism is its antithesis. Civilization imposes order on chaos, 

sanction on depravity, restraint upon wilful autonomy. Felipe Fernandez-Armesto 

considers man's efforts to control Nature to be the link between the countless 

manifestations of "civilization".211 "Civilized" behaviour has become increasingly a 

measure of what is morally normative in a secular society. Its values - though not by 

any means unshifting - are often so close to those inculcated by world religions that 

they are rarely articulated in a positive form. The phrase "that's barbaric" is one such 

negative expression of the values of civilization: it is an exclamation that silently 

implies "Such a thing could never - or should never be allowed to happen - here". 

That is to say, "civilization" can be at once a natural - if systemic - emanation of 

goodness and the force of societal constraint acting against man's natural proclivity for 

vice. As a rhetorical device, then, "civilization" is not only stable but monolithic and 

unassailable: that is to say, it is very often a static act of collective imagination, nostalgia 

for a perfect past that probably never existed at all. 

Paradoxically, "civilization" also denotes a fluidity and unending capacity for 

alteration. Civilization is thus a constantly mobile means of self-definition. This 

mobility is one of its defining characteristics: civilization denotes a process, and entered 

uo K.Clark., op. cit. in R. Carr, review article in The Spectator, 21 October 2000 
211 F.Fernandez-Armesto, Civilizations London, Black Swan, 2000. 
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the history of ideas at the same time as the modem sense of progress. Starobinski 

quotes the linguist Emile Benveniste in support of his claim that there was an almost 

symbiotic relationship between the process of civilization and the progress of mankind: 

" ... a slow process of education and refinement, in short a constant progress 
in an area that the static term civility no longer adequately conveyed and 
that, in order to capture its sense and continuity, had to be called 
civilization. This was not simply a historical view of society; it was also 
an optimistic, resolutely nontheological, and sometimes unwitting 
interpretation of its evolution. "212 

Benveniste's claim that civilization is "resolutely nontheological" is excessive: it rests 

on the assumption that all theological arguments are either completely static, or 

profoundly pessimistic and opposed to the concept of progress and perfectibility. Such 

a denial is too simplistic: it belies the complexity of, for instance, the theology of the 

Jesuits in the New World. The relationship between civilization and religion was 

further complicated by the veneration of the "natural l_aw" that was thought to pertain 

among the sauvages of the New World. How close was the relationship between the 

process of civilization - particularly in the years before the term itself was coined - and 

the concept of progress? The first half of the eighteenth century made icons out of 

neither. "Progress" implies a rolling momentum that sits ill with, for instance, the 

spasmodic successes and failures experienced by Jesuit missionaries in New France. 

The process of civilization, on the other hand, inspired.by-t..-enthusiasm, despair, and 

feelings of cultural self-righteousness that sometimes turned to gloomy cultural 

introspection and social criticism. Civilization is heavily reliant on notions of inclusion 

and "otherness" against which a society can realise itself - for civilization is always a 

social concept A person cannot be "civilized" - humane, intelligent ( or at least able to 

give the impression of intelligence) and articulate - without a social milieu in which 

these qualities, or their deficiency, can be noted and compared to those of others. 

Probably because "civilization" is the term at the heart of modem evocations of 

classical antiquity, it is surprising to find that the word itself - as it is understood today 

- did not exist before 1750. It is not, therefore, a concept wrought into shape by 

thousands of years' analysis and societal self-description: it is modem and 

retrospective. What is "civilization"? Who thought it up? There is little likelihood that 

212 J. Starobinski. Blessings in Disguise Cambridge, Polity Press, 1993, p. 4 
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any one source can ever be pinned down as the origin of so expansive a concept. 

However, it was in France that the word civilisation first appeared, although with less 

fanfare than its implicitly triumphal nature might suggest. It is my intention to explore 

the extent to which the French Enlightenment concept of civilisation was influenced by 

the observations and comparisons made by the French in New France - Canada. 

The figure of the Noble Savage as a cipher for home-grown criticism of the ancien 

regime in France is a familiar one. But the philosophes - whose experience of the New 

World was, after all, most often second-hand and infinitely malleable for rhetorical 

purposes - were not the only progenitors of civilisation. Proto-communist Utopian 

writers seized upon the (illusory) absence of hierarchy among the Indians of New 

France. The Jesuit missionaries who strongly influenced the ideological composition 

of New France provided inumerable accounts of Indian mceurs that contributed to a 

new discourse of sociabilite. The Jesuits' cultural relativisll1;_!_}-ot only demonstrated that 

civilization takes many forms, but also contributed to the perception of civilization 

made famous by Rousseau: the belief that the rarefied heights of European civilization 

lacked all that was genuinely important. 

At the other, etiolated end of the spectrum, the apparent freedom of Indian life was 

idealised by libertine thinkers and disaffected, anti-authoritarian noblemen. Lahontan 

celebrated Huron life because, by his account, they revered "ni foi, ni loi, ni roi" -

neither faith, nor law, nor king. They were the "true antipodes" of French civilization -

which was corrupt, priest-ridden, and pruriently over-involved in the private lives of its 

shackled citizenry. Civilized life represents to Lahontan a degeneration of man's 

original nature: the primitive Hurons are the apotheosis of natural goodness and 

justice. They are governed by Reason alone. More importantly, they are also ciphers 

for Lahontan's vituperative (and thinly-veiled) criticism of France. Although Lafitau 

also writes in positive terms about the Indians - the Iroquois, in his case - that he has 

known, his perspective on civilization is very different. Lafitau's commitment to his 

monogenetic thesis compels him to depict Iroquois life as the outcome of a 

degeneration from a Golden Age of sorts, when God was better known to the Indians' 

ancestors. (The Iroquois religion is explained as the result of generations of confusion 
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and obscurity). God has not, however, allowed the Iroquois to slump to a bestial level: 

reason is his gift to the Iroquois to save them from this fate. However, his abiding 

respect for the mamrs of the Iroquois leads Lafitau to compare them with those of 

classical antiquity. Lafitau is largely disengaged from his own, contemporary 

experience of civilization: his "civilization" is an institutional paradigm. 

However abrupt its eventual appearance in French thought, the term civilisation was not 

without antecedents. If the absence of civilisation from texts earlier than 1750 seems 

improbable, this is possibly because both the verb civiliser (to civilize) and the 

participle civilise ( civilized) were in common usage long before the eighteenth century. 

Montaigne, writing in the sixteenth century, uses civilise : Descartes, too, in his 

Discours de la Methode sets the man who is civilise against the sauvage.213 Even 

Voltaire - whose concept of "civilizedness" is embedded in the idea of a process of 

refinement and improvement - uses civilise but never civilisation. Lucien Febvre 

contends that the absence of civilisation demonstrates the great specificity of the 

hierarchy of terms which stood in its stead. The necessity of a graduated scale of 

civilisation was precluded by the precise ranking of people who possessed, at best, 

good police, or at least had a certain civilite or (better) politesse. Those deprived of all 

three were barbares or, worst of all (although the distinction was very slight), 

sauvages.u4 The word civilite was of longstanding usage, and closely linked to 

courtesy and discretion: Furetiere's Dictionnaire universel (1690) defines civilite as a 

"sincere, gentle and polite way of conducting oneself towards others and conversing 

with others"215 • But civilite was commonly regarded as a mechanically-acquired veneer 

which was consequently of less value than the less contrived quality of politesse: in 

Voltaire's words, possession of politesse was not "something arbitrary like the thing 

people call civilite. It is a law of nature which they have happily cultivated more 

extensively than other people. "216 The Encyclopedie article "Politesse" concurred, 

noting that "la civilite est bonne, mais mains excellente et moins rare que la 

213 L.Febvre, "Civilisation" in A New Kind ofHistorx; from the writings of Febvre [ed. P.Burke], London, 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1973, p.224 
214 Ibid., p. 225 
z1s Ibid. 
216 Voltaire, Zn'ire 
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politesse. "211 Civilite was increasingly the subject only of etiquette manuals, although 

Roger Chartier has noted that the civic-minded Montesquieu placed greater weight on 

the bread-and-butter of civilite than upon inessential politesse.218 

How might this politesse be acquired? Immersion in le monde was the best way to 

acquire the ease of bearing that was vital to politesse. Some seventeenth century writers 

on politesse stress the pivotal importance of the court in this process of aesthetic 

refinement: the Abbe Gedoyn is adamant that politesse is the preserve of the court 

alone, but others limit their explanation to a general agreement that crass, provincial 

people were most in need of politesse.219 Norbert Elias' thesis in The Civilizing 

Process is that the absolutist court was the main agency of civilization and the sole 

locus of politesse, which was a concept finnly embedded in courtly hierarchy, 

emphasising self-control, deference, dissimulation and subordination. Elias depicts the 

politesse of the court as a trickle-down instrument of non-violent social control, which 

gradually permeated all levels of society.220 Daniel Gordon disagrees, suggesting, 

against Elias, that it was the salon, not the court, that was the locus of politesse, and that 

rather than being a rigid, hierarchical concept, politeness facilitated the exchange of 

ideas at a more egalitarian, conversational level.221 Peter France in turn compares 

Gordon's posited egalitarian dialogue of politesse (which he links to the rise of the 

new phenomenon that was public opinion) to Habermas' "civil society".222 There are 

as many writers who attribute politesse to the court as there are those who locate 

politeness in the salon: what is quite definite is that politesse was a self-consciously 

urban phenomenon that served to polarise the town (which came to represent self

restraint and societal constraint) and the provinces (which were cast as wild, violent 

and uncouth). 

Politesse was not, however, restricted only to this town/province dichotomy. It was also 

a term applied to nations, which Peter France suggests "means much the same as the 
217 P.France, Politeness and its Discontents Cambridge University Press, 1992, p. 58 
218 Ibid. 
219 France, p.55 
220 N.Elias, The Civilizing Process 1939 
221 Gordon, p.93 
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newer word civilisation when it is applied to a nation". He supports this claim on the 

expansive grounds that politesse might just as much be associated with the prestige of 

courts of the past as it could, 

"like civilisation, imply a vision of progress, whereby humanity as a 
whole is seen as emerging from crude barbarism into the polished 
existence of modern times .... politesse ... may be a part of what one 
could call a political programme for backward nations ... "223 

Conversation was of primary importance to the politesse of the individual, but it was 

not the only measure of politeness. The 1694 edition of the Dictionnaire de 

l'Academie Franr;aise asserts that "la conversation des honnetes gens, des dames, polit 

l'esprit, polit les mreurs"224 • This reference to the conversation of women leads Peter 

France to conclude that it was the world of the salon that dominated the "discourse" 

of politesse. Women were widely considered the petf ect monitors of politeness, either 

by their own readiness to accomodate others and anxiety to please, or because the 

desire to please their female company inspired greater polish in men. Rousseau was 

later to protest at the emasculating effect of the indoor, feminine world of the salon. 

The role of women as a moderating influence was probably regarded by 

contemporaries not as a defining characteristic of salon life, but as a means to an end: 

the end in question being a good-tempered forum for discussion. In New France, 

French ethnographers and missionaries encountered Iroquois matrili~ and the 

controlling influence of matriarchy. The considerable freedom enjoyed by Indian 

women - and their perceived sexual licence in particular - drew condemnation from 

some travellers and delighted approval from others. Perceptions of Frenchwomen in 

New France were similarly coloured by suggestions of sexual libertinism, wilfulness 

and a generally low regard for proper hierarchy and the stability of sedentary life. The 

femininity of politesse seemed less certain in an environment where the articulation of 

female authority and autonomy was neither as delicate nor as circumspect as it was in 

the salons of France. 

Did pleasing manners and a dissimulating, modest bearing constitute the sum total of 

polished mreurs? In some circumstances they did, but while the meaning of "mreurs" 

is ambiguous, there was also a connection between mreurs and morality. This link was 
223 Ibid., p. 57 
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the source of controversy about the true value of politesse. The moral core of 

politeness was constant consideration for others: "a desire not to shock and hurt them, 

but gratify and please them".225 Superficially this seemed inoffensive, but the 

relationship between politesse and falsity rapidly became topical. Politeness - originally 

conceived as a supplement to merit and virtue - threatened to conceal the absence of 

precisely the qualities it was supposed to complement. The polite world was seen as a 

world of flatterers and dupes, with almost nothing of substance to recommend it: what 

Peter France characterises as the mingling of "altruism and egoism".226 

This was a criticism that found voice particularly against the influence of politesse on 

rhetoric and eloquence. The querelle de l'eloquence, a longstanding French debate 

about the dubious role played in public and social life by persuasive language, was 

rekindled. Rhetoric and eloquence, once regarded as the pinnacle of human 

achievement, were now cast as amoral instruments for falsehood and duplicity: 

politesse in religious argument attracted particular censure.227 Ira O.Wade suggests that 

critics have been wrong in describing eighteenth century morale as very abstract, the 

product of purely speculative and intellectual reasoning. Wade asserts that, on the 

contrary, the ethical thought of the early Enlightenment was utilitarian and based on 

actual experience: indeed, from the ideas oflate seventeenth-century writers like Saint

Evremond and Fontenelle there emerged a rational, lay morality - la morale des 

honnetes gens. This lay morality, which emphasised honour, civil courtesy, and glory, 

was considered .inferior to Christian morality, but, with the growing importance of 

civilite and politesse, "it was thought that a worldly morality did not exclude virtue."228 

It was suggested that one such worldly morality "practised with moderation" could 

serve to unite people divided by dogma. A universal morality might then obtain. In tum, 

this universalism lent itself to the development of "natural" morality.229 This new and 

deliberately inclusive "natural morality" narrowed the conceptual distance between 

Indian and French mceurs. 
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Of further revelance to the French perception of the sauvage was the development of 

the idea of a "morality of pleasure" which placed a high value on personal happiness. 

This focus on personal happiness was held in tension with the individual's obligation 

to defend the culture of society. One's happiness ought not to be at the expense of 

societal cohesion: indeed, the happiness of others ensures our own happiness - utility 

is a determining characteristic of this morality. The successful accord of the personal 

and the social was thought to result in a life of enlightened self-interest.230 Thus, Wade 

concludes, "there is a strict relationship between morality and civilization. "231 The 

significance of this utility-based morality to the Indian of New France is threefold. 

First is the emphasis on the value of happiness: while earlier accounts emphasised the 

cowardice and craven superstition of the "fearful" sauvage, Lahontan and Lafitau 

were more typical of the early eighteenth century in their optimistic depiction of Indian 

life as an essentially happy affair. Both comment on the muted character of Indian 

happiness (Lahontan extolls the virtue of the "tender amity" that replaces passionate 

love, for example) in support of a literally "happy medium" that steers clear of 

extremity. 

The second aspect of this new morality of "enlightened self interest" to hold some 

relevance to the Indians of New France is the constant concern for social utility. The 

abundant evidence of this ubiquitous concern for utility among Indian tribes struck a 

particular chord with missionaries used to the institutional social utility of communal, 

monastic life. (This aspect oflndian life is lost on Lahontan, whose bias is quite the 

opposite and blinds him to the tension between Huron individualism -which is all he 

notices - and social stake-holding.) Civilization is thus the offspring of self-interest and 

self-sublimation: the acquisitive and the ascetic. The third, and most significant tie 

between the "new morality" oflate seventeenth to early eighteenth century France and 

the Indians of New France is its basis in experience. Rather than referring first to a 

transcendent authority, proponents of the utility-oriented "natural" morality searched 

their own experience and thoughts. Inevitably, greater moral responsibility devolved 

upon the mind of mankind. How had this come about? How had ethics - traditionally 
230 Wade, p. 244 
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the preserve of religion - come to this transition? Wade points the finger at the 

complexity of civilized life at the end of the seventeenth century: the Ten 

Commandments, for example, while suited to "the primitive society for which [they] 

were originally destined" fell short of satisfying the mobile complexity of a late 

seventeenth century society that was "tending to a basic rationalism" .132 

Ownership of the concept of politesse continued to be fought out between those who 

defended its moral outlook and those who denigrated its superficiality and insincerity. 

In this sensitised environment, the frank openness and transparency of logic that 

characterised some accounts of Indian beliefs won them support for their lack of 

politesse. However, this was not a belief that was universally upheld about Indian 

behaviour. The Cartesian logic of Lahontan's Adario is, for instance, highly stylised. 

While it was true that the Indian tribes of New France often held fast to their beliefs 

when confronted by a French alternative ( no doubt at least partly because they believed 

that identity was innate), obstinately logical candour was not their only method of 

rebuffing European civilization. James Axtell has argued that their great capacity for 

dissimulation was the "ultimate Indian weapon against aggressive Europeans": he 

quotes the Jesuit Pere Allouez, whose efforts to convert Indians were constantly 

frustrated by their politely evasive "civility". 

"Dissimulation, which is natural to those Savages, and a certain spirit of 
acquiescence, in which the children in that country are brought up, make 
them assent to all that is told them; and prevent them from ever showing 
any opposition to the sentiments of others, even though they may know 
that what is said to them is not true. "233 

Their rhetorical skill meanwhile, won the approval of those who sought in the Indians a 

revival of the Greco-Roman gift for oratory. 

Daniel Gordon traces a further strand of civilisation back to the word police, which was 

a term commonly used by sixteenth century French writers to indicate "the superiority 

of one mode of collective life over another"234 • Police, like civilisation, had both a 
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descriptive and a normative aspect. While police meant "polished, refined, cultivated, 

and advanced", moral overtones were prompted by its association with the Greek polis, 

best eulogised by Aristotle's declaration that the polis existed not only for the 

preservation of life, but also for the living of "a moral life of friendship, 

communication, and political autonomy."235 Classical purists soon began to complain 

that the Greek origin of police was being undermined by a semantic shift that placed 

undue weight on security, prosperity, and the coercive regulation necessary to preserve 

the two former virtues of good civic life. Their complaints went largely unheeded, and 

in his dictionary of 1690, Antoine Furetiere defines police as 

''The order and administration to be observed for the 
subsistence and maintenance of states .. .In general it 
is opposed to barbarism. The savages of America 
had neither laws nor police when they were discovered."236 

By Furetiere' s account, police ensured the administrative competence of central 

government. Gordon identifies a significant transition in Furetiere's definition of 

police: by its crude opposition to "barbarism" and the "savages" of America, police 

was granted ethical connotations that facilitated an ideological sleight of hand. 

"Implicitly," Gordon writes, "the superiority of a collectivity no longer pertained to 

the traditions that limited the will of the state; it was now a matter of the efficiency of 

the state's public administration. The concept of centralized administration and the 

concept of civilization were thus amalgamated.''237 Order, efficiency, expediency and 

discipline were endowed with a moral glow, frequently by dint of comparison with the 

chaotic, unlitigated barbarism of America. This was the first role played by America in 

nascent French theories of civilisation: that of the undisciplined antithesis of 

community stability, and the alarming absence of a strong sense of hierarchy and 

order. 

Starobinski suggests that police began where politesse clearly fell short: 

"When politeness becomes unreliable because 'refinement' suggests 
a possibility of corruption and loss of primitive veracity, one must 
rely instead on laws and social and political institutions as the basis 

236 Ibid., pp. 19-20 
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of order (police). ,ms 

The goal of police was ordered unifonnity. This aspiration was confounded, Hodgen 

suggests, by the realisation that mankind was defiantly non-homogeneous, and was 

instead "cleft to the core into at least two cultural categories, the civil and the 

barbarous, the polished and the savage. "239 Fenton and Moore note that police was a 

term most often applied to nations and civilizations ''in contrast with savage tribes•t2AO -

an oppositional distinction between police and "savagery". Lafitau questions this 

manichean distinction between the civil and the savage. He begins his chapter on 

"Political Government" by writing that 

" ... an injustice has been done the American Indians in the representation 
of them as barbarians without laws or police ... "241 

Lafitau indignantly denies that the Indians know neither ''laws" nor "police": on the 

contrary, he writes, 

"All of them, even the chiefs of the nomadic tribes of the Algonquian 
language family and the primitive peoples of South America affect a 
despotic authority of which they are so jealous that they would expose 
themselves to destruction rather than unite with one another for fear of 
losing part of their authority."242 

The relationship between authority and police is significant. In his emphasis upon the 

jealous ferocity that preserves this national authority, Lafitau also strikes a blow against 

Lahontan's theory that the American Indian was unmoved by extremities of passion 

and jealousy. In doing so, however, Lafitau does not swing to the opposite extreme -

the Hobbesian vision of ferally individualistic human motivation. Instead, Lafitau 

depicts a society where authority itself is venerated. Fenton and Moore conclude that 

the distinction being made between the police and the sauvage "is a contrast between 

administrative states having organized means of social control, and which we now 

recognise ... as 'political societies,' as opposed to societies which lack distinct 

governmental institutions and depend on diffuse sanctions to keep the individual in 

line.''243 
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However, even in the European societies considered its natural home, doubt surrounded 

the real effect of police on an individual, rather than structural, level. Its ritualistic 

character aimed to temper the natural aggression and anti-social qualities of a human 

group. (Aggression and asociality were commonly considered typically "savage" 

attributes.) Such rituals served to reinforce hierarchical stability, primarily by 

advocating self-control and deference to one's social superiors: no one claimed that 

police was in any sense natural. 244 Indeed, natural - if uncouth - frankness and sincerity 

were regarded with great distaste by advocates of a police life. This, in an age 

increasingly inclined to venerate Nature, attracted controversy. Lahontan's Dialogues 

with 'Adario' contain an attack on the psychological damage wrought by perpetual 

deference to one's superior in the social hierarchy. Lahontan begins by giving a critical 

precis of the deficiencies of 'savage' life among "des gens sans civilite": 

"Could I stand the fatigue of which we have spoken? Would I have the patience 
to listen to the inane reasoning of your Elderly & and your young men, as you 
do, without contradicting them? Could I live on gruel, bread, Indian com ... with 
neither pepper nor salt? Could I colour my face with twenty different colours like 
a madman? ... Could I live among men without civilite, who, by way of compliment 
know only I honour you. No, my dear Adario, it is impossible that a Frenchman 
could be a Huron; whereas the Huron could become a Frenchman easily."245 

In reply, Adario launches a series of stinging criticisms of what he calls "civil" life. He 

criticises the enervating effects of luxury, and is particularly opposed to drinking 

alcohol. The French use of clothes and cosmetics to disguise flaws leads him to ask 

why the Huron face-painting is so bad, when "I have seen Frenchmen who wear 

whiskers, like Cats, which they style with wax".246 It is on the subject of social flattery 

and hierarchical deference that Adario gathers most steam, however: 

244 France, p. 60 

"[all that remains] is to live without compliments, with un-civil people. This is 
a difficulty that seems great to you, but which is not. Tell me, doesn't Civilite 
boil down to propriety & affability? What is this propriety? It is nothing but a 
perpetual discomfort, & and an exhausting affectation in its words, in its habits & 
in its countenance ... What is affability? Nothing but to assure men of one's good 
will to render them service, by flattery & other external signs? Like when you say 
all the time, Sir, I am your servant, I am at your disposal. What do these words 
achieve? Why lie about everything, & say the opposite to what you think? 
.. .Isn't it a frightful grimace, to bow ten times, to scrape your hand on the ground, 
to say constantly, I beg your pardon to your Princes, your Dukes & others who 

245 Lahontan, Dialogues, pp. 206-7 
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we come to speak to. Know, my Brother, that these submissions alone disaffect 
me completely from living like a European ... No, My dear Brother, I would not 
learn how to be a Frenchman; I prefer to be what I am than to spend my life in 
these Chains. "247 

89 

This assault on the tyranny of flattery was a theme dear to Lucian: flattery sustained 

despotism.248 However,police had many defenders. One was the Abbe Trublet, who in 

1731 wrote a treatise entitled "Reflections sur la politesse". Trublet was hostile to 

excessive frankness, and found himself the target of Jansenist criticism of the extent to 

which police celebrated external polish.249 It could not be denied, however, that this level 

of self-discipline in company was conducive to the ordered, "civilized" conversation 

of the salon. 

It was also recognised to be often unbearably restrictive: Orest Ranum has described 

the role of politeness in terms of "emasculation by courtesy" .250 The paradox of this 

straitened and idealised form of sociability was the extent to which it necessitated the 

near-complete sublimation of the self. The highly individualistic Huron world depicted, 

albeit inaccurate! y, by Lahontan, provides some insight into the pscyhe of a European 

who feels robbed of his personal liberty - liberty both of movement and expression. 

Lafitau, always less tendentious than Lahontan, realised that rather than being devoid of 

amour propre, Iroquois society was steeped in it. Charlevoix concurred, writing of the 

Indians of New France that 

''Born free and independent, they are struck with horror at 
whatever has the shadow of despotic power ... On the other 
hand, these people, so haughty and so jealous of their liberty, 
are beyond imagination slaves of human respect."251 

The high artifice of polif;e was inescapable, extending even to the learnt skill of mildly 

provocative raillery - tq eµvigorate the dead hand of true police in conversation. 

Attempts by individual parties at rebellion against the constraints of police life and 

conversation took several forms. One of the most popular was the conscious emulation 

of Diogenes the Cynic. Diogenes, a contemporary of Alexander the Great, was 
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notorious for having rudely defied Alexander by asking him to get out of his sun. To 

his eighteenth century admirers, Diogenes represented a backlash against the tyranny 

of authority that was preserved and, indeed, perpetuated by police social life and 

manners. True virtue would not, the enemies of politeness believed, be obscured by 

behavioural infelicities. This, some argued, was amply demonstrated by the rough-cast 

but essentially virtuous mreurs of the American sauvage. Those who complained about 

the blandness and hypocrisy of polite conversation often turned to primitivist rhetoric, 

and celebrated the "noble savage".252 

Meanwhile, apologists for politeness maintained that police represented a victory over 

animality and savagery. Barbarians, savages, provincials, peasants and children- all 

were thought to be on an equal footing and, as such, equally susceptible to the powers 

of benevolent, patient education. They cast politeness as a progressive value that was, in 

Peter France's words, "akin to the ideal of civilization."253 Nature was represented as 

the antithesis of civilization. The etymological descent of politeness from polir - to 

polish - lent the term a gradually transformative character. Politeness was not a matter 

of violent disjuncture, but of nurturing and educating.254 

The meaning of police shifted considerably in the first half of the eighteenth cenutry. 

What had originally been a legalistic term referring primarily to civic governance and 

administration, began to be used in a more universal sense by authors who were less 

concerned with technical accuracy than they were with finding a less tarnished and 

more meaningful expression of the character of peoples. Duclos, writing in his 

Considerations sur les mreurs de ce temps (1731), observed that people who were 

polices were of far greater worth than those who were only polis. He went on to point 

out that if, among savages, strength conferred nobility and distinction, this was not the 

case among peoples who were polices, among whom force was subjected to laws 

which forbade and repressed violence, and who placed far greater esteem on having a 

finely-tuned mind.255 By this, Febvre contends, Duclos, and several others including 
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Voltaire and Rousseau who were to follow suit, were adding a new moral and 

intellectual dimension to a word of originally restricted meaning. 256 
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Febvre suggests that this expansion of the meaning of police was an attempt to 

appropriate an existing term by which to designate "the triumph and spread of reason 

not only in the constitutional, political and administrative field but also in the moral, 

religious and intellectual field. "257 However, the form of "reason" Febvre cites in 

support of this argument is not an expression of egalitarian, anti-dogmatic logical 

processes. Rather,police appears instead to describe, approvingly, cultural behaviour 

that fitted European conceptions of the arcane and complex. It effectively provided an 

ethnographic intellectual league table: only police nations had, for instance, discussed 

the nature of good and evil (there is little room in this debate for the innate sense of 

right and wrong with which Lahontan endows Adario, for instance). Indeed, the 

capacity for abstract thought - accompanied by an apparently Lockean distaste for 

innate conviction - was vital for a people to be considered police. Police held the fort 

until civilise was dredged up from authors as relatively distant as Descartes, who had 

used the term in 1637. 

Perhaps because of its original relationship with police, early definitions of civilization 

emphasise the importance of properly structured authority. This emphasis is clearly 

perceptible in the French accounts of hierarchy and authority in the Indian tribes of 

New France. In 1682 Pere Membre wrote in terms which reveal that he regarded 

authority as not only the heart of society but also of humanity. He compares the 

Natchez and the hierarchical societies of the Mississippi with the Algonquians of New 

France, and finds that the two former are: 

"all different from our Canada Indians in their houses, dress, manners, 
inclinations and customs ... Their chiefs possess all the authority ... 
They have their valets and officers who follow them and serve them 
everywhere. They distribute their favors and presents at will. 
In a word we generally found men there. "258 

Membre's emphasis on the importance of hierarchy and authority sets him at some 
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distance from the Aristotelian criteria for "man" that had governed sixteenth century 

scholastic thought on the subject of the American Indian. Despite their ignorance of 

Christianity, a great many Indians satisfied Aristotle's criteria, by living in polities and 

regulating their lives in accordance with rules and regulations which remained 

constant.259 Rigid hierarchy is a characteristic organising principle of orthodox, revealed 

religion, but Membre is not bemoaning the Algonquians' ignorance of Christ: rather, 

he seems outraged by the absence of secular hierarchy, in particular the non-existence 

of a benevolent ruling class possessed of a sense of noblesse oblige. Richard White 

attributes Membre's perception of the Indians to confusion about the fount of 

Algonquian social cohesion, which was tradition. Included in this tradition was the 

conviction that identity was innate - a theme common to all the tribes of New France, 

and one which fell foul ~f the transformative ideology of French "civilising"260 which 

had a Lockean bent. 

Harry Liebersohn has interpreted the uneasy response of the French to un-hierarchical 

Indian societies differently. The concept of societal hierarchy must be examined 

carefully to avoid anachronism, he suggests. 

"Liberal societies of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries ... are founded 
on the idea of legal equality ... all are supposed to enjoy one set of laws 
and rights. Pre-Revolutionary European societies worked on the opposite 
principle of legal inequality. "261 

To each group in society were attached certain privileges (although one individual could 

belong to several overlapping bodies) which were guarded with some ferocity, 

constituting as they did the benchmarks of corporate and individual identity. There was, 

however, considerable interpenetration between these groups - most notably between 

noble and non-noble elites: Liebersohn's is not a Marxian conflict-orientated 

argument.262 He does, however, support Weber's claim that honour was the specific 

characteristic of various estates, and that honour was linked to "a specific style of 
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life" 263 • Was this the basis of French misconceptions about Indian life - insufficient 

specificity and a social fluidity that was less to do with usurping the hierarchy than it 

was about undermining the entire structure? Liebersohn does not say. What he does 

suggest is that French commentators on New France fell into either of two camps: 

aristocratic or democratic. 

Over years of inclusion in purely literary works, the "nobility" of the Noble Savage 

has become moral (the antonym of "ignoble" rather than meaning "aristocratic"), 

but comparisons between the Indians of New France and the aristocrats of Europe 

were common at the beginning of the eighteenth century. These comparisons were 

formed on the basis of the Indians' dignified bearing, their perceived idleness, their 

fondness for war and hunting (necessity aside), and their inclination to move about 

from one "residence" to the next, according to the season. Lahontan, no particular 

friend of authority, presents whatLiebersohn characterises as an "aristocratic" 

appreciation of Indian life: 

"What a contrast there was between Montreal and the forest! Cooped up 
in town, Lahontan suffered the tyranny of priests who watched over the 
women, expected everyone to take the sacrament once a month, and tore 
up his copy of Petronius. Out hunting with his Indian friends, Lahontan 
savoured a nobleman's paradise, filled with game and enlivened by male 
camaraderie."264 

There are elements of truth in this assessment of Lahontan, but it overlooks several 

inconvenient biographical facts about him. Lahontan was a soldier, but a wilful and 

insubordinate one: Lahontan was an enemy of all authority - whether clerical, legal or 

moral - and to a vituperative extent that cannot be adequately explained by an 

aristocratic sense of hauteur. Nor are his "aristocratic" credentials beyond reproach: 

the one-generation pedigree of a rapidly alienated title only awarded to Lahontan's 

father for his efforts at rendering the local river navigable meant that Lahontan's claim 

to nobility was, at best, somewhat arriviste. Liebersohn's focus on the behaviour of 

nobility gives insufficient weight to their location. Lahontan eulogises the camaraderie 

of the forest hunt and bemoans the constraints of town life. There is a conceptual link 

between the oppressive politesse and police of town life, and Lahontan's 
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understanding of "civilization". Liebersohn concurs with Axtell in believing that the 

town is the essential locus of civilization, and "liberty" is only to be found in the 

forest, beyond the reach of its civic tentacles. 

Hennepin, the only author of travel literature about New France to surpass Lahontan' s 

own popularity, expresses the same desire to escape the constraints of town, for the 

forest265 : the forest soon acquired a conceptual link with anti-hierarchical disorder, 

subversion, and abandon. (The word sauvage is etymologically a direct descendant of 

the Latin silvaticus - meaning "forest dweller".) Liebersohn also makes note of 

Lahontan's praise of the masculine camaraderie of the woods, concluding that this is a 

further expression of the "aristocratic" Indian life. This is a positivistic interpretation 

ofLahontan, who was more generally negative: equally perceptible in Lahontan's 

celebration of this camaraderie is a sense of freedom from the self-restraint engendered 

by female company - the "restraint" that is in reality a "constraint" enforced by 

civilite and politesse. 

The quasi-noble qualities that, if not precisely by Lahontan, were nonetheless attributed 

to the Indians by some French contemporaries provide a useful insight into the 

relationship between civilization, authority, and liberty. There are some similarities 

between the claims of natural nobility, and the comparisons made between the Indians 

and, for instance, the Spartans under Lycurgus. While at first the resemblance seems 

slight- the aristocracy, after all, not being known for its stoicism or appetite for 

deprivation - it lies instead in the static conceptualisation of what a civilization is. The 

comparison with present-day nobility endowed the sauvage with a position at the 

pinnacle of French society: no improvement or "reduction" to civility could be 

necessary. The comparisons made with the classical tradition were golden emanations 

of nostalgia for a past perfectly immobilised by its distance. This link with classical 

civilizations was not limited to an abstract nostalgia. Herodotus provided an enduring 

model for the "ethnographic" analysis of new peoples, and his formulaic categories 

(marital customs, funeral and religious rites, dwellings, diet and dress) continued to be 

used by writers. These were celebrations of Indian life that did not include a 
265 G. Chinard. L' Amerigue et le Reve Exotigue dans la Litterature francaise au XVIIe et au XVIIIe siecle Paris, 
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transformative aspect in their "civilization". 

"Civilization" is commonly escorted by a sense of apocalyptism. Either civilization 

itself equates to the degeneration of natural virtue, or it is held up as a thing so petlect 

that - as had, after all, been the experience of the Greeks and Romans - hordes of 

barbarians bent on its destruction are always imminent. It is not a civilization if there is 

no one predicting its demise or attempting to fit its existing institutional characteristics 

into a greater pattern of cyclical boom and bust, hubris and nemesis. From this 

perennial sense of civilized gloom stems the Western primitivistic tradition. Judeo

Christian and Greco-Roman civilizations had generated myths about an idealised Eden, 

Arcadia, Paradise on Earth, or Golden Age, and by the time of the Renaissance these 

abstract concepts had found a location in the lands far to the west: there, citizens lived 

in harmony with nature and reason, amid an idealised landscape and gentle climate. In 

these distant utopias existed peoples who were ''free of history's burdens and modern 

society's complexities".266 That is to say, their cultures were non-historical and simp~: 

they were happy. 

Why were the Indians of America - for it was often they who assumed the mantle of 

Utopian citizenry- considered "historyless"? Partly, this was because their culture 

was non-literate. To this fact could be added the myopic euro-centrism of the majority 

of European settlers: despite their efforts to reconcile America chronologically with the 

cosmogony described in the Bible, Europeans appear nonetheless to have 

subconsciously assumed that life in America had begun, more or less, when Europe 

first discovered it. At the basis of the European assumption that the Indians were 

"without history" was the fact that Utopias are never temporal: their unending stasis is 

what makes them utopian. Berkhofer presents a persuasive but rather simplistic 

dichotomy: 

"Since Whites primarily understocxi the Indian as an antithesis to themselves, 
then civilization and Indianness as they defined them would forever be 
opposites. Only civilization had history and dynamics in this view, so 
therefore Indianness must be conceived of as historyless and static."267 

266 R.J. Berkhofer, The White Man's Indian: Images of the American Indian from Columbus to the Present New 
York, Alfred A. Knopf,1978, p. 529 
267 Berkhofer, pp. 528-9 
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However, the concept of civilization supported by the French primitivists at the 

beginning of the eighteenth century barely merited the description "dynamic". Not yet 

linked with the idea of progress, (and not positively articulated as an institution or a 

transformative verb) it was hardly dynamic at all. The ethnographic shorthand 

Berkhofer depicts as typical of European accounts of "Indianness" extended to their 

own culture as well. 

Todorov notes that the discovery of America opened up for primitivist interpretation of 

exoticism "an immense territory on which to project ever-present images of a Golden 

Age long since past at home".268 The phrase "ever-present" is a telling clue to the 

emergence of a static archetype. Indeed, Todorov continues, the identification made 

between the mreurs of the American sauvages and those of western Europe's own 

ancestors was almost immediate: exoticism converged with "a primitivism that was 

also chronological.m69 Despite the admiring perspective of exoticism, it was not in any 

sense based on cultural relativism. However, the static two-dimensionality of the exotic 

American set-piece had less to do with eurocentric ambivalence than it was a measure 

of a frozen, institutional idea of the distant European past. Why was it so frozen? The 

reason lay in its status as a heroic ideal: 

" ... all cultures (with the partial exception of modem European culture) 
have sought to valorize their own past, seeing it as a moment of 
plenitude and hannony; the present is always experienced as a fall."270 

The apotheosis of civilization is immobile perfection. Those who idealised Indian life to 

conform to this original paradigm had no reason to take any interest in the history and 

scope for change in that life. Indeed, more painstaking accuracy would be quite 

counterproductive. Todorov notes that it is not without reason that Lahontan expunges 

from his polemical Dialogues nearly all the ethnographic information that he presents 

in his Memoires: a description that is very detailed lends itself badly to idealization.m 

Details concede that all is not without complexity, and complexity defies the sort of 

absolute claims that sustain any Utopia. The relationship between complexity and 

268 T. Todorov, On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and Exoticism in French Thought Cambridge 

Mass., Han1ard University Press, 1993, p. 266 
269 Ibid., p. 267 
210 Ibid. 
271 Ibid., p. 271 
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the French concept of "civilization'' at the beginning of the eighteenth century is clear. 

Complexity was, and remained, a compelling criterion for civilization. The acceptance 

of complexity and diversity witnessed by Enlightenment France had had its antecedents 

in the travel literature of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth century. 

However, cultural relativism had laid down its roots - if not home much fruit -

considerably earlier. In 1580, Montaigne had written an essay entitled Des cannibales. 

In it, Montaigne demonstrates an ethnological sophistication that "surpassed that of 

most men a century later."272 Margaret Hodgen suggests that in the writing of Des 

cannibales Montaigne made a conscious break with the black-and-white epitomizations 

that characterised scholastic thought in the Renaissance. He also abandons the lists of 

cultural data that constituted much of Herodotus' much-imitated approach. Instead, 

Montaigne makes comparisons, and detects cultural similitudes. (Hodgen thinks it 

unfair to describe Montaigne as "eurocentric"on the strength of his frequent recourse 

to comparison, which, she argues, he uses consciously as a pedagogical tool - a defence 

which holds equally true of Lafitau).173 In Des cannibales Montaigne makes a 

distinction between the mythical golden age and the historical/textual polities of 

Lycurgus and Plato. He goes on to criticise the ideal polities envisaged by Lycurgus 

and Plato, stating that the state of the "cannibals" is better than both, for having "so 

little artifice and human solder" .274 Of this phrase, David Quint concludes "that is, 

without the intervention of culture".275 By "culture" Quint means what 

anthropologists would call "civilization". He describes the "cultural institutions" that 

Montaigne denies are known to the "cannibals'': these same institutions are 

recognisable as criteria for "civilization": 

"no trade, no writing or arithmetic, nor juricial or political offices, 
no servitude or class division between rich and poor, no business 
or testamentary settlements, no kinship relations, no agriculture 
or metallurgy." 

These are the layers of civilization's institutional complexity. 

272 M.Hodgen, Early Anthropology in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries Philadelphia, University of 
Pennsylvania, 1964, p. 191 
213 Ibid., pp. 191-192 
274 Montaigne, Des Cmmibales ?????? 
275 D. Quint, "A Reconsideration of Montaigne's 'Des Ca11nibales"' in Starobinski, Ibid. p. 166 



Quint goes on to note that Montaigne's "chain of privatives" reaches a rhetorical 

climax with the observation that the cannibals' language lacks even the words to 

express complex ideas that are alien to their simple way of life. Montaigne writes 

"The very words that signify lying, treachery, dissimulation, avarice, envy, 
belittling, pardon - unheard of."276 
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This idea - that the language of the sauvage was innocent of all but a minimal and 

concrete descriptive arsenal - was to become a common motif, first in travel writing and 

then, more polemically, in the rhetorical pronouncements of the Noble Savage. Quint 

contends that Montaigne's inclusion of "pardon" in the "anti-lexica"of cannibals is 

profoundly significant when viewed in the wider context of Montaigne's Essais , all of 

which place an emphasis on the virtue of clemency.277 Montaigne is perhaps not the 

early defender of natural man he is typically cast as. Nonetheless, if this aspect of 

Montaigne's Des cannibales has been generally overlooked by modern writers, it was 

also a point that slipped past the late seventeenth and eighteenth century writers who 

cribbed some of his ideas. The epigrammatic "sting in the tail" that Quint identifies in 

the absence of "pardon" from the cannibal vocabulary is not repeated by any of the 

later writers who use the same formula in defence of the sauvage. 

The unparallelled cruelty of the American Indian towards his enemies was already 

entrenched in the European imagination. The authors of the seventeenth-century Jesuit 

Relations had depicted this excessive Indian cruelty- particularly in the torture of 

captives -in uncompromising terms: it was demonic. In 1640, Pere Chaumonot, on 

witnessing such a torture, had observed that it resembled "the manner in which the 

demons torment the damned"278 These first, lurid reports made compelling reading: by 

the end of the seventeenth century, however, Indian cruelty, although still meriting 

notice, was recounted in more matter-of-fact terms. Lahontan-who admittedly had a 

taste for salacious understatement - drily attests to the cruelty often inflicted by Indian 

nations upon their prisoners of war. The Indian capacity for mercy was not a subject to 

276 Montaigne, Des Cannibales in Essais 
211 Quint, p. 167 
278 P. Berthiaume, "Les Relations des Jesuites: N01cvel Avatar de La ligende Doree" in G. Therien, ed. ~ 
Figures de I'Indien Montreal, Universite de Quebec a Montreal, 1988, p. 123 



which either he, nor Lafitau paid much attention. Lahontan writes: 

" ... these Americans are as cruel to their enemies as they are 
fair to their Allies; for among some Nations are those who 
treat their prisoners of war with the worst inhumanity ... 
When the Europeans interfere, to reproach these savages for 
their ferocity, they reply coldly that life is nothing, that one 
cannot avenge one's enemies by slitting their throats, but by 
making them endure long, bitter & agonising tonnents ... "279 
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Apart from his moderately critical use of froidement to describe the Indians' attitude to 

the torture of prisoners of war, Lahontan' s treatment of the subject is almost cursory. 

The Indian capacity for hatred, and constancy in hatred, did not often attract particular 

censure by travel writers. Deep-seated antipathy was not, afterall, a sentiment alien to 

seventeenth and eighteenth century French laymen, whose home had long been riven 

by bitter internecine religious hatred. 

Given his militaristic inclinations, it is intriguing to find Lahontan elsewhere arguing 

against war - and, apparently, against the human capacity for reason that inclines them 

to disagreement: war, he writes, makes men "less Natural...than animals" because 

animals never fight within a species. In his Memoires - the more ethnographic of his 

works - Lahontan cites "Le Sauvage nomme le Rat", who says that 

"the thing in the world that most embarasses him is to see men waging 
war against men. You. see, he would say, my brother, our Dogs get on 
perfectly well with those of the Iroquois, & those of the Iroquois get 
on with those of the French ... ,>2Bo 

''Le Rat" then digresses, suggesting that, indeed, had animals the capacity for thought 

and reason, and the ability to communicate their views, then "bears or wolves" would 

be capable of forming "une Republique" which could quite easily exterminate the 

divided human race outright. "Le Rat" gives a vivid account of the sort of slaughter 

that a republic of wolves might carry out, and concludes that 

" ... my dear brotlzer ... tlze reason of men is the greatest instrument of their 
unlzappiness, & and if they did not possess the faculties of thinking, 
reasoning & speaking, they would not make war as.they do, without 
any regard for humanity & integrity. "281 

Of this, Lahontan writes ''Witness here the morality of a Savage, who mingles with [se 
279 Lahontan, Memoires [Chinard edn] p. 144 
280 Ibid., p. 143 
281 Ibid. 
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mele de] 

the Philosophe~ on the custom of killing men with justice & with honour. "283 

In accordance with what Todorov has identified as Lahontan 's "minimalist 

principle"™ , the Indians only go to war to defend their hunting grounds and rights of 

passage: in other words, to defend their subsistence lifestyle. Yet the rest of Lahontan' s 

account of Indian warfare is not pacifist in spirit. While le Rat is made to articulate a 

claim for the universality of mankind, elsewhere in Lahontan' s chapter on war the 

emphasis tends instead to be upon tribal specificity. This specificity brings Lahontan

whose general thesis is that the mceurs of America are the very antipodes of those of 

Europe - to declare that, in fact, there is a close resemblance between America and 

Europe where warfare is concerned: 

"One must conclude from this that there is a great difference between 

the diverse Peoples of Canada, some are good, the others bad; some 
bellicose, others cowardly; some agile & the others heavy & plodding; 
in a word, that that part of America is like our Europe, where each Nation is 
differently good & bad ... "285 

It is likely that le Rat was the inspiration for the "Adario" of Lahontan's DiaJ,ogues. 

However, there is an implicit danger in ascribing any veracity to the words of le Rat 

simply because he appears in a less obviously rhetorical context than is the Dialogues. 

Instead, his words, like those of Adario, are a polemical pastiche of "Indianness" that 

give a greater insight into Lahontan's perception of civilization and the gulf between 

savagism and civility. In this regard, le Rat's comments on war among men are 

particularly revealing. The distinction he makes - twice - between animals and men 

comprises three faculties: thought, reason, and speech. Clearly, "thought" is not the 

same as "reason": the logical exercise of "reason" that is otherwise depicted by 

Lahontan as an effortless emanation of Huron mental process is here separated from 

the involuntary act of "thinking". Speech, in turn, is deliberately distanced from the 

noises made by animals by way of communication. It is given its place as the 

articulation of the intellectual process that leads from thought, to reason, to the 

282 Aristotle 
283 Ibid., p. 143 
284 Todorov, p. 273 
285 Lahontan, Memoires [Chinard edn] p. 149 
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expression of an idea. 

Anthony Pagden places the problem of the spoken word at the centre of his analysis of 

the ideas expressed by Lahontan. The question of the origin of human language is one 

which has always engaged thinkers, because the link between language and the history 

of human development is inextricable. In the early eighteenth century, the origin of 

language posed a logical threat to orthodox Christianity, which asserted that the first 

language was that given by God to Adam. Like the Platonic explanation of language, 

the Adamic view of the spoken word was that there was a direct link between words 

and tlrings. The Adamic explanation of language was universalist it did not concede 

any role in the development of human language to human agency and the contingencies 

of varied cultural experience. This was a theory which won few adherents, even among 

Christians: languages had generally been considered conventional in origin since the 

days of Aristotle™. 

Adamic universalism was superceded by a literal interpretation of the Tower of Babel 

and the "confusion of tongues" that was its outcome. By the late seventeenth century 

all languages were recognised, in their diversity, to be post-Babel, and, as such, thought 

to provide a series of maps of the human mind.287 It was argued that languages could 

convey the history of mankind because language was the direct emanation of human 

invention and culture. Lafitau, whose monogenetic thesis might be expected to bias 

him towards an Adamic explanation of human language, writes instead that 

"The confusion of languages was not the first cause of the division of 
men. It was the multitude of these men themselves, as the Scripture 
shows us. The diversity introduced by God in their language served 
only to force them to unite with those who could understand them 
and by whom they could be understood. "288 

All languages were conventional, and it was "mutual agreement which alone ensured 

that the same word stood invariably for the same thing."289 

286 A.Pagden, European Encounters with the New World New Haven, Yale University Press, 1993, p. 126 
287 Ibid., p. 127 
288 J-F. Lafitau, Customs of the American Indians vol 1., Toronto, Champlain Society, 1977, p. 51 
289 Ibid. 
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Locke extended his theory of sensationalism to include the dictum that human 

vocabulary corresponded precisely to human needs. These needs were variously 

complex and simple. The sauvage lived a life aspiring only to subsistence: this 

simplicity, it was argued, was reflected in the limited vocabulary of his language. 

Writers who sought to depict the "noble savage" often made a virtue of this simplicity 

and a vice of the lexical and intellectual complexity of civilization. Lahontan - like 

Montaigne more than 150 years earlier - agrees that the Indians of New France "only 

know how to speak in order to know how to live. They have not a single word which is 

either useless or superfluous. "290 This was the idealised transparency of a language of 

subsistence. 

Included in what Pagden characterises as the savage "anti-lexica"291 - words the lack of 

which delineated either savage limitations or virtuous primitivism - were terms of 

abstraction and universality. There were words for "maple" and "birch", but no word 

to indicate the genus "tree". The apparent absence of abstract universals posed a 

serious impediment to Christian evangelism: there were no Indian words - and no 

Indian intellectual concepts - by which to express the meaning of the''Trinity"; no 

"immaculate conception" and no "sacrament".292 Lafitau, who is a degenerationist 

and thus persuaded that abstract truths must once have been known to the sauvage , 

writes that 

"Abstract truths, so much beyond the reach of gross and carnal man, might 
easily have been converted into palpable images which have brought about 
the transfer to the creature of the cult properly due the Creator. 
Faintheartedness has been able to create as many idols as there were objects 
of terror and things to fear. The corruption of customs, which was bound to 
result, placed on altars all those things which cultivated disorder."293 

Fear has caused the sauvage mind to devolve upon the concrete and literal: 
faintheartedness and 

confusion have fuelled idolatry.2~ The concept of fear as a motivating principle of 
savage life 

290 Pagden, p. 127 
291 Ibid. 
292 Ibid., pp. 132-3 
293 Lafitau, vol. 1, pp. 92-3 
294 The psychology of fear was also widely used by opponents of organised religion, who claimed that divine 
worship was the cynical work of canny legislators. Lafitau is anxious to contradict this suggestion that religious 
behaviour was neither innate nor universal. This topic is addressed in greater depth in the chapter entitled 
"Religion". 
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was frequently presented by travel writers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

The non-existence of an Indian vocabulary of abstraction was more than a merely 

practical obstacle to European thinkers. It marked a conceptual gulf between savage 

and civil man that was keenly felt the Indians appeared to have no language of 

reflection, only the immediate expression of what could be sensed. Abstractions and 

universals required a capacity for self-consciousness that had long been achieved by all 

European cultures, and by the Arabs, Turks, Chinese, Japanese and Indian peoples who 

shared the privilege of being considered "civil".295 Mere diversity (the asystematic 

multiplicity of Indian languages was well known) was not considered an adequate 

substitute for ordered, structural complexity and introspection. Lafitau 's attempts to 

steer Indian languages into a coherent philological pattern were part of a wider effort to 

sublimate the disturbing unruliness of America's disparate languages into an ordered, 

stable and coherent unity.296 The existence of consistent patterns of thought, language 

and behaviour was of vital interest to men motivated by an early Enlightenment appetite 

for genera. 

While the perceived lack of abstract terms in Indian language formed a significant 

barrier to the informed conversion and acculturation of Indians to European religion 

and mceurs , this deficiency also lent itself to idealistic primitivism. Indian languages, 

although rich in rhetorical and metaphorical eloquence297 , were primarily descriptive 

and inf erential.298 Both Lahontan and Lafitau attest to the Indian aptitude for 

dissimulation (which both regard as a well-tuned form of passive resistance) but the 

Indians they encounter do not actually lie. Similarly, the constancy of the Indian -

whether in friendship or hatred - was a perennial refrain of seventeenth and eighteenth 

century travel writers, many of whom made the comparison between the unswervingly 

steadfast Indian and the classical Stoic299 • The natural world does not lie. The unifying 

295 Pagden, pp. 131-132 
296 Ibid., p. 133 
297 Washburn, p. 342 
298 Pagden, p. 129 
299 Quint, p. 167: this comparison is addressed at greater length in the chapter discussing the Classical Tradition. 
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characteristic of natural law, natural religion and natural man is a shared literal

mindedness: a conceptual "flatness" and transparency that leaves little scope for 

duplicity and deliberate misrepresentation. Lying is thus inseparable from the artifice 

of European "civilization" and civilite. The noble savage does not make a conscious, 

noble decision not to lie: deceit and duplicity are completely unknown to him. 

Lahontan endorses the idea of there being not only words, but concepts that were 

entirely alien to the sauvage. Adario - the polemical version of le Rat of the Memoires -

is made a sauvage "qui a voyage". This important detail enables Adario to give 

variously damning 'eyewitness' accounts of the European vices that would otherwise 

have remained beyond the scope of his conceptual vocabulary and universe. As such, 

Adario, probably the first critical Noble Savage, and certainly the most popular of its 

early incarnations300 provides an insight into Lahontan's perception of the vices of 

French civil life. Less rhetorically gilded are Lahontan's 'verbatim' accounts of 

pronouncements made by le Rat in the Memoires. It is significant that le Rat, on the 

subject of war, is adamant that it is "thought, reason and speech"301 which set men 

apart from beasts.(Le Rat also concludes that Reason is the root of all division and 

unhappiness among men302 - a conclusion so much at odds with Adario' s Deist 

veneration of the gift of reason that it commands attention.) 

It may be significant that le Rat - an Indian sauvage - articulates a positive distinction 

between "man and beast"on similar grounds to those on which Europe distinguishes 

between "civil and savage" man. Pagden emphasises the importance of literacy as the 

final stage in the natural history of language. "For all social theorists," he writes, 

"since the early Middle Ages at least, the invention of writing had been seen as the 

crucial transition into an ordered social world."303 Indeed, theorists like Bernard 

Mandeville (whose Fable of the Bees appeared in 1714) and Lafitau ascribed the 

"degeneration" that the sauvage had undergone to the difficulties associated with the 

30° Chinard, intro. to Memoires 
301 my italics 
302 Lahontan, Memoires, p. 143 
303 Pagden, p. 135 
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post-diluvial transmission of culture304 : while neither explicitly mentions the necessity 

of written texts in the inter-generational replication of "civilized" order, Lafitau is 

cynical about the Iroquois oral tradition. On the subject of the historical origin of the 

Iroquois, he writes that although the Iroquois, "having no letters", have no reliable 

chronological tables or annals. 

" They have, however, a kind of sacred tradition which they are careful to 
conserve, but this tradition does not itemize any particulars which relate 
them to any known origin except the common origin of all men ... 
Besides, this tradition, passing from mouth to mouth, changes as it is 
passed on, and degenerates into myths so absurd that one can only very 
reluctantly report them."305 

To a European like Lafitau, the spoken word is implicitly unreliable and degenerative. It 

lacks a sense of historicity and it is not sufficiently specific. To Lahontan's le Rat the 

opposite is true. Le Rat positions speech as the act at the end of contemplation and 

logical scrutiny: in other words, speech stands in for the written word. Throughout 

Lahontan's work his Indian interlocutors express contempt for writing and texts. The 

contemplative, reflective and self-conscious ''filtering" act of writing gives immediate 

rise to suspicions of deceit and falsehood. Sometimes Lahontan's Indians are 

straightforward ciphers for Deist 'py.rrhonism' - a fashionably 4!~.effect~d pqsition of 

extreme scepticism about the reliability of the written worq. At other times their 

criticism of the written word seems to hint at a more general aversion to the insidious 

and cynical role played by text in undermining true sociability. Adario, expounding the 

virtues of Huron marriages (which can be dissolved at any time, but which until their 

dissolution are governed by inviolable fidelity3°6 ) criticises French wives for the secret 

letters they write to their lovers: 

"Ha! blasted Writing! pernicious invention of Europeans ... "307 

Adario mocks the reverence of the French for the "twenty-three little figures" they 

meticulously arrange rather than simply talk to the person with whom they wish to 

communicate.308 

304 Hodgen, p. 380 
305 Lafitau, p. 81 
306 Memoires, p. 123 
307 Lahontan, Dialogues curieux [Chinard edn] p. 227 
3os Ibid. 
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French travellers and missionaries in New France used the semantic complexity of their 

own language as both a weapon against disturbing Indian ideas and a means of cultural 

self-aggrandisement. One of the greatest obstacles to the conversion of the Indians of 

New France was the existence among them of shamans who upheld traditional 

religious beliefs and rituals. The shaman became the first target of the Jesuits' 

campaign to Christianize the Indians of North America, for the shaman was, Axtell 

writes, "the sentry of 'superstition' and custodian of cultural conservatism."309 Axtell, 

basing his case primarily on the propagandistic Jesuit Relations, asserts that the Jesuits 

immediately decided that shamans were charlatans rather than men diabolically 

possessed: thenceforth, ridicule and rhetoric were relentlessly deployed to strip the 

shaman of credibility in the eyes of his Indian acolytes.310 

Lafitau' s account of the Jesuit estimation of shamans lacks the brash confidence Axtell 

depicts. 

According to Lafitau, the original conclusion of most missionaries was that these were 

men were satanists: this, however, was not a universally accepted opinion. Lafitau 

attests to the fact that the syncretic perspective on religious ritual espoused by some 

Jesuits inclined them - at least at first - to a level of relativism where the shamans were 

concerned. They could not immediately decide whether the machinations of these 

shamans were the expression of good spirits or satanic. In some missionary fields, 

Lafitau writes - South America was one - it was relatively easy to adjudge that 

shamanism was traffic with the Devil.311 However, the missionaries of New France 

could never quite be sure of either, and so took the precaution of condemning the 

Indians' "superstitions"outright. At the same time, missionaries used language as a 

means of diminishing the shock of this apparently satanic practice upon the European 

readers of their Relations. Lafitau's integrity as an ethnographer - and his sensitivity to 

the complexity of an alien culture - is indicated by the distaste he expresses for this 

semantic game: 

"[The missionaries of New France] believed, however, that they should 
regard what the Indians themselves said of their spells and divinations 
as useless and foolish and they saw, in their so-called diviners, only 

309 J. Axtell, The Invasion Within New York, Oxford University Press, 1985, p. 93 
310 Ibid., p. 96 
311 Lafitau does not say why: human sacrifice seems a likely explanation. 



charlatans and very poor doctors who have always since then been 
calledjongleurs [tricksters] as if their art was nothing but simple 
charlatanism."312 
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This term,jongleur, which was commonly used by French travellers and missionaries 

to stand for "shaman", was of medieval French origin and denoted a travelling 

entertainer - a juggler or minstrel. It bore no connection with the supernatural powers 

claimed by the shamans of North America.313 As such, it was a deliberately weak 

translation. Given the sedentary bias of concepts of civilization at the time, it is perhaps 

significant thatjongleur was a word that implied itineracy and thus "anti-social" 

behaviour, while still diminishing the actual threat of this rival indigenous "clergy". 

Despite these semantic attempts to diminish shamanism, devilish connotations still 

attached themselves even to the diminutive, irreverent "jongleur". In his Dialogues 

Lahontan is at pains to demonstrate that the Hurons regard theirjongleurs with an 

amused indulgence: it is Adario' s European interlocutor who gives a graphic account 

of the various evils ofjongleurs in France. Adario insists thatjongleurs are the victims 

of minor mental illness (proven by their otherwise inexplicable aversion to hunting and 

warfare), saying "You can well see that we scoff at them in their absence, & that we 

are aware of their lunacy ."314Lahontan' replies that 

"There is a great deal of difference between our Jongle1irs and yours; 
for those among us speak with the evil Spirit, have feasts with him 
every night..." 

Lafitau takes the orthodox, Catholic view that evil spirits do commune with men ( and 

women), and have always done so - as demonstrated in "the Old and New 

Testaments ... all antiquity, sacred and secular historym15• Opponents of this view draw 

his censure. Although Lafitau (possibly in reply to Fontenelle's sceptical Histoire des 

oracles316) admits that history has been occasionally punctuated by the spurious 

activities of various "great rascals and pure charlatans", he insists that cynically 

orchestrated bids for power and authority were comparatively rare and did not diminish 

the "true charms, true enchantments, true frenzies" that made up the rest. Even so, 
312 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 240 
313 Fenton & Moore in Lafitau, Ibid. 
314 Lahontan, Dialogues p. 193 
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Lafitau acknowledges the growing influence of sceptical thought upon contemporary 

opinion. The work of atheists, he argues, and "that spirit of irreligion which today is 

making such evident headway in the world" had made literal belief in satanic 

"possession" and other manifestations of demonic influence an intellectually 

indefensible embarassment that was also profoundly declasse. 

"This belief [in the existence of men who have "intercourse with the spirits 
via enchantment and magic"] ... has carried with it the implication of a 
certain weakness of mind so that it is no longer tolerated except among 
silly women and people of the lower classes, or, among priests and monks, 
who are supposed to have some advantage in maintaining these popular 
visions which an intelligent person would be ashamed to confess."317 

Like "silly women and people of the lower classes", the Indians maintained their 

"superstitious" belief in the power of shamans: the elision of these three groups of 

intellectual inferiors is possibly significant to the development of a new "proto

Enlightenment" sense of hierarchy that was based on explicitly imellectual criteria. 

This is not to say that such intellectual distinctions had not been implicitly 

acknowledged for generations: it is hardly ground-breaking to announce, for instance, 

that peasants were less sophisticated intellectually than educated town-dwellers. What 

was new, however, was the explicit recognition of the connection between 

credulousness and the contingent vulnerability to cynical abuses of power. 

Lafitau's reference to the "priests and monks, who are supposed to have some 

advantage in maintaining these popular visions" shows his awareness of the argument 

made by esprits forts like Lahontan - that fear was the primary motivating principle of 

orthodox religion. This raises questions about the transitional nature of coercive 

authority and power in early eighteenth century French thought. The paradox of this 

new, parallel hierarchy based on the self-conscious expression of sceptical intellectual 

sophistication was that it purported to be anti-dogmatic. Civilization was no longer the 

comfortable preserve of orthodox authority and constraint: the civilized were free of 

fear. They were governed by a 'natural' sense of self-restraint rather than the strong 

arm of govennnental/societal constraint. 



Reli~on and Civilization: The Perils of Doubt 

"They were promoting the ends of commerce and national expansion. 
The foundations of French dominion were to be laid deep in the heart 
and conscience of the savage. His stubborn neck was to be subdued to 
the "yoke of the Faith" ... These sanguinary hordes, weaned from 
intestinal strife, were to unite in a common allegiance to God and the 
King."318 

- Francis Parkman. 
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It has long been fashionable to condemn the wholesale and deliberate destruction of 

indigenous belief structures caused by agressive colonial evangelism in New France. 

Historians have decried the potent combination of eurocentric self-righteousness and 

the faith that was the creature of that sense of cultural superiority. This pessimistic and 

one-sided assessment is true to a limited extent . Some estimation of the psychological 

impact of heavy-handed French missionary activity upon the Huron/Iroquois Indians 

of New France will be made later in this chapter. Nor can the agents of this agressive 

evangelical effort be considered a seamless entity: French Catholic evangelism was a 

multi-faceted endeavour and its various proponents - Jesuits, Recollects, Ursulines -

had idiosyncratic conceptions of the place of the Indian in the eyes of God. However, 

this post-colonial self-flagellation is more evidence of an enduringly blind sense of 

cultural importance than it is an entirely accurate depiction of the path of religion in 

New France. It gives negligible attention to the possibility that Indian culture might 

have influenced French conceptions of civility and behaviour - when it seems very 

likely that it did. 

The list of qualities lacked by the sauvages of the New World - what Pagden has 

termed the ethnographic "anti-lexica"of deficiencies - extended implicitly to include 

"godless" in its damning scope. Godlessness implied chaos, disorder and corruption: 

the antithesis of civilization. But this pessimistic understanding of "civilization" as a 

brake on the innate sinfulness of mankind was more a characteristic of Huguenot 

utopianism than it was of French Catholicism in the late seventeenth and early 

eighteenth centuries. The Protestant Huguenot population was the primary object of 

318 F.Parkman, The Jesuits in North America in the Seventeenth Century Toronto, George N. Morang, 1899, 
pp. 130-131 
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religious oppression in eighteenth century France. Louis XIV's own aspirations to be 

the king of a united Catholic people were combined with popular petitions strenuously 

opposed to the Protestant "heretics". The result was an oppressively anti-Huguenot 

regime which culminated in the Edict of Nantes in 1685: perhaps unsurprisingly 

Huguenots have a long history as utopian authors. One such author, Denis V airasse, 

whose Histozy of the Sevarambians was first published in 1675 in English, and in 

French in 1677, provides an interesting contrast with Lahontan, despite their many 

similarities. 

Vairasse (1670-ca. 1700) was an Huguenot exile who eked out a never entirely secure 

living as a court parasite. He taught languages, wrote French grammar books, and like 

Lahontan, was suspected of involvement in low level espionage. The differences 

between the two men are more resounding. Vairasse's "Sevarambia" is a Utopia 

along Hellenistic lines: a great lawgiver has endowed the Sevarambians with their 

society, which is communist. (The anomie which pertains among Lahontan's Hurons 

would be anathema to Vairasse.) Severambia, in accordance with utopian tradition, is 

not Christian, but a secular republic organised on civic rather than religious lines. 

V airasse' s Calvinist conviction is that man has a natural proclivity for vice: in his 

Utopia, social institutions -in particular, participation in an identical basic education

curtail the secular "original sin'' of the Severambians. Huguenot thought was 

Augustinian in its theology, and Augustinians maintained that man's nature was 

innately coloured by Original Sin.319 

Augustinian thinkers - including the English Calvinists in America - concluded that 

"Civility" and "civilizedness" prevented the domination of the human spirit by 

original sin. Michael Oakeshott's definition of civilization as external "restraint" has 

echoes of Vairasse's pessimism about unimpeded "natural" human proclivities. 

Vairasse's Severambians are virtuous by training: Lahontan, by contrast, depicts a 

nation of naturally good people whose virtue is untainted by dogma, and whose 

behaviour is not regulated by fear of punishment. Lahontan is not much aware of the 

regulating forces of sanction and tradition that maintained order among the tribes they 

319 C.Northeast,The Parisian Jesuits and the Enlightenment 1700-1762 Oxford, The Voltaire Foundation, 1991, 
p.156 
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documented (although Lafitau recognised the significance of amour propre.) Both 

writers share a favourable perception of unforced Indian harmony, which they assume 

to be an extension of natural benevolence. These are people to be, if anything, educated 

rather than trained. This moral optimism about mankind is the paradoxical link between 

Lahontan - the anarchic Deist - and Lafitau the Jesuit priest. 

The torrent of ideas and information that accompanied seventeenth century travel 

literature contributed to a new sense of cosmopolitanism in European thought. It was 

not that curiosity about the mceurs of distant lands was a new phenomenon. The old 

legends of Prester John and the land of Gog and Magog attested to a longstanding 

European sense of wonder about the other, the unknown - but for the first time these 

places were being scrutinised for signs of structural order and complexity: Europe was 

bringing the Other home. This new awareness of the enormous variety in mmurs, 

customs and institutions was accompanied by a general conviction that all men shared 

a fundamental belief in a Supreme Being. To a lesser degree this extended to a belief in 

life after death.320 What was missing from this otherwise comforting news was 

revelation. Few, if any, of the newly-discovered cultures in Asia espoused a revealed 

religion: in America there were none at all. Lay thinkers seized upon this fact and 

proposed a faith free of oppressive dogma and institutional authority: Natural Religion 

or Deism. The Catholic Church, alarmed by this assault on revelation, was moved to 

find a compromise between the rationalistic and the mystic approach to religious 

problems. In France, the Society of Jesus was at the forefront of this scramble to 

recover the unshakeable primacy of the Church. 

At the basis of the Church's discomfort was the evidence that the culture of other 

peoples reached back far beyond the chronology of the Old Testament. In an effort to 

resolve this problem the Jesuits first switched their allegiance from the Vulgate bible to 

the Septuagint version of the scriptures: this gave them a further 1500 years between 

the Creation and the life of Abraham, which they tried to used to quash the 

objectionable evidence presented by the Chinese tradition. Many in the Society were 

not satisfied with this solution. They turned their minds instead to the idea of 
320 A.H. Rowbotham, "The Jesuit Figurists and Eighteenth-century Religious Thought" in Journal of the 
History ofideas 1956 (4: viii) p. 471 
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uniqueness of source - the theory that if one could go back far enough, one could find 

the moment in history when each culture had broken off from the main culture.321 This 

"monogenetic" thesis was the Jesuit reply to fashionable secular universalism at the 

end of the seventeenth century. Still smarting from the revelations of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries, chronology was eclipsed by innovative and often erudite 

accounts written by Christian apologists, who claimed that the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition could be reconciled with all other cultures and religions. 

In 1679, Daniel Huet, Bishop of Avranches, published his immediately controversial 

Demonstratio Evangelica, in which he deposed the Egyptians as the fount of 

civilization, and reinstated Moses as the first source of the gods of "the Phoenicians, 

the Egyptians, the Persians, the Thracians, the Germans, the Gauls, the Bretons and the 

Romans. "322 Huet ingeniously accommodated all the deities, mythological tales and 

traditions in classical literature, including the gods and goddesses of Egypt, in his 

Mosaic "system". A shy, erudite man, Huet could not have anticipated the storm of 

criticism the Demonstratio Evangelica was to generate. Opposition came from two 

different camps. Antoine Amauld was one writer who pointed out the liability Huet

like Lafitau some eighty years later- had overlooked. Huet's argument, based on the 

similarity of Mosaic traditions and those of pagan antiquity, was reversible: this lethal 

interchangeability meant there was nothing particularly special or distinctive about 

Christianity at all. Arnauld was incensed. 

"It would be difficult to imagine a book more fundamentally irreligious; or one 
better fitted to persuade the budding free-thinker that, although one ought to have 
a religion, it did not greatly matter which, seeing there was good in all of them 
and that even Paganism could stand comparison with Christianity."323 

Others were indignant that "profane learning" should be used by an educated man to 

"buttress up" religion. Hazard interprets this antagonism as part of the ceaseless 

conflict between science andreligion.324 Wade, who questions whether Huet's 

intentions were as innocuous as they appear, includes him, with La Mathe le Vayer and 

Bernier, among the "professional sponsors of exoticism" who had an active interest in 

321 Ibid., p. 472 
322 P. Hazard, The European Mind New York, Meridian Books, p. 44 
323 Ibid., p. 45 
324 Ibid. 
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Deism and natural religion. 325 

Despite the ferocious critical reception met by comparative treatises like Huet's 

Demonstratio, the Jesuit fascination with similarities between Christianity and 

sophisticated "pagan" religions did not subside. Since 1600, the Jesuits had been 

trying to convert China to Christianity - with only moderate success. The Jesuit Matteo 

Ricci, whose mission in China began in 1601, was the first to identify in the ancient 

Chinese religion evidence to support a connection with the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition.326 The Jesuits were very impressed by China's Confucian moral code and 

evidently monotheistic religion, and trumpeted the virtues of the Chinese at home in 

France. "Le Sage Chinois" was born, and with it came the notion that the Chinese 

were "the most civilized, most prosperous, oldest and most moral of races. "327 The 

Jesuits' syncretic approach to the conversion of the Chinese attracted the 

condemnation of Jansenists and Protestants, and most Catholics remained dubious. 

One group of Jesuit priests in China devoted themselves to searching through the 

Confucian classics for evidence of common origin: this group became known as the 

Figurists. Jean-Frans:ois Foucquet was the most prominent of the Figurists: he firmly 

believed that the mysteries of Christianity were to be found hidden in the symbolic 

characters of the Chinese, and that God's Ancient Law was endowed not only to the 

Hebrew Enoch, but also to Fu Hsi, the author of the Confucian moral code. Theirs was 

a transmigrationist thesis based on the theory that the Chinese were the descendants of 

Shem, the only son of Noah to have preserved the Ancient Law in its original, pristine 

condition. 

It is very likely that Lafitau knew of the Figurists' transmigrationist, monogenetic 

theory. The controversy the Figurists attracted - which culminated in the "Chinese 

325 LO. Wade, The Intellectual Origins of the French Enlightenment Princeton NJ., Princeton University Press, 
1971, p. 371. Margaret Hodgen limits Huet to a part in the increasingly zealous late-seventeenth century effort 
to bring "documentary meaning" to geographically remote, history-less, and non-literate peoples. (Hodgen, p. 
345) 
326 J. Spence, The Memory Palace of Matteo Ricci New York, Viking Penguin, 1984 
327 Wade, p. 372 
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Rites" quarrel of 1700328 - would have been hard to miss, particularly from within the 

Jesuit fold. In the years between 1717 and the publication of his book in 1724, Lafitau 

was writing in Paris: Foucquet, the leading Figurist, was living in the city at the same 

time. "It seems inevitable," Rowbotham writes, "that Lafitau would have made the 

acquaintance of the ex-missionary. "329 In a work that is densely referenced 

(exhaustively reasoning from authority, Lafitau cites several hundred different 

sources33° ), his references on the literature of China are restricted to Acosta and the 

work of the pseudo-sinologist Athanasius Kircher: from this, Rowbotham asserts, it 

seems reasonable to inf er that Foucquet influenced his views: 

"At any rate Lafitau in his book appears to attempt to do for America what the 
Figurists had tried to do for China, that is to say, to bring the country, 
historically, within the circle of Judaeo-Christian tradition." 331 

There were major obstacles to Lafitau's emulation of the Chinese Figurists, not least 

the fact that America had until recently been a terra incognita: how could a son of 

Noah have carried Ancient Law to a country nobody in the Bible knew existed? 

Improbably, it was botany that rescued Lafitau from the horns of this difficulty. 

Ginseng, which had been "discovered" in China by the Jesuit Pere Jartoux several 

years earlier, was found by Lafitau, growing in North America and being put to similar 

medicinal uses as the Chinese had for the plant. Lafitau proposed that a historical 

migration across a now-vanished land bridge between north-eastern Asia and America 

had taken place. This enabled Lafitau to create bonds of kinship between "le Sage 

Chinois" and the "Noble Savage".332 This monogenetic conflation was supported by 

Lafitau's use of the Figurists' system. This system comprised three stages of religious 

development: 

"the period of universal Law; the destruction of the Ancient Law and its survival 
in 'principles of a strict morality which demand an austere virtue'; the existence of 
the Christian 'mysteries,' similar in all lands, and the written expression of this 

328 Wade, p. 372: The Jesuits had controversially approved of the Chinese cult of ancestor worship, among other 
"idolatrous" customs: Jesuit syncretism conveniently ignored the superstitious, materialist aspects of Chinese 
culture, preferring to concentrate on their rationalist, spiritualist and deist attributes. These came to a head in the 
'Chinese Rites' debacle, which was brought before the Sorbonne: the importance of grace (given diminutive 
importance in the Catholic-Confucian syncretism) was vehemently defended by Jansenists, in particular. 
329 Rowbotham, p. 482 
33° Fenton & Moore, p. Ix 
331 Ibid. 
332 Rowbotham, pp. 482-3 
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Law in mystic symbols."333 

Lafitau begins his argument with the Figurist premiss that all religions, whether Eastern 

or Western, are based on a universal symbolism334 • He writes 

"If one wishes to penetrate further the spirit of foreign religions, one will find in 
them still more emblematic figures which represent to us, although confusedly, 
the principal points of the faith and the revelation (which they had) of an ancient 
tradition, one will see in them the principles of an infinitely wise morality so that, 
from the depths of these religions, vitiated and monstrous as they are, one can draw, 
as it were, a proof that they are based on the true religion, corrupted and altered so 
as to be almost unrecognisable."335 

Humans are dependent on sense perception, and so it is "by theological necessity"336 

that God and his revelation must be represented in terms of sensible things. "The spirit 

of man, limited and bounded, could not collect, under a single point of view, the infinity 

of his attributes, except in a vague manner," Lafitau continues. "Our dependence on 

the imagination and senses, since it permits us to see God only as an enigma as St. 

Paul says,337 has caused a kind of need of representing him to us under palpable 

images, which are so many symbols lifting us up to him ... "338 According to Lafitau, the 

distorted objects of worship that can be found in most pagan mythology and religious 

traditions are thus derived from the revelation of the true God. Elsewhere he cites the 

argument from universal consent in support of his monogenetic theological position. 

Roger Mercier reads Lafitau's recourse to 'revelation as the origin of universal 

consent' as a primarily defensive gambit. Lafitau's work, he argues, demonstrates the 

aversion to speculative reason that is to be found in Catholic theological works of the 

1720s, most conspicuously in Huet's Traite philosophique de lafoiblesse de l'esprit 

humain (1723).339 Lafitau's reviewer in the Memoires de Trevoux took a different view, 

arguing that the concept of the Deity that Lafitau aims to establish is "a strongly 

developed Theological idea"340 : throughout history, God had never in fact been 
333 Ibid., p. 483 
334 C. Northeast, The Parisian Jesuits and the Enlightenment 1700-1762 Oxford, Voltaire Foundation, 1991, 
p. 139 

335 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 99 
336 Northeast, p. 139 
337 Paul, I Corinthians: 13: 12 ["For now we see through a glass darkly" etc] 
338 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 99 
339 R. Mercier, La Rehabilitation delanaturehumaine, 1700-1750 Villemomble, 1960, pp. 186-87 
340 Memoires de Trevoux (September 1724), p. 1572 
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apprehended as a philosophical abstraction, 'but always in His providential relationship 

to man. "341 Lafitau emphasises the closeness of religious and secular customs: like 

Strabo (to whom he refers), in seeing the penetration of religion into other institutions, 

Lafitau discovered the nature of human culture.342"It seems," he concludes, "that, 

formerly and in the first times, religion played a part in everything. "343 Despite the 

resistance that Lafitau encountered from opponents of his Figurist perspective, he was 

not completely at odds with the direction of contemporaneous thought. Lafitau 

emphasises ceremonial religious observation - "live" religion rather than the static 

interpretation of mythology. This preoccupation with cult was widespread among 

Lafitau's contemporaries, including Protestant authors like J-F. Bernard, whose 

nascent comparative method resembles Lafitau's 'system' .344 

While Lafitau's work is laden with textual references - and it is clear that, to Lafitau, 

Scripture is of all his sources the most accurate and reliable - his concept of religion 

relies more heavily on the cult than on the pen. Lafitau's work demonstrates the 

tension between the normative and the material that Robert Darnton has identified as a 

common feature of Enlightenment thought 345 Lafitau is no philosophe346 : despite his 

initial claim that the study of customs leads to the improvement of customs, Lafitau is 

only very mildly critical of French mmurs and he has neither the reforming zeal of a 

Rousseau nor the disaffected irony of Voltaire. Lafitau' s uncritical position results in 

a synthesis between the normative and the material that makes his comparative 

"system" an example of cultural relativism. People are as they are: some are better 

than others. This synthesis is mobile and accommodating. While a purely material 

perspective lends itself to the moribund, and a purely normative perspective to the 

lifelessness of idealism, Lafitau's synthesis finds a middle way that is grounded in the 

practical but not ground down by it. Sacred texts are immobile, but cult, ritual - in 

short, religious mmurs - are fluid, relativistic and amorphous - much like the secular 

341 Nrntheast, p. 139 
342 Fenton, footnote to Lafitau, vol. i, p. 36 
343 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 36 
344 Northeast, p. 141 
345 R Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionarv France New York, W.W. Norton & Co., 1995 
346 Northeast notes that, at least in part, Lafitau's interest in cult is "the product of a typically Jesuit desire to 
link the idea of God to the obligations of worship." p. 141 
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concept of civilization that held in early eighteenth century New France. 

During the eighteenth century, Jesuits were ~ti;, often accused of compromising 

the interests of Christianity in order to accommodate pagan practices in the countries 

penetrated by their missions. Henri Baudet observes that although all discoverers of the 

first period emphasised the American Indians' fitness and readiness to be converted, 

the Jesuit predilection for non-European people "did not preclude their regarding the 

nonchristianity of these people as essentially a vice".347 However true this attitude was 

of the missionary "front line", among the theologians of the order there was less 

certainty. Attitudes towards the "pagan" were gradually changing. Jesuit theologists 

turned to the Bible and found it explicitly written in the gospel of St John that God had 

other, non-Christian flocks: Alias oves habeo qui non sunt ex hoc ovili. Drastic 

revision was in order, and was to take the shape of a tolerance that employed the 

language of positive, not negative rights. Nor was this understanding purely contingent 

on non-Christians eventually "seeing the light" ,348 The relativistic theology of the 

Jesuits was thought frequently to give way to short-term expediency: Jesuit 

missionaries were accused of using their formidable erudition to form spurious 

"interpretations" of the rituals and icons of pagan religions as "variations" on a 

single, Christian - or at least theistic - theme. Sometimes this was true: but not typically, 

argues Catherine Northeast. The Jesuit view of non-Christian religions was not, she 

asserts, the product of short-sighted expediency, but "part of a coherent theological 

outlook"349, the distinguishing feature of which was its optimistic defence of the 

integrity of human nature. 

A tentative comparison between theology and secular political theory serves to illustrate 

the difference between the Augustinian and Jesuit positions on human nature . 

Augustinian theology - which formed the basis of the reformed, Calvinist churches -

took a somewhat Hobbesian view of human nature. By this account, the Fall of man 

347 H. Baudet, Paradise on Earth: Some Thoughts on European Images of Non-European Man New Haven, Yale 

University Press, 1965, p. 37 
348 Ibid. 

349 Northeast, p.156 [for much of the content of this paragraph I am indebted to Catherine Northeast's work on 
the subject] 
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had left humanity riddled with Original Sin - a position which led Augustinian 

theologians to express deep pessimism about the natural state of mankind. The 

theologians of the Society of Jesus, on the other hand, maintained that while the Fall 

had deprived Adam of the supernatural gifts endowed by God, his human nature -

including his capacity for moral action - remained intact. Man was no longer 

supernaturally innocent, but nor was he consequently craven and corrupt. The Society 

of Jesus argued that the actual condition of humanity conformed to a hypothetical 

'state of pure nature' - what God might have created had he not intially endowed Adam 

with supernatural attributes in the state of innocence. On the basis of these premisses, 

the Jesuits argued for the existence of a 'natural' theism which, although lacking 

'supernatural' revelation, was still in God's eyes a valid form of religion. Augustinians 

"grounded paganism in sin"350: the Society of Jesus grounded religion in the 

psychology of man. 

The Jesuit fascination with the psychology of religion was not exceptional in the early 

eighteenth century. The origin of human religious behaviour was a preoccupation of a 

broad spectrum of eighteenth century thinkers, ranging from opponents of orthodox 

religion to those who, like the Jesuits, seized upon psychology as a new defence of 

Christianity and their own optimistic perception of human nature. "Psychology" was 

a relative neologism: the term had been around since its invention by the German 

professor Goclenius in the sixteenth century, but had not been widely taken up by 

philosophers of religion then or during the seventeenth century.3s1 It is important to 

note that "psychology" did not have quite the same connotation of involuntary 

human behaviour that it has today. Psychology was first used as a historical tool for 

the understanding of human cultural development, not as a means of delving into 

individual motives or subconscious processes. 

Today, psychology provides subconscious behavioural "explanations" so 

comprehensive that they chip away at the very idea of conscious autonomy or 

"agency". The psychology of religion appealed to eighteenth century thinkers for the 

350 Ibid., p.157 
351 F.E. Manuel, The Changing of the Gods Hanover N.E., Brown University Press, 1983, p. 52 
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opposite reason: psychology gave independent importance to the analysis of conscious 

and subconscious human behaviour. The central position occupied by conscious 

human action was typical of "almost all" eighteenth century historical and social 

thought. 352 This was important because it represented a deliberate shift away from life 

as a direct outcome of Providence. The paradox of early eighteenth century 

"psychology" is that while the science has its basis in the rather egalitarian idea of the 

un-hierarchical psyche of the individual, psychology was most often used as a 

sociological tool for explaining en masse behaviour. The importance of the discovery 

of "savages" in the New World to the science of psychology was twofold: it had a 

theoretical aspect and an empirical aspect. Firstly, by their existence the indigenous 

people of America confounded the chronology of the Old Testament, posing a pressing 

case for an alternative theoretical "explanation" of the history of Christianity. With the 

scope of the Old Testament thrown into jeopardy, so too was the time-line of religious 

revelation. This, in turn, gave rise to the suggestion that theistic behaviour was innate -

although subject to alteration by time and ignorance. This aspect of the psychology of 

religion was often deployed by Christian apologists and, to counter-effect, by sceptical 

philosophes. 

This was not a "new" approach to the origin of religious behaviour: the Greeks and 

Romans had written extensively on the origin of religion in man, and their works, 

rediscovered in the Renaissance, were often used by travel writers and philosophes 

who sought to explain primitive religion. From whence had sprung primitive religious 

behaviour? The answer most often given by psychological historians of religion was 

from fear. Terror was a natural bedfellow of ignorance, and particularly the 

indefatigable, primitive ignorance attributed to savages who were also believed 

incapable of abstract thought - and so were unable to rationalise their fears. Fontenelle, 

whose Ori~n of Fables was published shortly before Lafitau's Mreurs (1724), 

asserted that ignorance was the fount of religious behaviour, and myth-making in 

particular. 

Like Lafitau, Fontenelle had been heavily influenced by the comparisons made between 

352 Baudet, p. 37 
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classical antiquity and America in Garcilaso de la Vega's Comentarios real es de los 

Inca~. However, Fontenelle had drawn a very different conclusion from Garcilaso's 

work. The same selectivity that had led earlier historians to comment predominantly on 

those Amerindian myths that supported comparison with stories from Genesis -

darkness being supplanted by light, the creation of human beings, and, particularly, 

myths of deluge and restoration - Fontenelle redeployed in direct contradiction of 

established Christian teaching. Instead, he pointed to myths that were a less 

comfortable fit: namely, those which addressed causation in the natural world.354 These, 

he argued, spoke less of the common "memory" of humanity, and rather more about 

the timorous and crude attempts made by primitive people to anthropomorphise and 

thus "understand" natural phenomena such as thunder, lightning and rain. 

Fontenelle attributed this process to "the ignorance of those first human beings" and 

to their lack of "politesse" - an interesting insight to the connotations of intellectual 

sophistication and self-awareness that were already attached to this precursor of 

civilisation. In the explanatory stories told by parents to their children, Fontenelle 

argued, "observed reality fused spontaneously with reality created by the 

imagination."355 Ignorance was manifest in identical form among all "new peoples": 

his disturbing conclusion was, therefore, that all the peoples of the world had not 

dispersed from a single source once the Flood had receded. Fontenelle proclaimed the 

hitherto unspeakable: only the autochthonous origin of "new" peoples set them on a 

path of development and ritual characteristics parallel to those of the ancients.356 

Lafitau's monogenetic thesis was neither as novel nor as fashionable as Fontenelle's 

dangerous and popular work: the Jesuit was swimming against a tide of rationalism 

and consequently sought as many "scientific" justifications for his argument as he 

could find. 

If Fontenelle' s psychological theory of origins dealt a heavy blow to orthodox 

353 S. Maccormack, "limits of Understanding: Perceptions of Greco-Roman and Amerindian Paganism in Early 
Modem Europe" in K.O. Kupperman [ed.] America in European Consciousness 1493-1750 Chapel Hill, 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995, p. 107 
354 Ibid. 
355 Ibid., p. 107 
356 Ibid., p. 108 
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monogenetic theses of theorists like Lafitau, the psychology of religion was also to cast 

an unflattering light on the relationship between fear, religion, and authority. Was the 

worship of gods simply a response to cowering fear of natural phenomena in ancient 

times? The first, classical articulations of the fear-theory had been made by the pre

Socratics, who first ventured naturalistic explanations of the worship of gods.357 

Democritus of Abdera is cited by most ancient authors as the original source of the 

doctrine that the gods were born of fear58
: 

"For when the men of old time beheld the disasters in the heavens, such as 
thunderings and lightnings, and thunderbolts and collisions between stars, and 
eclipses of sun and moon, they were affrighted imagining the gods to be the 
causes of these things. "359 

The 'fear theory' was a well-established part of the rationalist tradition when Petronius 

and Statius wrote "Primus in orbe deos fecit timor''360
• It was Lahontan's 

"unabridged" copy of Petronius that he alleges was badly mutilated by a prurient friar 

who had invaded his room looking for seditious material361 
: clearly, these first 

expressions of the fear theory remained a controversial source of subversive anticlerical 

sentiment as late as the eighteenth century. The earliest versions of the fear theory 

posited a direct, unmediated sense of terror aroused in man by the various trials of 

life.362 The real assault on revealed, institutional religion was yet to come. 

This second wave of classical thought on the psychology of fear was known in the 

eighteenth century as Euhermerism: the term given to the cynical abuse of man's fear 

by canny tyrants who used terror of the "supernatural'' and "mysterious" to maintain 

their own authority. This became the creed of anti-clerical Deists like Lahontan, who 

were able to link institutional revealed religion with gullibility and the cynical abuse of 

power. Rather than being cardinal acts of Christian truth, "miracles" and "mysteries" 

were ridiculed as acts of imposture which served only to maintain hierarchies of power 

and prestige. Lafitau, whose devoted defence of his faith leads him to walk where the 

ground is extremely narrow363
, attempts to "soften" the sour implications of 

357 Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods p. 144 
358 Ibid., p. 144 
359 Sextus Empiricus. Against the Physicists [trans. R.G. Bury] Cambridge, 1936, vol. III, p. 13 
360 Ibid 
361 Lahontan, Voyages I, p. 58 
362 Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods p. 144 
363 Chinard, p.113 



Euhermerism by analysing its benevolent origins: 

"It was thought that honour should be paid to men of extraordinary probity who 
had caused themselves to be honoured for actions which could be proposed as 
models to be imitated. But in a short time the honours became criminal. The 
complaisance of the people for their princes, the love of children for their parents 
or parents for their children, the regrets of friends for friends, made them canonize 
even vice respected in people dear to them ... "364 
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The impact of this debate on French perceptions of the American sauvage was not 

positive. Primitivism. lost its gleam of innocent, logical simplicity and defaulted to a 

trembling, tenified parody: the timorous, feeble-minded savage who worshipped false 

and ludicrous idols. It cannot have been his intention, but Lafitau' s analysis of 

Iroquois religion fuelled this perception of the quailing, hysterical savage. Lafitau 

compared the terror expressed by South Americans of "wrathful" thunder to the 

similar reaction of the Israelites to the voice of God in thunder and lightning: the 

comparison was ignored by the fear theorists of the mid and later eighteenth century, 

who quoted only the passage about sauvage fear, which read; 

"One also sees these people when they see a tempest approaching, smitten with 
the keenest fear, promptly gain their cabins and crouch down near their fire, 
resting their elbows on their knees and hiding their faces in their hands: in this 
position they weep and continue to give evidence of their fear until the storm 
has entirely passed, because they say that he who makes his voice groan is 
extremely irritated against them and is threatening to undo them."365 

The fear theory gave great sustenance to Deist thought, which was geared towards 

removing the fraudulent middlemen in orthodox. Christianity, and detoxifying religion 

of all the obstacles to reasonable worship. However, the Deist stress upon the cowering 

gullibility of peasants and savages - the gullibility which sustained their priest-ridden 

plight - generated an insidious sense of intelkctual hierarchy that threatened to 

supersede the equally arbitrary clerical one. Lahontan is rare among Deist writers for 

endowing his sauvages with sophisticated Reason. Lafitau contradicts this claim, 

writing that 

''They do not, in truth, possess that capacity for abstract reasoning attributed to 
them by the Baron de la Hontan in his dialogues ... all the arguments he puts in 
the mouth of the Indian are of his own invention and one sees in him easily one 
of those freethinkers who, closing their ears to inconvenient truths, would wish 
others to have no more religion than they."366 

, 

364 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 113 
365 Lafitau, p. 102. 
366 Ibid., p. 94 
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Lahontan liked to describe himself as a esprit fort, it is true: but he was not a "free 

thinker" in an atheistic or nihilistic sense. His belief in God at least seems 

thoroughgoing: but his faith, such as it is, is inseparable from the Deist ideas most 

often associated with the Enlightenment - rationalism, scepticism, ridicule, reason and 

sociability. 

The best known proponents of Deism in the Enlightenment are Voltaire and Rousseau, 

but the movement antedated both men by many years. Deism had its earliest origins in 

Italy, but early in the sixteenth century the concept- still in a very nascent form -

"migrated" to France, and it was in France that Deism first took on a consistent, 

defined shape. Deist ideas found occasional expression in the first half of the 

seventeenth century in France, but it was in England that Deism set down its strongest 

roots. In 1624, Edward Herbert of Cherbury composed a Deist's profession of faith. 

In it, he proposes to deal not with religion, but with "the understanding"- the same 

distinction that was to be made between evangelising and educating the Indians of New 

France. Herbert's doctrinal precepts were minimalistic but not negative or rhetorically 

impious. There is a Supreme Power, he writes, and it is our duty to worship that 

Power, partly by the practice of virtue. Penitence expiates impiety and crime, and 

judgment awaits us in the life beyond death.367 What made Herbert's doctrine 

"Deist" was his disavowal of revealed religion, and it was on this point that the fierce 

debate was hinged. The proposed alternative to revealed religion was natural religion, a 

hybrid of natural law and psychological theories about religious behaviour. What 

difference was there between the two? To Deist thinkers, the difference lay in two key 

relationships: that between faith and reason, and between the church and authority. 

The defining characteristic of revealed religion is the mystery - and the mysteriousness 

- of revelation. The Deists sought to use reason to displace mystery and see religion 

shed the shabby skins of superstition, fear and arbitrary clerical authority that 

accompanied that mysteriousness. "There must be no sort of constraint," Buffier 

367 P.Hazard, The European Mind: 1680-1715 New York, Meridian, 1964, p.252 
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wrote in 1725, "nothing could be more out of keeping with the times."368 If 

civilization in the shape of civility represented "restraint" - by which can be 

understood an element of self-regulation and individual autonomy - then religion as 

"constraint" represented institutional coercion at both an individual and communal 

level. The Deists disdained the pessimism about human nature that underlay Protestant 

thought: theirs was a different sort of protest Constraint was manifest throughout 

orthodox religion - whether Catholic, Protestant or Judaic. On these grounds the Deists 

were vehemently anti-clerical, opposed to all sacraments, ceremonies and rites, and 

denied that the Bible was any less fallible than any other book. Divine interference in 

everyday human affairs was illusory: and the mental self-flagellation of constant 

worrying about sin, grace, and the uncertainty of salvation was dismissed outright.369 

The denial of the veracity of sacred texts like the Bible was a strand of Deist thought 

that obtained a more general currency as the Enlightenment progressed. The enormous 

momentum lent to religious debate by the wide dispersal of printed texts since the 

invention of the printing press is well attested to. While anticlerical sentiment was 

much older than Deist thought, the Deist assault on textual veracity was a newer and 

more treacherous creature. The veracity - and, implicitly, the authority of the printed 

word was held up to scrutiny and often ridiculed. John Toland's Christianity not 

Mysterious, which first appeared in 16%, was, despite its innocuous title, a deistic 

sideswipe at the historical creed of Christianity. Toland depicted Christianity in a 

flattering light, as a pure and undefiled religion, but his was not a straightf 01ward 

defence. Christianity, according to Toland, was reasonable: that which was not 

reasonable was not Christian. As the accepted creed of Christendom undeniably 

contains mysterious doctrines, Toland's exclusion of the mysterious from "true" 

Christianity was a direct claim that much of the existing Christian creed was false. If no 

text - religious or otherwise - could be trusted to be free of distortion or outright 

falsehood - then there was very little to distinguish Christianity from any other world 

religion. The result was an inevitable homogenisation of all creeds into one, purely 

368 P.Buffier, Elements de metaphysigue a la portee de tout le monde , cited in Hazard, Ibid., p.253 

369 Ibid., p.253 
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natural religion,370 

Ridicule was an invaluable tool of Deism. It became the hallmark of robust reason: a 

new path of religious rhetoric that avoided the bellicosity of impassioned polemic, but 

was insidious nonetheless.Taking their cue from classical satirists like Lucian, 

Lahontan's Hurons articulate a double-pronged assault on the Bible. "Le pyrrhonisme 

de l'histoire" (historical pyrrhonism) was a movement epitomized by the sceptical 

Dictionary of Bayle, the "father of modern incredulity',371 
• Pyrrho had held that the 

essence of wisdom and well-being was "the perfect balance between the Will and the 

Understanding":372 nothing was immune to sceptical criticism, historical texts least of 

all. In 1702, the academic Jacob Perizonius delivered his inaugural address to an 

audience at the University of Leyden. Entitled "Historical Primitivism", Perizonius' 

lecture was a grave caution against the excesses of criticism. Society, he warned, had 

reached a point where everything was a target for criticism, and when people were only 

too ready to rush to extremes. The dangerously flashy appeal of historical pyrrhonism 

brought with it the unwelcome prospect of universal scepticism. With universal 

scepticism would come complete paralysis.373 As it turned out, Perizonius' worst fears 

did not materialise: faced with the unpalatable option of Nihilism, even the most 

extreme free-thinkers backed away. Pyrrhonism, intended to restore to the mind its 

freedom of choice, too often ended up with weakly suspended judgement. As an 

editorial position, however, this archly non-committal pose suited writers like Lahontan 

who wanted to maintain at an ironic distance: 

"I have already seen so many Relations full of absurdities, although the 
Authors would be passed off for Saints, that I am now beginning to believe 
that all History is a perpetual Pyrrhonism."374 

By their irreverent, sceptical approach to the Bible as a secular text, Lahontan's Hurons 

explicitly declare their pyrrhonism.375 Lahontan's cynicism turns on the spuriously 

370 L. Stephen, op.cit in P.Gay, Deism: an Anthology Princeton N.J., D.van Nostrand Co., 1968, p.52 
371 Rowbotham, p.472: eventually even Bayle was alarmed by the potential for complete nihilism evident in 
pyrrhonist logic. 
372 Hazard, p. 236 
373 Ibid., p. 35 
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375 A. Beaulieu, "I.a polemique sociale etreligieuse de I.alwntan" in Oeuvres completes p.58 
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moralistic bent of history: truth is ill-served by unreliable "Authors who would be 

passed off for Saints." 

Lahontan's complaint, while superficially an attack upon the Jesuit Relations, also 

signals a more general recognition of the failings of hagiography-as-history. While 

Lahontan cannot be said to have supplanted morally normative religious history with 

something less polemical, there is, in his exhaustively detailed accounts of the 

geography, flora and fauna of New France, evidence of a rival "material" history. 

Lafitau shares this taste for the morally neutral, for Nature sketched in reverently 

.Pedantic detail. Despite his claims to anarchic pyrrhonism, the argument Lahontan 

articulates against the Bible in his Memoires is not ahistorical. How, he demands, can 

the Bible be trusted when the written word is a relatively recent invention: how can one 

trust an oral tradition that he characterises as " ... suspect, inconstant, obscure, 

uncertain, misleading & vaguer376 Not for Lahontan, then, a primitivistic defence of 

the integrity of oral culture. Rather, to Lahontan, human history- whether spoken or 

printed - is a history of human frailty in all its manifestations: confused, self

aggrandising and corrupt. 

Deists were optimistic about man's natural proclivities. Unaltered by time or 

geographical location, man was quintessentially reverent, pious and benevolent.377 

These qualities were augmented by his capacity for reason. His religious behaviour 

was an unforced extension of this naturally benevolent demeanour: "this tender man," 

Manuel writes, "loving and reasonable, religious and sociable, needed no positive law 

to guide him and required no sacerdotal establishments to prescribe forms of 

worship" .378 For the strongly interventionist culture of Catholic France, the 

implications of this anti-institutional model were clearly grave. Deists often alleged 

that ritual was entirely mechanical, superfluous and artificial: in 1704, Toland wrote to 

Serena, Queen of Prussia, a series of letters which were published as a Deist treatise. 

In them he argued that 

''The most antient Egyptians, Persians, and Romans, the first Patriarchs 
of the Hebrews, with several other Nations and Sects, had no sacred Images 

376 Lahontan. Memoires [Beaulieu&Oueltet edn] p.629 

377 F.E. Manuel. The Changing of the Gods Hanover N.E., Brown University Press, 1978, p.31 
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or Statues, no peculiar Places or costly Fashions of Worship; the plain 
Easiness of their Religion being most agreeable to the Simplicity of the 

Divine Nature, as indifference of Place and Omnipresence."379 
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Deists freely acknowledged that this idyllic state was long since corrupted: superstition 

had accumulated to what were originally monotheistic natural religions. How had this 

happened? The Church Fathers attributed this eruption of idolatry and obscurity to 

supernatural evil and the time-delayed ravages of original sin. This explanation was 

clearly unacceptable to Deist rationalists, who instead sought their explanation in a 

doctrine of frailty: human reason, although admirable, was sometimes weak and 

enfeebled. It was when reason was weakened - by fear, by imagination - that 

superstition imposed itself. Where orthodox Christianity blamed sin - a wilful concept 

- Deism substituted weakness and hinted at mechanical faults in the human machine. 

Despite the importance given to human rationality in the Deist version of Christianity, 

the problem of acquired superstition was put down to the vulnerability of that same 

rationality. 

Deist thought was predominantly ahistorical, so human rational frailty might be 

regarded as equal throughout time, and irrespective of place: however, progressive ideas 

intruded on this ahistorical position somewhat, and it was suggested that in earliest 

times, human reason - which was compared to the tenderness of a young child's brain 

- found itself more easily corruptible than in more recent times. A further strand of this 

theory held that rather than one, long-distant Fall, there had instead been a series of 

stumbles and injuries to the perfect reason of man. These had intermittently been set 

right by the great spiritual leaders of all the orthodox religions, whose shared 

characteristic was their commitment to periodically lifting the self-inflicted burden of 

superstition off the susceptible wider population. Instead of manifesting the 

opportunism of a clerical elite shrouded in a long-cultivated incubus of mystery and 

self-interest, such leaders struck blows for religious principles so general that they lent 

themselves to a nascent theory of secular society. 380 

379 Toland's Letters to Serena, op. cit. in Manuel, Ibid p.31 
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As we have seen, commentators on primitive religion often compared the superstitious 

beliefs of the indigenous peoples they encountered to the superstitions of poor, 

uneducated people in Europe. European peasants were Christian, but their belief 

systems extended to a secular, hearthplace rationale for bad luck. Early ethnographers 

did not extend this tacit understanding of plural belief systems to societies in the New 

World. Lahontan's account of Huron religion deliberately avoids such comparison. If 

his Hurons are to be at all convincing as ciphers for Deist rationalism, then any 

resonance of the cowering, superstitious peasant must first be dispelled. To achieve 

this, Lahontan depicts the Huron religion as a natural religion: their argument for the 

existence of God is, however, less an emanation of naturally religious sentiment than it 

is a form of the argument from design.381 God is demonstrated by the natural world that 

he has created: 

" They prove his Existence by the fact of the composition of the 
Universe, which must go back to an entity superior in wisdom 
& in understanding .... & which they worship in the most abstract 
manner in the World."382 

It is significant that Lahontan frames the Hurons' religion in abstract terms - although 

we have seen that Lafitau contradicted the notion that Indians were capable of abstract 

thought. Abstract thought was not often considered a faculty possessed either by 

"primitives" or women, and Lahontan's claims for their intellectual sophistication 

would have raised eyebrows. Perhaps in order to demonstrate that the Hurons were 

not idolatrous, Lahontan asserts that their God defies physical description or 

iconography. God is to be witnessed in every part of nature, but particularly in "the 

Sun & and the other Stars" - a tidy elision of sun worship with a less 

specific"natural" religion. Lahontan's Hurons believe that the soul is immortal, but 

not because they know of the argument based on the unity of the soul383 • Rather, their 

rationale for an afterlife is one which is implicitly critical of the inequality of temporal 

human life: 

''They say ... that if the soul were mortal, all men would be equaUy happy 
in this life, since God, being quite petfect & all knowing, could not have 
created some men to be happy & others to be unhappy.''384 

381 C.J. Betts, Early Deism in France The Hague, Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 1984, p.132 
382 Lahontan, Memoires de I' Amerigue Baltimore, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1931, p.105 
383 Betts, p. 132 
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(It is due to this sort of admission that Lahontan's Huronia defies categorisation as a 

Utopia). The spirit of rationalist enquiry permeates Lahontan' s account of Huron 

religion. The passage quoted above is not a tranquil acknowledgment of Providence. 

The God represented is a rational actor created in the image of rational man, rather than 

an abstract, wilful force: God, in his wisdom, would not allow unhappiness were there 

no afterlife. Lahontan regards this argument as evidence of rational demonstration385 , 

and sets Christian proofs against it in an apparently deadpan Deist fashion. CJ.Betts 

suggests that Lahontan "seems to be trying to tum what must have been a 

straightforward imaginative mythology into a consistent set of theological 

propositions"386, presumably Deist. Unlike Lafitau, however, Lahontan is not 

attempting an account of positive religious laws. Using the Deist tools of ridicule and 

satire, Lahontan is more often preoccupied with scoring small points against the status 

quo. According to Lahontan, the Hurons allege that European Catholics worship a 

"bizarre and capricious" God. "Do they not make the greatest mistake in the world?" 

Lahontan asks ironically, " ... it is an incontestable principle of our Faith, that God 

permits the suffering of innocents, and it is for us to worship his Wisdom, & not for 

us to interfere and contradict Him."387 

Although not so clearly polemical in intent as the Dialogues, Lahontan's Memoires 

have a clear undercurrent of social criticism. Their temper is fundamentally 

questioning: as in the Dialogues, Lahontan's defence of Christianity is distinctly 

lacking either sincerity or fervour. The Hurons claim that Christ's death was futile, 

given the ineradicable stain on humanity occasioned by Adam's original Fall: the 

pathos of Christ's humanity, "the shame of his agony, the terror of death" is lost on 

the Huron Uber-rationalists, who are unmoved, and point out that 

"On the humanity of this God the Christians have built a Religion that is 
without principles, & subject to alteration by human things."388 

This is a distinction that shows interesting signs of a shift towards a new privileging of 

385 Betts, p. 132 
386 lbid. 
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human action. This re-positioning of human subjectivity as the source, rather than the 

limping victim, of religious thought, is cited by Lahontan's "Hurons" as an argument 

against revealed religion. The alleged reliance of Christianity upon infinitely variable 

human behaviour stands against its claims to divine truth: 

" ... consequently this Religion, being divided and subdivided as it is into such 
sects as the French, the English & other Peoples, it must be that it is of 
human invention, since, had it God for its Author, his foresight would have 
prevented this diversity of sentiment, by means of decisions without any 
ambiguity ... m 89 

The criticism of sectarian divisions in the Christian church by Lahontan's Huron 

interlocutors renders them suspiciously well-attuned to contemporary European 

religious sentiment. In the summer of 1631, Moses Amyraldus, a French pamphleteer, 

had published his Traite des Reli~ons contre ceux gue les estiment toutes indifferentes 

, in which he attributed the perceived general decline in piety to a sense of jadedness 

engendered by decades of political and theological wrangling.390 His Traite on 

religious indifference was reprinted and widely read in 1660, indicating that his topic 

remained a contentious and relevant one towards the end of the seventeenth century. 

Am.yraldus identified three types of men who considered the choice of faith 

insignificant: those who denied the existence of Providence; those who conceded the 

existence of Providence but denied direct revelation; and those whose belief it was that 

the ubiquity of natural religion made sectarian differences quite irrelevant.391 Although 

Amyraldus was not thinking beyond the bickering confines of Europe, his argument 

raised issues of great relevance to an emergent sense of religious and cultural 

relativism. Rational, natural religion of the variety supposedly espoused by the Hurons 

was uniquely attractive to a climate of popular opinion wearied by internecine Christian 

hatreds. Deists sometimes even went to the extent of asserting that it was revealed 

religions which misrepresented God by "substituting for the divine idea, images 

drawn, not from Nature but from art invented by self-interested and decieving men, and 

perpetuated by superstition"392 

389 Ibid., p. 109 
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Lahontan's nugatory defence of Christianity is based largely on the repetition of 

Christian proofs and the historical creed of the faith. Lahontan depicts a derisive Huron 

response to these arguments. They criticise St Paul for his incessant contradictions and 

"pitiful reasoning", and mock the credulousness of the first Christians, whom they 

regard as "simple & superstitious people"393 
- an assessment that is clearly resonant 

of many Jesuit and Recollet estimations of Indian capacity. Confronted by Lahontan' s 

accounts of the Christian prophets and the mysteries they announced, the Hurons only 

deride the value of the written word, asking satirically whether his father or grandfather 

had actually seen it all happen: they only believe what they see with their own eyes, or 

on presentation of clear and solid evidence.394 

Lahontan's Hurons are confrontational and rather abrasive, giving rise to further 

suspicion that they are no more than ciphers for Lahontan's deism. However, a few 

lines later he contradicts himself on the subject of the Hurons' response to Catholic 

doctrine. Only rarely could the Indians be drawn to fierce rebuttal of what they 

percieved to be false. Instead they were disarmingly courteous and polite in their 

reception of Christian dogma.395 This peaceable, receptive fa~de was practically 

impenetrable, constituting in Axtell' s words "the ultimate Indian weapon against 

aggressive Europeans". V. G. Kiernan even suggests that the Indian reputation for 

belligerence was, in fact, the sour invention of Jesuits thwarted in their attempts at 

conversion by Indian insouciance: an extravagant claim which, nonetheless, has some 

basis in truth.396 Pere Allouez, a Jesuit priest, attested to the frustration this generated 

among missionaries: 

"Dissimulation, which is natural to those Savages, and a certain spirit 
of acquiescence ... make them assent to all that is told them; and prevent 
them from ever showing any opposition to the sentiments of others, 
even though they may know that what is said to them is not true."397 

The extent to which this "dissimulation" was, once understood, ill-recieved by 
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missionaries can be gathered from Allouez's conclusion that "to this dissumulation 

must be added stubbornness and obstinacy in following entirely their own thoughts 

and wishes." Lahontan concurs with Allouez on the subject of Indian dissimulation: 

the Hurons politely assented to ideas that are entirely contrary to what they really think: 

"When [the Jesuits] preach the incarnation of Jesus Christ to them, they 
respond that that is admirable; when asked if they would like to become 
Christians, they respond that it's of value, that is to say, that they will 
think about it ... "398 

The Hurons sometimes even accepted the invitation of "we other Europeans", to 

attend church, but come only to get tobacco pipes or to make fun of the Jesuit priests. 

Oddly, Lahontanjuxtaposes this account of disarming Indian acquiescence with a 

claim that he knows more than ten Hurons who know Holy Scripture by heart.399 What 

is the significance of this juxtaposition? A distrust of hide-bound reliance on the 

printed word permeates all of Lahontan's work. His idealistic conception of Indian 

civility involves a world that, while independent of the printed word, nonetheless has an 

impressive command of abstract and rhetorical thought. 

Due to the all-encompassing scope of His presence, the 'ma1tre de la vie' or 'grand 

esprit' is an active and ubiquitous agent in the day-to-day life of Lahontan' s Hurons. 

Spirits are also believed to be present in anything incomprehensible. Lahontan claims 

that the Hurons laugh in the face of this incomprehensibility, an assertion which is 

significant in two ways, one more than the other. By their laughter, Lahontan's Hurons 

are proven Deists, whose reliance on ridicule as a rhetorical tool is well attested. 

Lahontan precedes Anthony Collins as an advocate of reason as a means to pursue 

truth and justice, specifically by rejecting unsatisfactory evidence outright400 
• The 

Hurons' capacity for abstraction - universalism by another name - is held in tandem 

with their literal-mindedness. Lahontan depicts Huron logic as a deliberately pellucid 

way of thinking, which serves to undermine Holy Scripture: 

" .. .it would be mad to believe that an all-powerful Being ... created Adam 
in order that he might be tempted by an evil Spirit to eat an Apple, which 
caused all the unhappinesses of Posterity, by the imagined transmission of 
his sin. They find the Dialogue between Eve & the Serpent ridiculous, 

398 Lahontan, p. 107 
399 Ibid. 
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claiming that it is to do an injury to God, to imagine that he would have 
pefonned the miracle of endowing this Animal with the power of speech 
in order to ruin the entire Human Race."401 

133 

Lahontan's loathing for arbitrary and perverse authority here finds potent voice. 

However, the mocking scepticism of the Hurons is also significant because it dispels 

the suggestion sometimes made in the Jesuit Relations and elsewhere, that the religion 

of the sauvage was both lurid and craven. The idea that fear was an organising 

principle for religious behaviour was not restricted to debate about American Indians. 

By extension of this Hobbesian depiction of the childhood of mankind as one 

governed by terror and expediency, the role played by fear in the psychological origin 

of religion was exploited by free thinkers, Deists and atheists alike, and frantically 

rebuffed by apologists like Lafitau. 

This was the theoretical use of the psychology of religion to the early eighteenth 

century in New France. The second, empirical aspect of the psychology of religion, is 

documented less explicitly. It can be traced in the accounts given by Jesuit priests of 

the psychological trauma often engendered in Indian converts by the sudden 

compulsory forfeit of their traditional - and very comprehensive - belief structures.402 

By the middle of the eighteenth century the "psychology of religion"was a familiar, 

but still relatively "innovative" line of argument which often turned up in purely 

philosophical works. The "Author's Introduction" to Hume's The Natural History of 

Religion, published in 1757, illustrates how the concept of "psychology" had become 

useful to writers wanting to undermine organised religion. First, Hume prudently 

establishes that religion is reasonable: 

The whole frame of nature bespeaks an intelligent author; and 
no rational enquirer can, after serious reflection, suspend his 
belief a moment with regard to the primary principles of genuine 
Theism and Religion,403 

401 Lahontan, p. 109 
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With this reasonableness affirmed, Hume addresses the psychology of religion: 

But the other question, concerning the origin of religion in human 
nature, is exposed to some more difficulty,4o4 
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Hume's approach to the psychology of religion enables him to bypass the philosophy 

of religion formulated by earlier thinkers, and frees him from entanglement in Deist, 

libertine or atheistic debate. The novelty and relative rhetorical "safety" of a 

psychological approach to religion was its quasi-scientific nature, but it was not a 

dispassionate sciencews . Anticlerical sentiment is thinly disguised in most eighteenth 

century literature on the "psychology of religion" as witnessed in the classical past or 

in distant, exotic locations,406 

The importance of travel literature to the growing and increasingly pejorative "science" 

of religious psychology is ambiguous. Manuel disavows any direct contribution by 

travel writers to the psychological analysis of religious behaviour in the new world. He 
• 

depicts a hermetically sealed world of disinterested observers: 

... most firsthand observers of other people's religious behaviour took 
a completely external view. They merely described ceremonial religious 
conduct and penetrated no further; at best they left laconic reports of 
the actors' general intent in engaging in certain performances. The 
explorers and priests who watched savage rites in various parts of the 
world tended to restrict themselves to silent pictures with a few stock 
captions such as "Hindus mourning the dead."401 

These "lifeless descriptions" were then infused with meaning by "homebodies in 

Paris in London ... [ who] became psychologists of religion after a fashion." 408 This view 

is short-sighted in several regards. Most striking of these is the insinuation that travel 

writers' "silent pictures" were devoid of any analytical or "personal" perspective. 

Dull captions, Manuel suggests, accompanied tedious pictures. However, the travel 

literature of the eighteenth century excited enormous interest in the reading public. The 

muted, general character of eighteenth century travel writers' captions and descriptions 

405 Manuel, p.53 
406 Jbid. 

407 Manuel, pp. 54-55 
408 Ibid., p.55 



owes more to prevailing European habits of thought, which tended to privilege the 

general and universal as against the particular and distinctive.409 
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Might not psychology have served equally well to instil the idea of a universal index of 

human motivation? This tendency to "universalise"became more comprehensive as the 

century progressed. Despite this aversion to specificity in description and captions, the 

semiotic value of such "silent pictures" is difficult to overstate. At least some of the 

appeal of travel writing lay in its almost voyeuristic examination of barbarism. 

European religious iconography and art had long paid lingering attention to barbaric 

cruelty, licence and depravity: here was evidence that such lurid torments and 

indulgences were still commonplace in the New World. The "laconic" descriptions 

and "stock" captions could petf orm either of two functions. Either they could render 

prurient material acceptable for general consumption, or they could add considerably to 

the shock value of the illustration. 

This latter, "shock" function deploys "other" religion in a sort of tabloid relativism. 

"Hindus mourning the dead" - in an entirely alien fashion - serve as a reminder that 

most rituals transcend religion and culture. It is not, however, a particularly comforting 

or soporific reminder. They are "like us" but visual evidence demonstrates that this 

likeness is frighteningly "unlike". The illustrations Lahontan supplied for his 

Memoires de l 'Amerique septentrionale are notoriously inaccurate. Huron clothing is 

rendered more European: palm trees grace the arctic zone. His captions are understated 

and minimal, and the result is spuriously persuasive. Lahontan's illustration of 

"Proselytizing to Indians" conforms to a familiar image with the "exotic" figures of 

palms, primitive longhouses and quizzical savages contrasted with the benign 

Frenchman demonstrating, with the help of a large painting, the ascension of Christ. 

Religion, even in the work of an often irreverent and sceptical Deist, was inseparable 

from the European sense of cultural superiority. 

The link between civilization and religion remained complex in eighteenth century 

409 F.Mannsaker, "Elegancy and wildness: reflections of the :East in the eighteenth-century imagination" in 
Exoticism in the Enlightenment eds. G.Rousseau & RPorter, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 1990, 
p.176 
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thought. Lafitau and Lahontan, who at first seem to occupy opposing poles of religious 

conviction, emerge as men whose religious perspective on sauvage life were not 

entirely remote from each other. They share a moral optimism about the natural 

proclivities of man. Their comparative analyses of Indian religion and Christian 

religion are both inclined to find similarities rather than differences, and to reconcile the 

religious mceurs of all men. Lafitau's monogenetic thesis is superficially conservative, 

but in places veers towards a moral and religious relativism that circumscribes his 

commitment to the one true Faith. He shares with Lahontan his admiration for the 

minimalism - ascetism, to his monastic eyes - of Indian life. For opposite reasons, 

both men distance their argument from the familiar - but increasingly fragile - ground 

of biblical exegetes, preferring to investigate the cult over the text. 

Lafitau's Figurist sympathies are derived from a non-textual conviction that 

symbolism is the shared language of humanity. Lahontan, as a Deist, considers the 

sanctity of sacred texts a ridiculous fallacy, the tool of cynical tyrants. This leads both 

men to place greater importance on religious behaviour, and to ask questions about the 

origin of religion that privilege the role of human psychological autonomy. This 

approach is implicitly universalist and anti-hierarchical. All men, savage or civilized, are 

at different points on the same path to religious understanding. Subconscious 

motivation admits no hierarchy. - and leads to a concept of religious "good" that is 

closer to a mobile sense of sociabilite than it is to the intransigence of sacred textual 

dogma. However, there was a less comfortable by-product of this newly un-hierarchical 

psychology of religion. With the psychology of religion came, unavoidably, a new, 

"intellectual" hierarchy: those 'incapable' of abstract thought (among whom 

numbered 'savages', 'the poorer classes' and 'women' for much of the eighteenth 

century) were ranked below those who had articulated a sophisticated and introspective 

analysis of their own religion and its origins. "Civilized" countries had already 

achieved reflexive self-analysis: savages still wept at the sound of thunder. 
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The Other Half of Humanity: Women and Civilization 

The status of women in Enlightenment thought, and in Enlightenment travel writing and 

anthropology in particular, is complex. Anthropology plays a major part in Diderot and 

d' Alembert's systematic analysis of eighteenth century knowledge in the 

Encyclopedie. but its definitions of "human" apply only to "the male half of 

humanity".410 The article entitled "Woman" (FEMME [anthropologie]) defines 

woman as "the female of man", a definition which leads Friederike Haussauer-Roos 

to conclude that, while not directly pejorative, nor did the encyclopaedia's definition 

explicitly construe "woman" as a human being. Haussauer-Roos considers this 

definition to represent "systematic empty space" - an "absence to be filled", existing 

outside the anthropological system.411 In this respect, Haussauer-Roos' assessment of 

the Enlightenment - or at least the Encyclopaedic - interpretation of ''woman" 

resembles the criteria by which Anthony Pagden suggests the sauvages of North 

America were measured: by an "anti-lexica" of attributes, skills and characteristics that 

indigenous people did not have.41
2. 

To a certain extent this was true: however, late seventeenth and early eighteenth century 

society did not entirely sublimate women into sub-categories of "male" definitions. 

Instead, a high degree of gender specificity obtained, with women recognised as the 

natural arbiters of many areas of human interaction. The discourse of civility placed 

women at the apex of moral probity. Women were regarded as vital to the preservation 

of politesse in conversation and company. Women were not, therefore, without 

coercive authority, but it was at once implicit and self-consciously artificial: the 

presence of women in company served as a constraining force against male aggression 

and rudeness. Perhaps because of this idealised European paradigm of feminine 

restraint and civility, the stories told by travel writers about the "inverted" European 

mceurs of native North American women were a perennially popular feature of their 

narratives. The Utopian, exoticist and libertine writers of the late seventeenth and early 

410 L. Steinbrugge, The Moral Sex: Woman's Nature in the French Enlightenment Oxford University Press, 

1995,p. 21 
411 Ibid., p. 22 
412 A.Pagden, European Encounters with the New World New Haven, Yale University Press, 1993, p. 127 
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eighteenth century were men who sought to depict a world of ultimate happiness. 

Female sexual licence and promiscuity featured prominently in their accounts, whether 

entirely fictional or optimistically-filtered reality. Early anthropologists like Lafitau 

took a different approach, making a more reasoned estimation of the importance of 

female power and authority in North American societies - in Lafitau' s case, the 

Iroquois. 

Lafitau was the first writer to address Iroquois society in terms of female authority: he 

coined the term "Gynocracy". The original gynocracies or "women's rule'"'13 were, 

Lafitau argued, "common formerly to almost all the primitive peoples of Greece". 

These were impressive and complex societies, he writes, but all foundered eventually: 

"It is likely enough that these women, some of whom settled in Lycia where 
they were vanquished by Bellerophon and then by the Greeks, tired at last of 
being always at war, and seeing their decadence and ruin at hand, finally 
compromised with their enemies, that they received them into the cities which 
they had built. .. "414 

This, however, was an unequal compromise in which the women held the upper hand: 

"they did honour to the men by combining some of the latter's customs with theirs 

and leaving them the care of affairs in such a way that the men would have only the 

honour and they themselves all the responsibility.'"'15 This is the form of government 

still to be found among the Iroquois and the Huron: "the care of affairs is in the men's 

hands only by way of procuration.'"'16 Each village in the tribe is essentially self

governing, although intermittently tribal meetings are held to address matters of interest 

to the whole tribe. The council of women is the fount of all debate: ''They hold their 

councils apart and, as a result of their decisions, advise the chiefs on matters ... so that 

the latter may deliberate on them in their turn. ''417 The tribal chiefs are men, but they are 

chosen by their clan matriarch and their status is matrilineal: 

"The chiefs dignity is perpetual and hereditary in his lodge [maternal household], 
passing always to his aunt's children or his sisters' or his nieces' on the maternal 
side. From the moment that the tree has fallen .... the matriarch, after conferring with 
her household, confers again with those of her clan to whom she makes acceptable 
the one she has chosen for the succession, a choice which she is free to make. She 

413 Lafitau, p. 285 
414 Ibid. 
415 Ibid. 
416 Ibid., p. '287 
411 Ibid., p. '289 



... usually selects the one best fitted, by his good qualities, to hold this rank ... Their 
power does not appear to have any trace of absolutism."418 
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Lahontan also remarks on the fact that Huron men take their mother's family name, 

and notes that "When I asked them the reason for this custom, they replied that 

children recieved their soul from their father's side & the body from the mother's: it 

was reasonable that they continued the maternal name. "419 This statement hints at a 

distinction between the material and the abstract: again Lahontan' s Hurons hint at 

Physiocratic ideas about women as the material source of life. 

Lafitau's favourable asessment of Iroquois "matriliny" has been credited with 

inspiring several of the first American feminist writers. Matilda Joslyn Gage, whose 

book Woman, Church and State was published in 1893, acknowledged the modern 

world's debt to the Iroquois for providing "its first conception of inherent rights, 

natural equality of condition, and the establishment of a civilized government on this 

basis. "420 Dena Goodman has addressed the significance of the role played by 

Enlightenment salonnieres in governing - without "constraint" - the 'gentle police' of 

salon conversation.421 Women were regarded by the philosophes (with the notable 

exception of Rousseau) as a civilizing force in both history and contemporary society: 

women were thought inseparable from sociabilite. 

The company and moderating influence of women was held to have a transformative 

effect: Goodman gives the example of Voltaire's history of the age of Louis XIV, in 

which women were central to the transformation of France from a barbaric to a civilized 

nation.422 This transformative civilizing role was a seventeenth-century argument 

"based on the self-representation of an aristocratic culture that based its claims of 

superiority on its transcendence of brute force for gentler virtues.'>423 Woman, Carolyn 

Lougee writes, was seen as "the creator and peaceful sustainer, man as the brute 
418 Ibid., pp. 292-3. It is likely that by writing that "their power does not appear to have any trace of 
absolutism" Lafitau is tilting at the absolutism of Bourbon France. 
419 Lahontan, Memoires p. 122 
420D.A. Grinde et al Exemplar of liberty: Native America and the Evolution ofDemocracyLos Angeles, 
American Indian Studies Centre, 1991, p. 225 
421 D. Goodman, The Republic of Letters Ithaca, Cornell University Press, 1994, pp. 133-5 
422 Ibid., p. 6 
423 Ibid. 



140 

destroyer."424 This paradigm suited American Indian societies reasonably well: the 

only problem lay in the ongoing role of the men as brute destroyers, and this was 

easily enough transformed into a 'noble warrior' paradigm. Lafitau was the first, in 

1724, to concede that Iroquois women had not so much a moderating as a determining 

influence on the behaviour of their men. 

Lahontan, whose idealised Huron is a robust and energetic figure with a mind of mill

pond stillness, shows little sign of having encountered these ideas about women. His 

bias against civilization would preclude him acknowledging the transformative, 

"civilizing" role of women in any society. Lah on tan depicts the softer virtues of 

civilized man as symptomatic of a world of dissipated flatterers and ennervated 

weaklings.To Lahontan's mind, men should be extremely manly: frank, decisive, and 

avoiding at all costs any simpering politesse or civilite. Indeed, there is in Lahontan' s 

Dialogues a perceptible hint_ that women were not welcome in conversation at all. 

Adario, decrying the "Chains" of European civilite, links women with the suppression 

of natural liberty- in particular, the liberty to speak one's mind freely. 

"Is it possible that our liberty does not delight you? Can one live in an easier 
manner than we do? When you come to see me in my Cabin, don't my wife & 
my daughters leave you alone with me, so as not to interrupt our conversations?"425 

Lahontan's arguments against the limitations of European civilization are based on the 

inequality engendered by money, "the Serpent of the French". Honour among the 

French is not a morally normative quality: it is won or lost on the invidious basis of 

wealth or poverty. Given this preoccupation, it is perhaps unsurprising that Lahontan's 

thinking on the subject of women tends to commodify them. Lahontan depicts both 

European and Huron women either as hapless economic pawns, or as sexual objects to 

be liberated from the constraints of acquisitive, possessive male jealousy. 

The sexual mceurs of Huron women fascinated Lahontan. He was among the travellers 

to North America who chose to emphasise Indian sexual levity. Felipe Fernandez

Armesto writes that "like many enthusiasts for noble savagery, Lahontan had a 

424 C. C. Lougee, "Le Paradis des Femmes": Women, Salons, and Social Stratification in Seventeenth-Century 
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prurient interest in sex and esteemed societies in proportion to the freedom with which 

they practised love."426 Free love was an appealing emblematic corollary to free 

thought Lahontan devotes a chapter in his Memoires to the "Amours & mariages des 

Sauvages". He writes 

"There are a thousand curious things to say on the subject of the Courtship 
and the Marriage of these Peoples; but as it would take up too much time & 
you could perhaps be repelled by too specific detail, I shall content myself 
with reporting the essential."427 

The contrast with Lafitau's systematic ethnography is immediately obvious: Lahontan 

seeks to sate his audience's curiosity, not to alter their general perception of the 

sauvage. The over-compensatory delicacy he presumes that his audience possesses is 

characteristic of Lahontan. When it comes to sexual politics, Lahontan writes, "one can 

say that the men are as indifferent as the women are passionate. The men only love 

War and the Hunt: that is where all their ambition is found."428 Indeed, by Lahontan' s 

account sexual activity is regarded with ambivalence by Huron men. Sexual over

indulgence was thought to emasculate a warrior to the extent that among them, those 

who "run the lamp a little too often" are taken captive by the Iroquois, suffering from 

weak limbs and a general lack ofvigour.429 Lahontan's Huron men do not marry before 

they are thirty, but "this is not to say that they guard their Celibacy until then." Such a 

"great continence" was thought to have equally disastrous medical consequences, 

including the vapours: for health purposes only, it was deemed ideal to "courir 

l'alumete'' once a week.430 

The Huron men are not, then, by Lahontan's account, the instigators of the notorious 

sexual freedom of the tribe. In what initially resembles a traditional utopia/dystopia 

device of the direct inversion of roles and customs, Lahontan attributes absolute sexual 

liberty to Huron women and girls. As Alain Beaulieu writes, in doing so Lahontan is 

not being unusually generous or forward-thinking. "Of the Amerindian woman," 

Beaulieu asserts, "Lahontan draws a picture marked by misogyny, the attitude current 

426 F. Fernandez-Armesto, Millennium London, Black Swan, 1997, p. 458 
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in the European man of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. •'4
31 Lafitau 

indignantly refutes Lahontan's comments about the sexual licence oflndian women 

and girls. He writes 

"Baron La Hontan, who puts a great deal of himself into his book, attributes 
unbridled licence to all unmanied girls, a licence, he says, authorized by 
usage and [practised] as with full right. At the same time he makes all 
manied women into models of virtue. Both statements are equally contrary 
to truth and probability. On all sides, there are conventional people and 
unconventional ones."432 

The observation that "on all sides, there are conventional people and unconventional 

ones" is indicative of Lafitau's capacity for complex anthropological thought. His 

account of Iroquois sexual mceurs is not morally normative: nor does he depict a 

lascivious state of moral bankruptcy. Instead, he concedes that every society comprises 

a great variety of behaviour. Lafitau's acknowledgment of behavioural diversity not just 

between tribes but also within a single tribe indicates that his concept of civilization is 

linked to the moral autonomy of individuals.433 

Lafitau' s account of the behaviour of the young Iroquois women suggests, however, 

that their demeanour was not necessarily the unimpeded expression of their moral 

autonomy. Like the homogenising effects of the politesse of their European 

counterparts, there is, Lafitau hints, a significant gap between the public demeanour of 

the Iroquois girls and their private, personal morality. This does not seem to trouble 

Lafitau particularly. A flawless reputation 

is sufficient: civilization, ever-reflexive, scrutinises the reported act more closely than 

the actual behaviour. Lafitau writes: 

"Although disorder may have slipped in since [the assimilation of the immoral 
Hurons into Iroquois society], and they may be much debauched, they have all 
the outward aspect of virtue. Their language is chaste and their expressions proper 
in the presence of anyone who is to be respected. In their manner of dress they 
keep certain conventions inviolable. The young girls avoid carefully stopping in 
public to talk with persons of a different sex, conversation with whom would 

431 A.Beaulieu, "La polemique sociale et religieuse" in R.Ouellet [ed.J Lahontan: CEµvres completes (vol. 1) 
Montreal, Les Presses de l'Universite de Montreal, 1990, p. 63. By this we must assume that Beaulieu is not 
writing about the philosophes, but 'men in general'. 
432 Lafitau, vol. i., pp. 351-2 
4n This moral autonomy had, on occasion, been vilely undermined by Europeans peddli,ng brandy: Lafitau writes 
disapprovingly under the heading "Iroquois Virgins Debauched by Europeans" of several Iroquois ''vestals" who 
"the Europeans made foolish virgins of' by getting them extremely drunk: the Elders "resolved to secularize 
these irregular girls who had dishonoured the tribe.": Lafitau, vol. i., p. 130 
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certainly give rise to criticism ... "434 

They "walk modestly", and as every man "wishes to have a wife who passes for 

being, and indeed is, well behaved" it is only the few girls who are "entirely lacking in 

prudence or entirely dissipated" who fail to guard their reputations carefully.435 Lafitau 

cites the example given him by a missionary to Brazil who pointed out that the 

nakedness of young Brazilian women was not reflected by any sort of moral laxity: 

quite the opposite obtained. Lahontan describes the unmarried Indian girls he has met 

as being "Mistresses of their own body" and thus entitled to behave however they 

please - by which he implies promiscuity and libertinage: 

"The girls can do what they like; Fathers, mothers, brothers, sisters etc., 
do not find fault with their conduct they say that the girls are the Mistresses 
of their own bodies, that their liberty entitles them to do what they please."436 

Lafitau uses the same phrase, but by "mistresses of themselves" he means that they 

exert self-control: they regulate their own behaviour to an impeccable standard of 

morality. 

"The girls, before being established, are so much mistresses of themselves that there is 

nothing to criticize in their conduct or deportment whatever they may do.''4.37 

Lahontan's interpretation is, by contrast, implicitly misogynist: by his account, unless 

regulated by others, a young woman's moral autonomy can be expected to 

immediately slump into levity and chaotic abandon. The same idleness and tepid 

emotional state Lahontan applauds in the Huron men he condemns in Huron women. 

Rather than being islands of autonomy like their male counterparts, Lahontan's Indian 

women are innately lacking order and structure: they are the anti-civilisees. What they 

are, nonetheless, is free; no laws exist to constrain them. Moreover, there is no such 

thing as prostitution - which Adario condemns as the sort of vice only a society full of 

pointless laws would permit. In the ethnographic Memoires, however, Lahontan 

describes the "hunting women": Indian women who accompanied the coureurs de 

bois on their travels, behaving as short-term de facto wives - a role which including 

434 lbid., p. 351 
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sexual relations: 

''There are some [other] girls who don't want to speak of Marriage, because 
they are Debauched. These girls are called Ickoue ne Kioussa, that's to say, 
women of the Hunt, because they amuse themselves with the Hunters, 
giving the excuse that they feel too indifferent to engage in a conjugal alliance, 
too lazy to bring up children, & and too impatient to spend the whole Winter 
in the Village, & this is how they explain their disorderliness."438 
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Richard White alleges that by this Lahontan implies prostitution, but there is no 

mention made in Lahontan's account of an economic incentive for the Women of the 

Hunt . However, other writers confirm that payment was made for services rendered: 

but this was not prostitution, White argues. Payment was not for "discrete sexual 

acts", but for temporarily performing the duties of a wife.439 Rather retrospectively, 

White adds that such relationships were "a bridge to the middle ground, an adjustment 

to intemacial sex in the fur industry where the initial conceptions of sexual conduct 

held by each side were reconciled in a new customary relation. •'440 Miscgenation had 

not been forbidden in New France however: in their involvment with I:rldian women the 

coureurs de bois were for once within the sanction of authority in New France. From 

the first days of French colonisation in America, the shortage of French women ( the 

much-maligned filles de roi notwithstanding) corresponded to a surplus of Indian 

women, and miscgenation was advocated by Champlain, among others. Early accounts 

emphasise the fairness of the Indians' skin to give support to the idea of interracial 

matchmaking.441 The hunting women might well have chosen Frenchmen as an 

alternative to the soral polygamy (the marriage of two sisters to one man) that 

sometimes occurred among the Algonquian in response to the dearth of young Indian 

men - apparently the result of warfare.442 

Soral polygamy is either unknown to Lahontan, or adjudged too damaging to his 

"noble savage" case for inclusion in his account Lahontan's account of Huron 

women is only risque to a certain extent: presumably, the extent of the tolerance he 

expects from his audience. 

438 Lahontan. Memoires p. 123 
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In accordance with Lahontan's position on money as the source of all societal ills, 

Adario portrays women as the particular victims of a mercenary society. 'Tell me," he 

demands, ''concerning these Laws, why they allow that girls can be bought for money 

by whosoever pleases to have them serve him? Why they permit certain public 

Houses, where the prostitutes and the pimps are available at any time to anyone?',443 

Lafitau acknowledges the probability that, at heart, the Indian girls "may be much 

debauched" but approves of the fact that their level of politesse means their corruption 

is well hidden. 

Lafitau concurs with Lahontan in observing that young Indian men appear indifferent 

to sex. For Lahontan, this conclusion is absolute: it is reinforced by the muted "love" 

the Hurons feel. Lahontan's Hurons resist the risk of social integration involved in 

forming any sentimental attachment: nor do they experience jealousy. Lafitau admits 

that "the young men ... maintain certain reserves in public. They show passion very little 

and do not seem capable of the excesses to which one is often borne by the violence of 

passion. "444 He is sorry to have to bring up such indelicate matters concerning the 

Indians, but 

"I have seen, with so much distress, a sort of affected style of slandering them 
and supposing a certain lewdness that is general, and without exception, and 
which people take advantage of to justify their own disorders ... It is not that 
there is no libertinage. There doubtless is some and should we be surprised by 
it? Is it astounding that barbarous peoples are corrupt while, in Europe, where 
motives of religion are much stronger, we see, everywhere, unbridled licence 
and boundless scandal which would horrify the Indians themselves?"445 

Again "disorder" is used to express the opposite of civilized behaviour, which can be 

assumed to equate to "order". Lafitau's concept of civilization also supports the idea 

of complexity in human behaviour. that all is not necessarily what it seems, even in a 

"barbarous" culture. "Although the Iroquois affect to have no jealousy," he writes, 

"they are extremely sensitive and sometimes carry their vengeance quite far."446 

Adultery is riot unheard of, and nor is this a society lacking in gossip or scandal. 

"Connections of this sort are not so secret that something does not leak out; 
by nature slanderous and mocking, the Indians have only too many evil tongues 
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whose talent is to let nothing be overlooked, to empoison and exaggerate 
everything."447 
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Even if the excesses alleged by Lahontan of unmarried Indian girls are tinged with 

unreality and editorial licence, the contrast between single and manied life for women 

was nonetheless acute. Ranked below only the vices of the liquor trade, Richard White 

has identified sex and violence as two of the most problematic areas of French-Indian 

contact in the "middle ground".448 Sex was not a private matter in New France. The 

startling gulf between French and Indian sexual mceurs (including the nudity of the 

Indians, which had always seemed implicitly sexual to the French) inspired the Jesuits, 

in particular, to take a ''vocal and active interest" in the sexual activity of the French 

and the Indians.449 Lahontan's enthusiastic accounts oflndian sexual libertinism 

represent the opposite pole of Jesuit efforts to denounce the sexual immorality that 

seemed to hold sway in both camps. Despite these differences, White writes, 

"nearly all French accounts were united, first, by their inability to understand 
the status of women vis-a-vis men except in tenns of conjugal relations and, 
second, by their tendency to group actual sexual relations in tenns of two 
opposite poles of conduct, with marriage at one extreme and prostitution and 
adultery at the other."450 

The ill~fitting imposition of these French cultural categories upon Indian sexual mceurs 

created an unflattering picture of Huron and Iroquois women. (The picture these same 

categories paint of estimations of women in late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth 

century France is equally limited and unflattering.) Elsewhere in The Middle Ground 

White suggests that the apparent weakness of coercive authority among the 

Algonquian ( the North American language group) was profoundly disturbing to 

French commentators. They were not wrong in their observations that the northern 

Algonquian lived without laws, and state and religious institutions - although social 

order was elsewhere manifest in tribal tradition.451 Given the French presumption that 

the Huron and Iroquois lacked civilised means of imposing authority, the ambiguous 

status of Indian women must have shaken them further (for where but in household 

politics could a better microcosm of coercive authority be found?). Perhaps this sense 

448 White, p. 61 
449 Ibid., p. 61 
450 Ibid. 
451 White, p. 57 



147 

of cultural disorientation explains the matter-of-fact assessments made by French 

authors - including the perceptive Lafitau - of the cruel punishments for adultery452 
• 

Only the sanction of marriage stiffened the amorphous relationship between Indian 

women and coercive authority. The brutality of punishments administered to adulterous 

women were viewed fairly dispassionately by the French as the "graphic evidence of 

subordination'7453 that was so lacking elsewhere. This disinterested position on 

extreme violence against women is an unpalatable but genuine example of cultural 

relativism: they do things differently there. 

Writing on the subject of divorce, Lafitau addresses the causes of marital breakdown in 

a way which reinforces his case for the moral and behavioural autonomy - indeed, 

idiosyncracy - of the individual - whether sauvage or not. Lahontan, by contrast, treats 

Huron divorce as the perfunctory outcome of a husband or wife getting a better off er. 

Divorce, he claims, is immediate, free of stigma, and thought much better than 

committing adultery, which is reviled by men and women alike. Lahontan's Huron 

women would "rather be dead'"'54 than act adulterously. The men fear that they will 

"passer pour des infames" if they commit adultery: a phrase which implies societal 

censure. Lafitau' s dispassionate account of the punishments meted out to adulterers 

(men are scalded with boiling water, at their wife's discretion: women are scalded 

before being buried alive455 
) provides a more sanguinary explanation of the aversion to 

adultery expressed by Lahontan's Hurons - and the women in particular. Lahontan 

does not address the reasons for marital failure: his Hurons are without sentiment, or 

extremes of emotion, so any attempt at explanation would risk "humanising" his 

noble, if two-dimensional, savages. 

Lafitau's approach to the subject of divorce is, by contrast, highly differentiated and 

analytical: he is, of course, religiously biased against divorce and stresses the gravity of 

marital breakdown. Disturbances in a relationship that lead to divorce usually.arise 

from "the irritations caused each other by husband and wife. Sometimes, the 
452 Other French writers who addressed the question of Indian sexuality included Perrot, Deliette and the various 
writers of the Jesuit Relations. 
453 White., p. 62 
454 Lahontan, p. 117 
455 Lafitau, p. 354 



annoyance goes so far as to cause divorce. 

Bad humour, lack of compliance, obstinate attachment to members of their 
families who they let govern them, storms of temper, jealousies, infidelities 
on both sides, furnish them different reasons for breaks."456 

148 

The strongly universalist character of this catalogue of marital woes is arresting. Lafitau 

observes that the occurrence of divorce in Indian societies does not mean that 

marriages were contracted irreverently with no expectation of their lasting until death. 

Indeed, the majority of those who marry, across all Indian tribes, "do not know what it 

is to break it asunder but, cherishing mutually their union, wait until death divides and 

separates them.',..57 As a Catholic doctrinally opposed to divorce, Lafitau compares the 

origin of divorce among "the idolatrous ones" with "that same hardness of heart 

which had empowered Moses to permit divorce among the Hebrews.',..58 

Once this Old Testament precedent for divorce is established, Lafitau moves on to its 

specific incidence among the Indians of America. The Iroquois, he writes, "are little 

troubled by divorce. •'4
59 It is not clear whether by this Lafitau means that divorce 

occurs only rarely among the Iroquois, or that when it does occur it causes little 

concern. The tone of the following sentence suggests that the latter is more likely, for 

Lafitau is anxious to stress that the ubiquity of divorce among the Iroquois is a 

comparatively recent development 

"Fonnerly, they were not as corrupt as they are today. For this reason, 
I should believe that divorces, although permitted, were formerly less 
frequent. Some of the Iroquois themselves assured me that they have 
always lived with a great deal of simplicity and decorum. I have often 
heard the old men and women complain that an irregularity of mores, 
unknown in their day and which made them hardly recognize their tribe, 
has arisen among them."460 

The claim that the Iroquois were once "not as corrupt as they are today" conforms to 

Lafitau's degenerationist theory, which held that the apex of civilization was a semi

mythical "Golden Age" in the distant past. To a certain extent, therefore, Lafitau's 

concept of "civilization" amounts to "de-civilization": the gradual erosion of moral 

456 Ibid., p. 350 
457 Ibid. 
458 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 350 
459 Ibid. 
460 Ibid 
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rectitude, religious clarity and civility. Were Lafitau a straightforward theologian then 

this would be the sum total of his "civilization" theory. However, Lafitau "had the 

spirit of a historian, not a believer"461 and it was as an historian that Lafitau made his 

enquiries of the elderly Iroquois men and women. A primitive, "uncivilized" society 

was thought incapable of self-scrutiny: a subsistence society roves uncontemplatively 

from the satisfaction of one basic need to the next. By assuring Lafitau that "they have 

always lived with a great deal of simplicity and decorum" the Iroquois are proving 

their capacity for self-analysis and the positive articulation of tribal identity. (Lafitau's 

approval of this simple and decorous lifestyle is implicit.) The complaints of the old 

Iroquois people about the new "irregularity of mores" indicates the mobility and 

capacity for re-invention that accompanies a complex civilization, even if "irregularity" 

displeases Lafitau's orderly anthropological mind. 

Lafitau hints that the source of this increasing "irregularity" in Iroquois marital 

mceurs can be traced to the influence of the Hurons. Despite the close conformity of 

Iroquois and Huron customs, 

""the Huron ... were much more disorganized and I have heard a former 
missionary say that, after their total defeat, those incorporated among 
their conquerors never dared propose [there] such a feast of debauchery 
as they practised in their own country before their captivity ... They 
never dared, I say, propose it for fear of revolting the Iroquois whose 
customs were too pure [for them] to tolerate such disorder."462 

Sexual debauchery and societal "disorder" are, to Lafitau, closely linked social ills. 

However insidious the encroachment of debauchery and disorder, Iroquois society 

remains capable of presenting a civil fa~de. 

In the Memoires Lahontan describes the Huron men in glowing terms: they have no 

body hair, stand straight, are well put together, and of a good height and proportion.463 

This list provides some contrapuntal insight into the criteria of hideousness by which le 

sauvage was often characterised - hirsute, stooped, deformed, short and displaying 

grotesque oddities of dimension. Earlier, Lahontan rebukes "those who depict the 

Savages as being as hairy as Bears" because such claims are proof only that the 
461 G. Chinard, L' Amerigue et le Reve Exotigue p. 325 
462 Ibid. 
463 Lahontan, Memoires p. 93 
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authors "have never seen them" .464 Lahontan is not so avid in his defence of Huron 

women. He writes 

"The women are of above average height, and as pretty as one might imagine, 
but so badly put together, so fat & so heavy, that they can only be attractive 
to the Savages."465 

It is not a foregone conclusion that Indian women might have been considered sexually 

appealing to European men: but Lahontan makes it clear that, in actuality, this would be 

unlikely. 

Lahontan's disdain for Huron women does not take the shape of a fervent defence of 

European women. Rarely inclined to identify any similarities between Huron men and 

Frenchmen, Lahontan does so relatively frequently when discussing women. He notes, 

for instance, that ''The women there [Huronia] are subject, as elsewhere, to natural 

indispositions from which they sometimes die',466 - which is less like a physiological 

revelation than it is a brisk, businesslike summary of a distasteful subject. Lahontan 

continues "it is true that they have an admirable remedy for the unfortunate 

consequences of this inconvenience, a certain draught,''467 - suggesting that, like 

Lafitau's investigation of the benefits of ginseng, rumours of Indian remedies had 

permeated European society. What is more surprising is that European women were 

not immune to the appeal of the athletic, natural and unpampered life that was portrayed 

as the lot of their American counterparts. This interest in a radically different - and 

unencumbered - female way oflif e stands at some distance from the sentimentally 

afflicted and vulnerable female image that was to emerge by the end of the eighteenth 

century. 

Equally, Lahontan's depiction of Huron women is a great distance from the later soft

focus nineteenth-century image of "dusky maidens" that emerged, in part, as a result 

of his description of the Huron women's considerable sexual freedom. He does not 

hesitate to include ethnographic information which seems likely to repel his European 

audience and alienate their sympathy. Lahontan's final word of "ethnography" on the 

464 Ibid., p. 92 
465 Ibid., p. 93 
466 Ibid., p. 130 
467 Ibid. 
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femmes sauvages is the observation that, being often troubled by a surfeit of breast 

milk, Huron women commonly allow puppies to suckle at their breast.468 The 

positio;11ing of this statement - immediately after a long passage which seems to draw 

the European and Huron women into close similaritude - has the abrupt effect of a 

"reminder" that there are at least a few residual but significant differences between 

American and European women. 

The dog-suckling information is a cursory inclusion which does not comprise part of a 

more comprehensive programme of significant (and ideally, repulsive) differences 

between European and American women. However, in the Dialogues between the 

fictional Huron "Adario" and Lahontan, one of the rare points of agreement is their 

shared condemnation of abortion. It is to women that full responsibility for this crime 

is attributed.469 The late seventeenth century was a "resolutely populationist"470 epoch 

in a France still troubled by memories of the demographic devastation wrought by the 

Black Death and the lengthy religious wars of attrition. Across Europe a high birth rate 

and consequently large population were considered strong indicators of a nation's 

wealth and strength.471 This tendency for demographic alarrnism was further nourished 

by the conviction: that sexually promiscuous women were often infertile: thus the 

Huron woman could also be held responsible for the feeble natality of the American 

Indian population.4n 

Adario advances the fact that Huron women stop having children after the age of forty, 

"because the children they bear beyond that age are of a weak constitution", but notes 

also that 

"this is not to say that they become celibate; on the contrary, they are much 
more passionate at that age than at twenty ... you know well that our women 
are not as fecund as the.French women, even though the French women are 
less inclined than ours to be seduced; this surprises me, because it is quite 
the opposite of what ought to happen."473 

468 Lahontan, Memoires p. 131 
469 Lahontan, Dialogues, p. 224 
470 Beaulieu, in Ouellet, Ibid., p. 63 
471 O.Dickason, The Myth of the Savage: and the Beginnings of French Colonialism in the Americas Edmonton, 
University of Alberta Press, 1984, p. 147 
472 Beaulieu, p. 63 
473 Lahontan, Diawgues p. 223 
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Lahontan's response to Adario's bafflement combines the figurative theme of 

pastoralism with the symbolic function of women as nation-builders in the 

colonial/civilising process. Only here does Lahontan conceive of women as the 

"creators" of societal growth and harmony - an idea embraced by the Physiocrats.474 

Lah on tan's interpretation of this life-giving role is pragmatic rather than dewy-eyed. 

He continues to reflect the contemporary European fear of imminent population crisis, 

despite an actual population growth of 30% over the period extending from the late 

seventeenth to the end of the eighteenth century.475 

"It's for the same reason that you just said, my poor Adario, that they do 
not conceive as easily as our Women. If they did not partake so frequently 
in the pleasures of love, nor with such avid enjoyment, they would allow 
the passage of time necessarily conducive to the production of children ... 
it is the same as a Field in which one sows com without cease, never 
leaving it fallow; for it ends up that it produces nothing further."476 

Lafitau agrees that the Indian tribes of North America "are not populous, and do not 

multiply very much."477 He does not, however, condemn the Iroquois women for their 

limited fecundity: in fact, Lafitau seems to associate high fecundity with rampaging 

barbarism, writing that 

" ... the women, although of a strong and robust bodily constitution, have not 
the fecundity seen elsewhere, especially in northern Europe whence all those 
inundations of barbarians who have, at various times, ravaged and ruined the 
Roman Empire, have come."478 

Lafitau, in common with Gabriel Sagard and Lahontan, observes that pregnant women 

undertake heavy work in the fields right until the onset of labour. They claim that this 

will "make their children more robust" and ease their own pain during childbirth.479 

Indeed, Lafitau notes, a display of stoicism during labour is imperative: women who 

lacked courage in childbirth were believed to bring forth only cowards. "It is still 

worse," he continues, 

"among some South American tribes, where, if the women have too much 
pain at delivery ... the fear that the child will inherit the mother's weakness 
forces the parents to put them to death, not to see them degenerate from 

474 Goodman, p. 7 
475 Steinbrugge, p. 27 
476 Lahontan, Dialogues p. 224 
477 Lafitau, p. 355 
478 Ibid., p. 355 
479 Ibid., p. 356 
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their ancestors ... there is still in force the cruel law of Lycurgus who, 
wishing to bring up men fit to render service to the republic, had established 
a judiciary law that new-born children who, it could be foretold, could not 
possibly be helpful to their country, should be put to death to insure the 
state against weaklings."480 
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By attributing the origin of this brutal custom to Sparta, Lafitau seems able to diminish 

his own sense of normative Catholic repulsion for infanticide. This morality of extreme 

social utility earns neither his approval nor his reproach. 

In the Dialogues 'Lahontan' alleges that Huron women are profoundly selfish and 

have little concern for the nation's population growth. Like an early version of 

physiocratic thought, it is clear that Lahontan views female social utility as a devotion to 

producing children: only Huron women find themselves involved in this contract of 

corporate social utility. Lahontan's tone becomes genuinely declamatory: 

"Listen a moment, my Dear one, to what I want to say. Why is it that 
the Indian women, being of such limited fecundity, have so little thought 
for the increase of their Nation, that a girl will cause herself to abort 
before her pregnancy is noticed, because the Father of her Child is 
dying or is dead. You will reply that this is in order to protect her 
reputation ... But it seems to me that the interest of the Nation, which 
must increase its number, doesn't enter into the thoughts of your women."481 

This passage is entirely at odds with the rest of the Dialogues: Adario agrees that 

abortion is a crime and concedes that Lahontan's explanation of Huron infertility is 

"marvellous". The peaceably self-absorbed individualism Lahontan depicts 

elsewhere as "the Huron way" does not extend to Huron women. The ample evidence · 

of some degree of social censure surrounding an unwed Huron mother also goes 

unnoticed, an editorial position that is consistent with Lahontan's ignorance of the 

amour propre that governed lavish Indian hospitality and gift exchange.482 

Adario's defence of his female compatriots is half-hearted. He tells Lahontan that 

nudity among Huron men is representative of the social transparency that pertains 

generally. Is it not, he asks, a great benefit of European clothes that they allow both the 

481 Lahontan, Dialogues, o. 225 
482 In the Dialogues Adario berates "Lahontan" for ''the amour propre of the Christians, a folly that the Hurons 
always condemn": to Lahontan amour propre is expressed only in terms of cash-based "conspicuous 
consumption" - acquisitions rather than the prestige of exchange. 
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demonstration of personal wealth and the disguise of physical faults?483 Rather than 

being deceived by false claims to a nonnative physical standard, Huron girls, 

accustomed to the sight of naked men, '1udge with their eyes what suits them," 

"As a result, each girl can confidently decide, knowing that she will not be 
be deceived in that which she seeks in a Husband. Our women are capricious, 
like yours, which means that even the most puny Indian can find a woman."484 

It is a restricted buyer's market, as Adario notes: nudity is limited to unmarried men. 

"In recompense," Adario points out, "our Girls are more modest than yours; for one 

can see nothing uncovered except the plumpness of the leg, whereas yours display so 

much of their breast uncovered that our young men cannot meet their eyes ... wouldn't 

this be, my Brother, an abuse that might be reformed among the French?'7485 
• 

Only on the subject of women do Adario 's criticisms take on such a directly polemical 

aspect: elsewhere he observes the flaws of European society but illuminates them only 

by comparison with Huron society. Adario subjects European marriage to the test of 

natural reason and finds it wanting. If one must marry the vices of a woman when one 

weds her, Adario argues, the French marriage is "not a Sacrament which is founded on 

good reason". Male sexual jealousy is a pernicious construct based on the fiction that 

a woman ought to be faithful to one man for her entire life.486 All that can be said in 

defence of French marriage, Adario continues in the same populationist mode, is that it 

produces children: little more can be expected of "People who have the measures of 

Thine & Mine. ,'487 

Lahontan does not take a straightforwardly pejorative view of women in European 

society. His disdain for a society governed by "le Tien etle Mien" extends to a 

criticism ( through Adario) of the conquistadorial sexual bravado of European men. 

"Among you Christians, men gain glory by debauching women; as it is, for 
all sorts of reasons, more criminal for some than it is for others to succumb 
to the temptation of love. Your young men devote all their efforts to tempting 
Girls and Women. They employ all sorts of devices to succeed in this 
endeavour. Then they publicise it, talk about it everywhere. Everyone lauds the 
Galant & scorns the Lady; instead of pardoning the Lady & punishing the 

483 Ibid., p. 225 
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Galant. How can you claim that your Women ought to be faithful to you, if 
you are not faithful to them? If Husbands have Mistresses, why shouldn't 
their Wives have Lovers?"488 
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This passage shows signs of the sense of debauched equality that was the hallmark of 

libertine writing - but it lacks the nihilistic present-mindedness and societal defiance 

that are other characteristics of libertinism. It is quite possibly ironic: it is hard to 

reconcile Lahontan's derisive burlesque of the arrival of thefilles de roi with this 

poker-faced outrage at the inequality of adulterous men and women. A further 

possibility is that the passage is semi-autobiographical: it sounds like the self-righteous 

defence of a paramour. If married men prefer gambling and wine to the company of 

their wives then why, Adario continues, should the women not seek consolation "with 

some Friend?"489 The imposition of the idea of "ownership" upon this passage is not 

seamless. The first half of the passage can be read either as evidence of Lahontan's 

interest in sexual libertinage or as a wide-eyed apology for his own possible gallantry. 

(The passage displays a vivid indignation common in Lahontan's autobiographical 

grievances, and when Lafitau writes that Lahontan "puts a great deal of himself into his 

book"490 is seems likely that sexual libertinage is among the authorial biases he means 

to imply.) 

The second half of the passage is a stem injunction against selling a wife or daughter to 

support an expensive lifestyle. This, however, is an unconvincing transition. Adario's 

clumsy na'if persona does not articulate the idea that "women are not property". 

Instead, he urges European men to "be like what you call Sauvages491 that's to say, be 

like Hurons; love them as you love yourselves, & don't sell them. •'4
92 Neglected wives 

become - improbably - economic chattels. "For I know certain Husbands among you 

consent as weakly to the libertinage of their Wives as do some Mothers to the 

prostitution of their Daughters. Such people only do this because necessity obliges 

them to."493 Lahontan's own mother and sisters were running a dubious Parisian 

490 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 351 
491 An interesting indication that the word "sauvage" was pejorative rather than plainly descriptive, as is 
sometimes claimed: the syntax suggests that "what you call Sauvage is in fact superior to you in behaviour" -
not simply that "Sauvage" was interchangeable with "Indian" or "American". 
492 Lahontan, p. 226 
493 Ibid., p. 227 
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gambling den at the time, which may throw some light on this oddly cartoon-like 

representation of European society. However exa~i;tated the link between male penury 

and the prostitution of their wives and daughters, it remains an argument which places a 

sentimental value upon women - and equates this sentiment with natural civility. 

According to Adario, the Hurons are never reduced to "the baseness poverty inspires 

in those unaccustomed to being impoverished."494 There is simple virtue in the 

subsistence lifestyle of the Hurons. Destitution and squalor were commonly 

recognised by contemporary commentators as the key to Indian women's equality. 

Jefferson wrote 

"It is civilization alone which replaces women in the enjoyment of their 
natural equality ... Were we in equal barbarism, our females would be equal 
drudges. The man with them is less strong than us, but their women stronger 
than ours; and both for the same obvious reason; because our man and their 
woman is habituated to labor and formed by it"495 

The importance of matriarchal influence on Iroquois society was well known. The 

inversion of male/female strength made by Jefferson is not the fantastical inversion of 

roles that characterises the utopia. It is an argument from utility. Lah on tan's Hurons 

inhabit a utopian world free of any taxing physical labour (it is done by slaves, whose 

status is tacitly accepted by "Lahontan" and "Adario" alike). Lahontan is oblivious to 

the significance of labour-sharing as an indicator of social ( or gender) status. 

Lahontan is often dismissed as a dilettante for idealising the lifestyle of the Noble 

Savage while inveigling his way into the courts of Europe in an attempt to recover his 

alienated title. However, this criticism is slightly myopic. What Lahontan created in his 

Hurons was, in many ways, a persuasive apology for louche aristocratic behaviour, 

released from the tedium of labour, obeisance to superiors, and restrictive sexual 

protocol. A utopia must be labour-free: this, and not some sort of nascent communism, 

is the source of Lah on tan's minimalism. Tzvetan Todorov notes that Lahontan' s use of 

ethnographic material is nowhere more selective than in the polemical Dialogues: 

"[fhe Dialogues] provide a good illustration of the requirements of primitive 
exoticism: if one wants to idealize a society, one must not describe it in too 

495 T. Jefferson, in D.A. Grinde & B.E. Johansen, Exemplar of Liberty: Native America and the Evolution of 
Democracy Los Angeles, University of California Press [American Indian Studies Center] 1991, p. 223 
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If a certain amount of ethnographic minutiae is unavoidable, then it must be augmented 

by enviably unrestricted sexual practices. Lahontan's Memoires are accompanied by 

explanatory illustrations depicting Huron marriage and sexual practices. The "running 

of the lamp" is illustrated in two figures . The Hurons are presented as fair-skinned 

and well-proportioned. The men are naked, but the women are modestly dressed: 

despite the women's pivotal role in the "running of the lamp" there is no visual 

insinuation of subversive female licence or immorality. The only plate which evokes 

anything more than a straightforward understanding of what is going on is an 

illustration subtitled "Indian in conversation with his mistress, being seated at the foot 

of her bed. "497 The couple seem delighted by the sight of each other. Elsewhere there is 

a sense of self-conscious, dour "due process". Facial expressions are limited to an 

expression of vague contentment. The primary function of the illustrations is 

informative: sentiment is notable by its absence. This depiction of the "other" is, 

despite the sensational proclivity of its author/illustrator, a very literal venture into the 

"exotic". Some evidence of a transition in terms of sentimentality can be found in the 

revised interpretation of Lahontan' s work by later illustrators. 

Engravings by Bernard accompanied the borrowed account of Lahontan's observations 

in 

Ceremonies et coutumes reli!lieuses de tousles peuples idolatres, published in 1743.498 

Bernard's illustrations of the "running of the torch" depict Lahontan's Hurons along 

statuesque classical lines: there are no visual hints of 'otherness', and the despite the 

risque subject matter, both figures are depicted modestly shrouded by improbably fluid 

"sheets". This classicism, while appearing to draw closer parallels between American 

and European, is in fact more cautious than Lahontan's workmanlike sketches. The 

classical model provides a normative moral middle ground which neither contemporary 

European nor American really resembles: it is at once a highly familiarised and yet 

cautiously remote device. 
496 T.Todorov, On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and Exoticism in French Thought Cambridge 
Mass., Harvard University Press, 1993, p. 271 
497 Ibid., [plate facing p. 116] 
498 Fernandez-Armesto, p. 459 
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In Bernard's first illustration of Lahontan's version of Indian courtship, the Huron 

woman is seen drawing a blanket over her naked body, rejecting the would-be lover 

standing beside her bed with a torch held aloft. In the second illustration, the Huron 

woman is sitting up in bed, blowing out her lover's torch in assent to his overtures. 

Presented as a "yay or nay" pair of cartoons, the illustrations initially convey the 

sense of a distinctly mechanistic process, with minimal emotional investment by either 

party: the same routine disengagement that marks Lahontan's original illustrations. 

What is more interesting in the context of the balance of sexual power is the 

expression Bernard gives to the rejected suitor's face. One eyebrow is raised slightly 

in a reserved sort of consternation, but even though he is standing over her prone, semi

naked body and she is - if only in the composition of the picture - the vulnerable party, 

there is no question of his defying her word. He looks tenderly disappointed but 

immediately resigned. His head is cocked to one side and shrouded by a cape, giving 

him the sentimental appeal of a strangely inverted pietas: the prone figure is the 

commanding force. There is no hint of iconoclastic caricature, but it is an odd effect 

nonetheless. The engravings have the uncontroversial inertia of icons. They are 

immovably legitimate, but what does this mean? Is this an incontrovertible statement of 

ethnographic fact? If the latter, then it is a confident statement of heterodoxy which sets 

these remote ciphers on an equal footip.g with the figures of classical antiquity or the 

similarly didactic figures of the Old Testament. 

Aside from titillating, Bernard's engravings reveal little else. Sexual activity is 

conducted in darkness, once the lamp has been blown out. Darkness provides the 

element of concealment common both to later, pruriently sexual publications and to the 

falsehood/truth dichotomy of Restoration comedy, but here this concealment is purely 

literal: Lahontan's point is that neither deception nor jealousy has a place in the Huron 

ethos. He writes 

"I know the spirit of the Savages better than many Frenchmen who have spent 
their entire lives with them, because I have studied their mceurs with such 
exactitude that all their manners are as perfectly familiar to me as had I spent 
my whole life with them. It is this which leads me to say that they have never 
had the sort of blind fury that we call love. They content themselves with a 
tender amity, & which is never subject to all the excesses that passion provokes 
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to a libertine concern for the "esthetics of the moment" and is characteristic of the 

period's "redefinition of the boundaries between the private and public spheres."504 

The "moment", he alleges, was privileged with privacy: private moments were 

"scrutinised" for sources of "potential discontinuities within the public domain of 

what was officially sanctioned and encouraged." This was a rebellion against the 

"assumed coherencies" of the public sphere. Civilized behaviour was structurally 

coherent and subject to the constraint of the public sphere. The private "moment" 

however, lent itself to chaos, spontaneity, and perversion. Lahontan's work is discussed 

by Kavanagh in these terms. Kavanagh describes the Utopian sexuality of the New 

World in terms of "the absence of any opposition between private and public, between 

the expression of individual desire and the dictates of social decorum."505 

The spectrum of judgements made about Indian women in New France by Lahontan 

and Lafitau has a wide span. Lah on tan's attention to the sexual mceurs of the Hurons 

is meticulous - and often inaccurate. Despite the inversion of European sexual norms -

the marked lack of interest among the men, and the comparative ribaldry of the women 

- his account of Huron women is not proto-feminist. The outrage Lahontan expresses 

about the economic commodification of European women is only mirrored in the 

sexual commodification (disguised as moral autonomy) he bestows upon their Huron 

sisters. In his criticism of low Huron natality he announces the populationist 

Physiocrat perception of women as the fount of society: but he leaves out their 

sustaining, moderating role in government. His Huron women are best left out of any 

serious conversation: it is implied that they restrict the free exchange of ideas - a charge 

which Rousseau was later to take up. While Huron men are regarded as infinitely 

different to Frenchmen, the women of both countries are "capricious". While 

Lahontan's Huron men are tiber-rationalists, the women are disorderly - a more 

serious blow to police than their male counterparts are to civilite. 

Lafitau' s portrait of Iroquois women is more accurate if no more sympathetic. He gives 

a detailed account of the Iroquois 'gynocracy', and does not suggest that it is 

504 T .M. Kavanagh, "17ze Libertine Moment" in C. Cusset [ed.] Llbertinage and Modernity New Haven, Yale 
University Press, 1998, p. 79 
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intrinsically wrong or weak. He corrects Lahontan' s spurious accounts of female 

sexual licence and admires the self-restraint - at least in the shape of outward politesse 

- that is to be witnessed among young Iroquois women. The relationship between 

women and authority is important to both authors. The female authority Lafitau depicts 

is articulated in a conventional, council-based form. Rather surprisingly, Lafitau makes 

no mention of the Jesuit cult of the Virgin which was preached with some success to 

Indian women in the 1690s- although his easy acceptance of matriarchal authority 

possibly owes something to the strong female models in the Catholic church. 

Lahontan's single women have jurisdiction of their own bodies, but this inclines them 

only to sexual libertinism. Neither author depicts women in the way the philosophes 

were to do: as the civilizing force that served to transform barbarism into sociabilite. 

Evidence of this transition is particularly clear in William Robertson's History of 

America, translated into French by Suard in 1778. He depicts the American Indian as 

"hard of heart" and individualistic to a point that precluded any feeling of affection or 

love towards another. Their veneration of robust physical strength - which Lahontan 

sees as a counterfoil to their mental tranqulity - has become, in Robertson's account, 

the cause of their misogyny: because they lacked physical strength, Indian women were 

despised and degraded by their male compatriots. Savage misogyny was added to the 

arsenal of anti-primitivist thought: 

"Whether man has been improved by the progress of art and civilization in society 
is a question, which, in the wantonness of disputation, has been agitated among 
philosophers. That women are indebted to the refinements of polished manners 
{/a, politesse des m<Elll's] for a happy change in their state, is a point which 
admits no doubt"506 

Thus, by the end of the eighteenth century, the discussion of the role of women in 

European political theory had already acquired an air of vulnerability and delicacy. 

Women ought to be thankful for the protective veneer of civilized politesse: they were 

certainly ill-equipped to cope with the ravages of Nature. The accounts given by 

eighteenth century travel writers of the lives of indigenous women in the New World 

were so much at odds with the experience of women in Europe that they were 

effectively reduced to caricature status: despite the inspiration Iroquois gynocracy lent 
506 W. Robertson, The History of America (London, 1777), op. cit in D. Gordon, Citizens without 
Sovereignty: Equality and Sociability in French Thought, 1670-1789 Princeton N.J., Princeton University 
Press, 1994, p. 156 
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to a few early feminists, the life of Indian women contributed very little in actual terms 

to that of their European counterparts. 



163 

Tyranny or sociahilite? The classical tradition and the noble savage 

From the earliest days of New France, the accounts written by educated Frenchmen on 

the subject of Indian mmurs were full of classical terms of reference and comparison, a 

legacy of the Renaissance resurgence of humanist scholarship. Sometimes the function 

of classical erudition in travel writing about New France was "purely decorative": 

more often it was not, and classical authors and ideas provided an invaluable intellectual 

fulcrum for authors searching for common ground between the familiar and the alien.507 

The Christian apologists of late antiquity had long "discovered" in pagan religion and 

Greek philosophy signs of "preparation" for the gospel of Christ. Virgil's Eclogues, 

which seemed to predict the birth of a child messiah, underwent close scrutiny by the 

early apologists, and biblical exegetes on the work abounded. Clement of Alexandria's 

Stromata had advised the judicious use of Greek philosophy as a path sometimes 

profitable but always strewn with dangers for the incautious. These were sources that 

still dominated seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Jesuit libraries and, consequently, 

frames of reference. Jesuit authors wrote prodigiously about their experiences in New 

France, dominating the seventeenth century output of information about the colony, and 

were themselves the products of rigorous classical education. They saturated their 

accounts with humanist references. These varied in intellectual terms from the 

observation that, like the Romans, the Indians reviled facial hair, to a protracted 

discussion of the 'Ciceronian' character of Indian government (the latter argument 

used by Brebeuf in defence of the police of the Hurons.)5°8 However, the re-assignation 

of the occidental classical tradition to entirely new ground was not seamless. 

The similarities between the peoples of modem America and classical antiquity - their 

resistance to tyranny, linguistic structure, familial solidarity, the heroic Indian passion 

for warfare, council, oratory, dance and theatre - were set against the resounding 

differences. These differences were aggravated by the self-justifying requirements of 

early colonial expediency, which favoured a pessimistic view of indigenous people 

'lost' in barbarism and needing guidance. In this early seventeenth-century period 

direct comparisons of the contemporary Indian and the classical Greek or Roman were 
507 J. Warwick, "L'Antiquite dallS le cadre referentiel du 'Sauvage'; 1615-1642" in G. Therien, Les Figures de 
l'Indien Montreal, Universite du Quebec a Montreal, 1988, p. 107 
sos Ibid., pp. 113-5 
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few. "Barbarism" was, after all, a classical concept which derived from the snobbish 

Greek perception of the Other, whose defining characteristic was that they were "not 

us " 509 
• The terror inspired by the forest-dwelling itinerant silvaticus in the Middle 

Ages lingered on. The gulf between "civilized" sedentary town-dweller and 

"barbaric" roaming savage remained significant, and of all the direct classical 

comparisons made by Jesuit missionaries in early New France, the great majority, 

writes Jack Warwick, "they made about themselves."510 

If, in this first colonial era, a certain sense of cultural superiority had distanced the 

American Indian from anything but incidental or cautiously remote comparison with 

classical antiquity, this was no longer the case by the end of the seventeenth century, 

when Lahontan first arrived in Canada. Close, daily contact with Indians - and the 

increasing interdependence of Indian and Frenchman in Canada as the century 

progress~<!_- h~ generated comparisons made on a more equal footing: early examples 

o~ral relat~~ can be found in both Lafitau and Lahontan. Both writers make 

~-tensive use of-models from, and comparisons with antiquity, but both make their 

selection in a highly idiosyncratic way, and put these classical authors to use in support 

of their equally individual depictions oflndian civility. Lahontan owes a literary debt 

to the Roman satirists. Lafitau uses pagan religion to illustrate the innate religiosity of 

all peoples, no matter how degenerate. How did Lahontan and Lafitau use the classical 

tradition of their education to explain the new civilizations they encountered in New 

France? Are their classical terms of reference evidence of nothing more than 

seventeenth-century mental furniture - the prosaic, predictable result of a classical, 

seventeenth-century education - or were there ideas represented in the classical canon 

which already suggested cultural relativism, as well as shedding a critical light upon the 

politesse and police of contemporary life in France? A combination of both seems 

most likely: Lahontan in particular displays an arch affection for his classical library, 

while Lafitau reaches to classical antiquity for unshakeable 'empirical' support for his 

comparison of pagan religions. 

509 The Greek o BorBoros derives from the unintelligible - and thus obviously unintelligent - "bar-bar-bar'' of 
foreign tongues to superior Greek ears. 
510 Ibid., p. 115 
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The renewed importance of the classical canon to thinkers in the late-seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries has attracted a degree of contention among historians of the 

Enlightenment. Classical texts had, of course, been in wide circulation - both in 

translation and in their original Greek and Latin - since the Renaissance. Erasmus had 

1 ong advocated Latin as an ideal academic lingua franca, for instance: can the 

philosophes claim to have been anything more than a few new pegs in a long-standing 

classical survey? Peter Gay maintains that the philosophes did read their classical 

authors differently than did "classical" writers in the seventeenth century. He 

attributes this difference to several factors: among them, the revival of religious 

controversy, the syncretic evolution of Stoicism and Epicureanism as companions to 

Christianity, the spirit of tolerance and skepticism, and the Newtonian scientific 

revolution.511 This view has not gone uncontested. Robert Damton has criticised Peter 

Gay's emphasis on the importance of the "appeal to antiquity" as a catalyst to 

Enlightenment. The factors to which Gay appears to attribute this difference are not 

satisfactory, insular criteria, Damton complains, demanding "are not these new 

developments precisely the ones that brought about the Enlightenment?"512 Darn ton's 

own interest in the books read across the spectrum of 18th century French society 

leads him to identify a further weakness in Gay's methodology: 

" ... the magistrates of the Parlement of Paris had the same favorite authors 
as Gay's philosophes - Cicero, Horace, Ovid, and Vergil. And according to 
the Livre et Societe group, the educated but unphilosophic general public 
shared the same taste for the classics."513 

Damton is critical of Gay's failure to explain why the philosophes "reacted 

particularly to the common stock of their culture."514 The existence of this "common 

stock" is itself indicative of who - or what - the philosophes were: in White's analysis, 

essentially men who wrote books rather than philosophical iconoclasts.515 The classical 

tradition was not an isolated spur to Enlightenment, but it did provide a rich mine of 

exemplars, theoretical models and strange customs, many of which found themselves 

first rehabilitated by the travel writers and missionaries in the New World. How was 
511 P. Gay, The Enlightenment: The Rise of Modem Paganism, "The Era of Pagan Christianity" pp. 257-308 

512 Darnton, p. 223 
513 Ibid., p224 
514 Ibid. 
515 White, The Anti-Philosophes 
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the classical tradition differently used in the Enlightenment? The key difference lay in 

the increased degree of intellectual autonomy attributed to human beings in matters of 

philosophy and theology. What in late antiquity had been regarded as "part of a 

converse between God and human beings ... the idea that divine providence was actively 

engaged in guiding human beings to the truth"516 was, even to Catholic authors like 

Lafitau, no longer quite so clearly didactic a relationship. The autonomy of human 

intelligence was given a freer rein in its selective interpretation and redeployment of the 

classical tradition. 

Some took up this greater autonomy more effectively than others. Despite his 

philosophical criticism of French society in the Dialogues, Lahontan was not an 

innovative reader of classical philosophy: although he reads classical texts that had 

been appropriated by Deist rationalists, Lahontan responds to them knowing already 

what it is he is seeking. He fits better into the "educated but unphilosophic general 

public" who the Livre et Societe group suggest "shared the same taste for the 

classics" without responding to them in an intellectually novel way. The fusion of the 

literary and existential classical traditions that announced Lafitau' s writing was yet to 

occur. Lahontan's fondness for satire, in particular, suggests a man pleased by 

insubordinate provocation, wit and literary irony, but lacking the sense of existential 

curiosity that accompanies a more-than-literary appreciation of the classical 

philosophical canon. Lahontan's references to his favourite classical authors are 

facetious and sentimental. 

"Apart from the pleasure of many other enjoyable things, I still have that of 
being entertained in the middle of the woods by the honest men of centuries 
past. The gentleman Homer, the likeable Anacreon, and my dear Lucian have 
never wanted to leave me. Aristotle was dying to follow me, but my canoe, 
not being big enough to contain his team of Peripatetic syllogisms, meant 

that he was forced to return to the Jesuits, who entertained him very generously."517 

Chinard concludes from this passage that Lahontan's books were borrowed from the 

local Jesuits' library, adding that it was probably in a Jesuit school that Lahontan had 

516 S. Maccormack, "limits of Understanding: perceptions of Greco-Roman and Amerindian paganism in early 
modern Europe" in K.O. Kupperman [ed.] America in European Consciouness. 1493-1750 Chapel Hill, 
University of North Carolina Press, 1995, p. 114 

517 Lahontan I, pp. 87-88 
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honed his writing skills.518 Chinard appears to regard this as evidence of Lahontan's 

badly concealed opportunism. Given the arch tone of the passage as a whole, a less 

literal meaning seems likely. There is abundant evidence of Lahontan's overt 

anticlericalism throughout his work: he is anarchically opposed to dogmatism of any 

sort. By linking Aristotle - commonly associated by the philosophes with moribund 

Scholastic thought - with an appreciative Jesuit audience, Lahontan is joking about 

Jesuit reasoning by authority. For instance, the canoe-foundering crew of "Peripatetic 

syllogisms" Lahontan attributes to the imagined Aristotle is pure satire. 

The philosophes, Gay writes, "slighted whatever con~ribution Aristotle may have made 

to the scientific method; they saw him mainly as the favourite of the Scholastics - a 

pagan who had trafficked with the enemy."519 Lahontan's summary dismissal of 

Aristotle's syllogisms gives some weight to the allegation that the philosophes were 

somewhat simplistic with regard to metaphysics and "philosophy proper"- although 

Lahontan is considerably set apart from the philosophes both by chronology (too 

early) and his dynamic, military lifestyle (too pragmatic). Apart from an occasional 

uncritical enthusiasm for Spartan laws and institutions, the admiration expressed in the 

eighteenth century for ancient Greece was "often tempered by ambivalence."520 To a 

certain extent, Vyverberg agrees that the French Enlightenment veered away from 

metaphysical philosophy: Socrates and Plato were both found to be often 

"unscientific". In what resembles the current cries for "accountability", Vyverberg 

suggests that the Enlightenment was "almost overeager to find historical precedents 

for the Greek genius". 

The humanist Charles Perrault strongly favoured Rome in his Parallele des Anciens et 

Modernes , writing that what the elegance and urbanity of Rome had begun, "the 

politesse of recent times has lifted to a still higher degree of perfection": meanwhile, 

the adjective "grec" signified only coarseness and barbarism to Perrault521 
• The 

518 Chinard, L' Amerique et Le Reve Exotique, p. 175 

519 Gay, vol 1 The Enlightenment, p82 

520 H.Vyverberg, Human Nature, Cultural Diversity, and the French Enlightenment, pl56 
521 C. Perrault, Parallele des Anciens et des Modernes. op. cit. in C. Grell, Le Dix-huitieme siecle et l'antiquite 
en France, 1680- 1789 Oxford, Voltaire Foundation, 1995, p. 556 



general Enlightenment preference for Roman writers has sometimes been 

oversimplified into an unsympathetic, pedestrian paradigm of eighteenth century 

thought. It is a characteristic that Vyyerberg\~peculat~s~;s linked to the 
":::------- ··-·- ... ···---·- --··--··-
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Enlightenment interest in progressive development, noting that the philosophes often 

referred to Greek contacts with earlier civilizations.522 Lahontan opens his Memoires 

with a skeptical passage on Greek chronology to this effect, writing that 

" ... because the Use of Writing was unknown to them before the Siege of 
Troy, it was necessary that they resorted to the fabulous manuscripts of the 
Egyptians and the Chaldeens, visionary and superstitious people ... .I am now 
convinced that the [Occidental] Tradition is too suspect, inconstant, obscure, 
uncertain, elusive and vague, to be trustworthy; I owe this idea to the Indians 
of Canada, who, knowing not how to report definitely what has occurred in 
their country more than two hundred years back, have thrown me in doubt of 
the purity and incorruptibility of the Tradition ... "s23 

Lafi.tau's contorted etymologies provide him with ammunition against ancient Greek 

cultural arrogance. The Greeks had "misinterpreted" history "also through vanity, as 

Eusebius of Caesarea reproaches them with doing and as Herodotus, their earliest 

historian, confesses that they did. They have wished to appropriate to themselves, 

through ridiculous vanity, everything, all learning, although they inherited from the 

barbarians, Egyptians, Chaldeans and Phoenicians all their knowledge in religion and 

chronology ."524 Lafitau, perhaps because his own credo remained unchanged, is 

apparently unfazed by the ambiguity enveloping earliest Greek history and thought. He 

notes that much of what the Greeks wrote was based on conjecture, and sprinkled with 

arbitary beginning dates to avoid sounding obviously fabulous.525 As is often the case 

in Lafitau's work, it is possible to detect in his argument a reply to his contemporary 

Fontenelle, whose universalism and emphasis on the potential abuses of fable were at 

once distasteful to Lafitau's orthodox religiosity, and awkwardly close to Lafitau's 

own comparative "system". "La fable" was recognised to be timeless and static in 

much the same way as "savage" cultures were thought to lack temporality and 

dynamism. In his ambivalence towards la fable and the fabulous, Lafitau is at odds 

with his contemporaries' fascination with the topic. In his influential Traite des etudes 

522 Ibid., p 156 

523 Lahontan, Memoires, p 91 
524 Lafitau, vol 1., p. 53 

525 Ibid p. 54 



(1726) Rollin attests to the importance of la fable, a working knowledge of which 

seems to have been essential to successful interaction in 'civilized' society: 

"It is not, so it seems to me, a pleasant thing to remain mute and appear stupid 
in company because one has failed in youth to master a discipline that costs so 
little to learn."526 
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The function of la fable was twofold, Starobinski writes: it was a figurative language 

that "offered access to a certain discursive structure", and it was a "social 

recognitio~n signal that allows individuals capable of deciphering mythic fictions in a 

similar way to identify one another"527 : that is to say, it was an insiders' game. 

Perhaps this explains Lafitau's antipathy,f-cultural specificity not being something he 

considered particularly helpful to the pursuit of his own monogenetic thesis. More 

likely seems a "scientific" aversion to semiotics: for Lafitau, myth only obscured 

truth. The sole merit of mythology and la fable lay in those of its themes which 

transcended language and culture, not erected new icons of cultural ingrouping. 

Lahontan' s profession of disillusionment with the chronology of the classical tradition 

is, by contrast, primarily a provocative device. Like Lafitau, who broke with tradition by 

using the present to shed light on the past, Lahontan is also inverting Eurocentric 

empiricism quite deliberately. Indian skepticism and, presumably, Indian historical 

reticence, have led him to suspect the assured, prolix European tradition. Proust 

contends that it was this skeptical appetite for historical disjuncture that set Lahontan 

apart from his contemporaries in the early Enlightenment, and, in particular, ensured 

that his influence in the Encyclopaedia was minimal.528 Lafitau is a far more cautious 

advocate for Indian life than is Lahontan. He announces his feeling that the ''universal 

patterns" in everyday life are intrinsically important to history (thereby also 

announcing modem anthropology) , but immediately adds the caveat: 

"Certainly no conclusion can be reached from them. Thus in the comparison 
which I make I shal~ave no hesitation in citing the customs of any peoples 
whatever, without tlaiming to draw any other conclusion from them other 
than their connection with those of remote antiquity."529 

526 Rollin, op. cit in Starobinski, Blessings in Disguise p. 170 
527 Starobinski, p. 170 

528 Proust, Recherches Nouvelles sur le XVIIIe Siecle 

529 Lafitau, vol. 1, p. 54 
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This is a passage which resonates ideological cautiousness. It reads like a satirical 

signpost, but, of course, is not: perhaps Lafitau, who knew and detested Lahontan's 

work, was anxious not to sacrifice his credibility in the name of cultural relativism, as 

Lahontan had. It is interesting that Lafitau seems to perceive the dead hand of 'remote 

antiquity' as a guarantee of uncontroversial status: clearly, it was possible (although 

perhaps more so from the Jesuit enclave) to maintain a view of antiquity as an 

unthreatening and unassailable - if primitive and crude - collection of curiosities.530 

Fontenelle's Origine des Fables gave some thought to whether the first efforts of a 

nascent philosophy could be detected in the myths of primitive people.531 But Brucker, 

who made cautious and limited use of Lahontan's Dialogues in his 1744 

Encyclopaedia article on the 'Philosophy of the Canadians', was more conventional in 

his formulation of what philosophy was: Proust characterises Brucker's 

"philosophy" as "a body of doctrine set up and articulated in a conceptual 

format. "532 If the Enlightenment can be fairly depicted as a homo-centric society, then 

the nebulous metaphysical origins of Greek philosophy, rather than satisfying either 

Locke's individualistic tabula rasa or Descartes' innate mental thumbprint, were simply 

quashed by the reassuring rationality of Newtonian science. The scope for 

metaphysical or theological approaches to the existence of mankind narrowed as the 

Enlightenment progressed. 

Vyverberg appears to subscribe to Gay's radical interpretation of anti-religious 

sentiment in the Enlightenment It was for this reason, he writes, that Enlightenment 

audiences found Greek tragedy "philosophically defective and morally disagreeable, as 

well as literarily primitive. "533 However, Vyverberg seems almost to contradict 

himself in the space of a paragraph: only Diderot, he writes, was able to glimpse the 

Greek tragic message - that man's fate is arbitrarily taken in hand by wilful gods, 

530 M. Hodgen, F.arly Anthropolosy in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries Philadelphia, University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 1964, p. 345 

531 Proust: Fontenelle is addressed in more detail in the chapter on Religion. 

532 Ibid. 

533 Vyverberg, p158 
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through no fault of his own.534 But Diderot's perspective is not, in this case, primarily 

anticlerical: his point seems to be that contemporary French society was too effete and 

delicately preserved to either generate or appreciate the tragic scale of Greek drama. 

The emulative function served by both Herodotus and the Iijul to military men -

particularly military men in foreign lands - is not difficult to comprehend. Plutarch's 

Life of Alexander informs the reader thatAlexander the Great would not be separated 

from his copy of the lliad on campaign: the Russian doll of occidental literary 

civilization contains exemplar upon exemplar. Homer is a military man's obvious 

choice of classical text. Lahontan' s ad hoc campaign for self-preservation perhaps 

bore few other resemblances to Alexander the Great but what is the real importance of 

sentimentality in such a pared-down library of bare essentials? Is it significant, for 

instance, that Lahontan characterises these authors as "the honnetes hommes of 

centuries past", by whom he is "entertained" rather than edified in the Canadian 

woods? Certainly Lahontan is implying an honnete homme camaraderie which 

transcends chronology . 

The honnete homme was the ideal French gentleman of the eighteenth century, an ideal 

which owed its origin to the French concept of the classical Greek and Roman hero.535 

Despite making more grandiose claims for his Hurons than Lafitau does of his 

Iroquois subjects, Lahontan sees a closer link between himself and the honnete homme 

of classical antiquity than between himself and the Huron. Lafitau, on the other hand, 

endows his characterization of the Indian with many qualities of the honnete homme -

self-control, equanimity, an observance of the structures, courtesies and conventions of 

ordered society536 - but he adds, almost as an afterthought, a catalogue of flaws which 

would preclude true honnete homme status. No doubt the notion of Indian as honnete 

homme remained too unpalatable to be proclaimed outright 

To Gilbert Chinard, Lahontan's debt to classical antiquity is primarily a stylistic one. 

Paul Hazard has noted the historical value of the non-genius, the man whose un

brilliant thoughts reliably capture the zeitgeist of a historical period. Although he is a 

535 E.L. Moore, Introduction to Lafitau, vol. 1, p. 90. 
536 Ibid. 
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daring compiler of the ideas proclaimed by esprits forts, Lahontan is decidedly a non

genius of the useful genus identified by Hazard. Lahontan's use of satire, although 

striking for its content, is at best heavy-handed, and never accompanied by any real 

degree of self-knowledge. Thus, Chinard writes, Lahontan's works 

"paint for us the author 'au naturel', with all his boastfulness, his rancour, 
his tempers, his frustration, his cowardice, his lack of moral compunction, 
but also his appetite for observation, his love of picturesque detail, and this 
familiar, vivid, nervous style, not backing away from a single word, the 
model for which he had taken from his favourite authors, Petronius and 'his 
dear Lucian who he would never want to leave'. "537 

Chinard considers Lucian's dialogues the likely first inspiration for Lahontan's 

Dialogues with Adario the Savage538 , which, although not unanimously confirmed 

(Atkinson thinks that Gracian's Dialogues, published in 1681 and featuring a character 

called Andrenio, is a more likely source539 
) seems very likely. Lucian's authorial 

interlocutor is strikingly similar to Lahontan's own literary persona: prickly and self

consciously clever, but often trenchant and provocative. Irwin notes that Lucian has 

been described as "the first of the modems": Lucian's comedy is fresh, irreverent and 

unpredictable .540 Given Lahontan's apparent antipathy towards Aristotle, an interest 

in Plato, the other pre-eminent dialogue writer in antiquity, seems unlikely. 

The targets of Lucian's satire are reflected closely in the subjects Lahontan addresses 

in his Dialogues: the evil of money, the tyranny of flattery, an assault on faux

philosophical credulousness. Lahontan's Deist scepticism might well have drawn 

sustenance from Lucian's satire on "Alexander the False Prophet", which was an 

expose of "the artifices of pagan religious charlatanry" and became the seminal work 

on the subject of the psychology of superstition.541 Elsewhere, Lucian's account of a 

professional diner-out is constructed in such a way as to present a highly ironic 

argument in favour of the life of the debauched, luxury-loving parasite. Lucian 

emphasises tolerance and advocates skepticism. But despite Lucian's relentless 

537 Memoires, p. 7 

538 Memoires p. 47 
539 Atkinson, op. cit. in Chinard, lJ2ig,_ 

540 Lucian of Samasota, Six Dialogues of Lucian [ed. S. Invin] London, Methuen & Co., 1894, p. xiv 
541 F.E. Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods Cambridge Mass., Harvard University Press, 

1959, p.47 
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cleverness, there runs a more deep-seated theme throughout his writing. That theme is 

happiness, and the obstructions set in its way by rarefied, decorous civility. Perhaps a 

tenuous distinction can be made on this ground between the classical tradition of the 

stay-at-home philosophes and that of Lafitau and Lahontan. 

On the one hand, the classical tradition of the former can perhaps be characterised as 

Roman, institutional and utility-oriented, with an atomistic bent derived from spiritual 

autonomy. This is civilization as the brake on natural impulse. On the other, the 

classical tradition of Lafitau and Lahontan, is not utopian in a purely idealistic, fictional 

manner, but utopian in essence nonetheless, because its basis is "happiness obtained". 

Thus the philosophes' championing of rational, triumphantly patriotic Roman suicide 

is far removed from Lafitau' s humane observation that suicide is a consequence of 

utter despair. Atomistic, rational individualism is confronted by quasi-ethnographic 

observations of affective, kin-based sentiment and the subtly coercive censure of 

amour propre. Could this different perspective - at times almost comm~tarian - have 

in some sense have contributed to the rise of sentiment, as opposed to sentimentality? 

The theme of the friendship of two men was an aspect of classical antiquity that lent 

itself to sentimentality. Indeed, one can tentatively generalise that male friendship is 

more often depicted in sentimental terms than are male-female romantic attachments in 

the classical tradition. Achilles andPatroclus are the best-known duo: they were in tum 

consciously emulated by Alexander the Great and his best friend, Hephaestion. 

Similarly affectionate warrior-friendships were observed among the Indians of North 

America by many European writers. "Perhaps nothing was more frequently noted,n 

Washburn writes, "than the constancy of the Indian to whomsoever he had pledged his 

friendship."542 Lahontan, whose friend Philippe de Rigaud de Vaudreuil had hauled 

him from near-drowning at Sault-Saint-Louis in 1689, makes no mention of individual 

friendships in his works. His egalitarian, minimalistic and stoic principles endow 

Lahontan' s Huronia with the sterile, un-empathetic quality of most Utopias. In the 

Dialogues Adario stresses that false sentiment and flattery are unknown among the 

Hurons. The more ethnographic Memoires depicts friendships that extend little beyond 
542 W.E. Washburn, "The Clash of Morality in the American Forest" in First Images of America [vol. 1] (ed. F. 
Chiappelli) Berkeley, University of California Press, 1976, p. 341 



the utility-oriented camaraderie of a communistic subsistence society: 

"If a Savage has not succeeded in the Hunt for Beavers, his Comrades (Confreres) 
help him without being asked. If his gun wears out or breaks, each of them hastens 
to offer him another ... ,.s4' 
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Lafitau, by contrast, gives a more individuated account of friendship: his classical bias 

is evident. 

Under the heading ''Particular Friendships", Lafitau writes that "the Athenrosera, or 

particular friendships between young people which prevail almost in the same way 

from one end of America to the other, are one of the most interesting points of their 

customs". 544 What follows.is an apology for the alarming evidence which indicates that 

such "particular friendships'' between young men in Greece were, in fact, homosexual 

relationships. Lafitau writes in an untypically fervent way on this matter: 

'The legislators of these republics [Sparta and Crete] have been slandered by 
statements made later by some authors that they authorized by their laws what 
these authors wanted to make us understand by the odious names of Amator 
[lover] andAmasius [beloved] which have been substituted for ... the Greek names 
for these illustrious couples. Plutarch, Xenophon, Maximus of Tyre, Aelian and 
many others have defended them; and it is unlikely that such wise lawgivers would 
have authorized by law anything which would have made their republics eternally 
infamous ... "545 

Lafitau's cultural relativism founders on this subject.546 He is unable to believe that 

homosexual relationships could ever have been accepted in antiquity: "There is more 

than sufficient reason," he fulminates, "to convince us that, if that most abominable of 

the vices and the one most o:ff ensive to reason had been attached to friendships of this 

sort, the lawgivers would not have been careful to honour them to such a point that the 

men most sought after, accepted it as a merit and sign of honour ."ffl These friendships 

were indubitably nothing more venal than "decent connections, innocent friendships, a 

meeting of minds. "548 Chinard, writing in 1934, applauds Lafitau' s perceptive ability to 

clear up this nasty confusion: ''It is in his chapter on Friendship that Lafitau really 

543 Lahontan, Memoires de L'Amerique, p. 95 
544 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 361 
545 Lafita.u, vol. 1, p. 362 
546 Lahontan, by contrast, is matter-of-fact about homosexuality among the Indians of North America, writing 
'The Illinois have an unhappy penchant for Sodomy, as do the other Savages who live around the Missisipi 
River." (Memoires, p. 123) 
547 Ibid. 
548 Ibid. 
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excels himself. "549 

Among the Iroquois the martial role of these "decent connections" is just as marked 

as among the famously invincible "sacred bands" of male lovers like those led by 

Alexander and Hephaestion. Lafitau observes that a hierarchy of prestige informs the 

selection of friends, writing that "everyone wants to be the friend of the most highly 

esteemed men and those who most deserve admiration":550 non-hierarchical sociabilite 

is something of a chimera. The exchange of gifts marks the beginning a friendship, 

before the two become companions in hunting, warfare, "and good or bad fortune". If 

one of the pair was burned alive, the friend named in his death song was said to be 

fated soon to die himself, and in the same way. (Pere Garnier, Lafitau's elderly tutor, 

observes rather prosaically that the realisation of this omen is hardly surprising, given 

the likelihood of the bereft friend rushing vengefully into the very same peril, only to 

become "the victim of the temerity inspired in him by regret for the loss of his friend 

and his grief at losing him. ")551 

Lafitau's final word on the intense loyalty of these friendships provides an intriguing 

glimpse of the Jesuit as he might have been without his anthropological interests. He 

has read "in our Relations "552 the story of two Indian friends, one of whom was to be 

burned and the other pardoned. The pardoned friend, unable to countenance the death 

of his friend, was so extremely distressed that 

"he forced his adopters to abandon him to punishment: they were then both put 
to death and the missionary who told the tale says that he was fortunate enough 
to administer baptism to them and to see them die in the great sentiment of piety 
which channed the Iroquois no less than the missionary's zeal. •'5

53 

This gruesome articulation of sentimental attachment provides a counter-blast to the 

persuasive 'noble savagery' of the preceding chapter. It demonstrates, if nothing else, 

that sentimentality can exist alongside brutality and the exercise of arbitrary authority. 

549 Chinard, L' Amerlque et le Reve Exotique. p. 320 
550 Ibid., p. 364 
551 Ibid., p. 365 
552 The Jesuit Relations circulated in France, and were primarily propagandistic accounts of the vicissitudes and 
triumphs of missionary work in New France. The Relations were intended to generate further financial support 
for the missions from their readers. 
553 Lafitau, vol. 1., p. 365 
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The fundamental link between the classical tradition of the stay-at-home philosophe 

and that of the ethnographer-at-large was their shared dislike of tyranny. However, 

there remains a significant gulf between the concept of 'tyranny' of the. philosophes, 

and the 'tyranny' opposed by Lahontan and Lafitau (whose concepts of tyranny also 

differed). The tyranny of the philosophes was structural and highly figurative: its hero, 

the suicidally defiant Cato. Lahontan vituperatively opposes tyranny at a personal level: 

a man with a gift for alienating his superiors, Lahontan imagined himself the victim of 

many 'tyrannical' vendettas. He rails, for example, against Pontchartrain, the Minister 

of the Marine who had opposed his discharge from the army in Placentia Although 

self-important and frequently incensed by perceived personal slights, Lahontan was 

capable of less idiosyncratic thought. Thoughout the Dialogues it is stressed that 

Adario's autonomy is spiritual, corporeal and political: the moderating effect of civilite 

and politesse is depicted as a tyranny. 

Chantal Grell suggests that this mutiny against the "aesthetic tyranny" of the salons 

and boudoirs arose "after 1740"554
• Jean Ehrard concurs, situating the debate in the 

context of the battle between the Ancients and the Moderns: the triumph of the 'gout 

moderne' was short-lived, and "the idea the moderns had had about politesse, urbanity 

and elegance rapidly became the object of lively disagreement."555 Lahontan expressed 

the same disaffection from politesse in 1703: almost forty years before Grell and 

Ehrard place the 'official' rise of anti-politesse sentiment. A tentative link can be made 

between the dissemination of primitivist "noble savage" literature of the sort written 

by Lahontan, and the growing distaste for artifice that gradually took hold in 

mainstream intellectual circles. 

Both Lahontan and Lafitau were contemporary to the Quarrel of the Ancients and 

Moderns, but neither man shows any allegiance to either camp - nor, indeed, 

acknowledges the Quarrel at all. The Ancients argued that the golden age of antiquity 

marked the summit of human achievement, and that the world - and mankind with it -

554 Grell, p. 556 
sss J. Ehrard, L'Idee de nature (vol. 1) 1%3, p. 289 
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was gradually degenerating from one lacklustre generation to the next. The Modems 

believed in progress: theirs was a rather laissez-faire philosophy, which rested on the 

principle of the orderliness of nature: a notion ascribed to Descartes, whom Lafitau 

cites at least once.556 Humanists like Perrault and Fontenelle (the latter was an exact 

contemporary of Lafitau: Perrault was slightly earlier) emphasised that "human affairs 

in all their diversity and vicissitudes were likewise part of the domain of nature and 

were controlled by orderly laws" .5~s meant that the appearance of great men would 

be a consistently replicated feature of every generation: it implied progress. Cartesians 

finally appealed to St. Augustine's analogy between the individual and the race, which 

guaranteed man's secular future "as the race matured."558 Lafitau had read St. 

Augustine, but not in this way: to him, St. Augustine was a scholastic authority. 

However, Lafitau's apparent distance from the cut and thrust of contemporary 

intellectual debate does not mean that his thought was fusty or irrelevant. Although 

technically La.titan is a degenerationist (and thus closer to the theories which venerated 

the Ancients) he does not idealise the ancient world, and his comparative approach to 

the Iroquois yields more that is optimistic: a natural, 'ancient' order generally obtains 

among his Iroquois. He does not beat a drum for Progress, however: "his purpose," 

Fenton writes, "was rather to demonstrate the uniformity of human nature than to 

develop any consistent theory of social and cultural change. "559 

Lafitau's thought thus fell between two camps: perhaps it was this absence of a 

recognisable thesis that alienated the sympathy of the civil censors who consistently 

tried to block the publication of his works. Lahontan, who gives Stoic virtues to his 

Hurons and draws on classical "communist" utopian ideas about the community of 

goods, is probably closer to belonging to the Ancients' school of thought: yet his 

classical heroes are the proponents of martial glory and irreverent satire, not the 

philosophical genius that stirred supporters of the Ancients. Lahontan is in many ways 

more closely linked to seventeenth-century free-thought than to the eighteenth century 

audience who fell appreciatively upon his minimalist rationalism and fanciful portrayal 

556 Fenton & Moore, p. xliv 
557 lbid. 
558 Ibid. 
559 Ibid. 



178 

of the libertine life of the noble Huron savage. Lahontan's libertine thought leads him 

to resent any sort of societal constraint. It is in these terms that Lahontan writes about 

the tyranny of money in European societies. 

Private property is inseparable from the tyranny of ownership, hierarchy, competition, 

amour propre and the need to disguise one's true feelings - the curse of politesse. 

The state of tyranny Lahontan's 'Adario' depicts of France is institutional/political, but 

its shackles are psychological. Tyranny can be consensual. In the Dialogues Adario 

swears against the psychological torments of civilized life. Lahontan asks him how he 

can deny the happiness of "our Princes, our Dukes, our Marshals of France, our 

Prelates & a million men of all sorts of estates who live like Kings and want for 

nothing"560 This happiness is illusory, Adario responds: even at the most prestigious 

heights of French hierarchy, men do not know the "tranquility of the soul & liberty" 

enjoyed by the Hurons, and are instead riven by private hatred and are at the mercy of 

"fifty serpents in the heart". 

"[when] these grand seigneurs secretly hate each other, miss out on sleep, drink & food 
so they can attend their King's court, so they can offer hospitality to their enemies -
they commit huge crimes against nature, by feigning, disguising & suffering ... the 
resulting unhappiness of the soul cannot be imagined ... these grand men, I say, are 
exposed to the censure of the King, the scandal-mongering of a thousand sorts of 
Person; the loss of their Responsibilities .. .in a word their feeble life is traversed by 
ambition, pride, presumption and envy.',s61 

Adario concludes grimly that "they are slaves to their passions & of their King, who is 

the only happy Frenchman, by virtue of that precious liberty which he alone enjoys. "562 

No such tyranny exists among the Hurons: there is no ill-feeling or scandal-mongering 

among them, and the Chiefs of war, the Nation, and the Council, have no more power 

than any other Huron. Each Huron is "his own master, & does whatever he wants, 

without answering to anyone." Lahontan's reply to this (well-glossed) depiction of 

Huron life is not to deny the truth of Adario' s claims. His explanation is 

psychological: 

"Just as the Hurons are elevated by fatigue & misery, these grand Seigneurs are 

560 Lahontan, Dialogues p. 204 
561 Ibid., p. 205 
562 Ibid. 
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the same when in difficulty, in ambition .... & as happiness consists only in the 
imagination, they are nourished by vanity. Each one of them in his heart esteems 
himself as much as the King. "563 
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This is a singularly modem rationale for life in a hierarchical society: personal liberty is 

internalised. Inside his own mind each man is sovereign - and sovereign in an 

egotistical, hierarchical sense which corresponds to "the most important", not just 

"deserving of equal rights". The classical model for the overthrow of tyranny relies on 

the primacy of externalised, public values of sovereignty, which cannot suffer being 

repressed. The suicide of Cato - the much-admired Roman counter-thrust to tyranny -

is a public statement of private frustration. Cato's sense of self cannot - will rwt - be 

subordinated to an oppressive hierarchy. Lahontan's grand Seigneurs have not 

abandoned their sense of self, but they have sublimated it into the private. 

Theirs is not a variety of zen buddhism, however: Lahontan further on advocates a 

constantly active sense of acquisitiveness as the key to happiness. The "tranquility of 

the soul" Adario boasts that the Hurons enjoy is, according to Lahontan, in France the 

preserve of the mad, the insensible and the indolent 

''It is essential to have something to hope for in order to be happy ... no one wants 
to be a [Huron]; life would be be boring if our spirit did not carry at all times a 
desire for something more than what we possess: & it is this which makes life happy, 
provided it is gained by legitimate means.',s64 

Adario insists that this constant agitation of the mind is unnatural. He sets up a 

dichotomy between mental frenzy and physical incapacity: the Hurons believe that a 

tranquil mind should be complemented by an active, healthy body. Lahontan- who was 

himself accused of indolence by Brouillan, the Governor who prompted Lahontan's 

furious desertion of his post in New France - is ironically advocating a life nude of 

acquisitiveness and the relentless tedium of a work ethic. 

Lafitau, whose reasoning by authority represented a darkly Scholastic type of 

intellectual tyranny to Voltaire565 , is himself opposed to the tyranny of war. (The · 

565Fenton & Moore 
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tyranny of anti-Savage alannism and European cultural introspection might also be 

included as Lafitau's opponents.) While Lafitau does not explicitly characterise 

Europe's sentimental depiction of heroic antiquity as a "tyranny" of arch sentiment, it 

is clear that this unguarded nostalgia irritates him. Chinard commends Lafitau as 

possibly the first erudite man to realise that to read and understand Homer, it was not 

suffiicent to know Greek, "but that it is essential, before everything else, to admit that 

the homeric poems depict a civilization of which very little remains in our society."566 

Lafitau 's pragmatic approach to ethnography is the root of his cultural relativism. He is 

not a sentimentalist, either about the past or the present: indeed, Lafitau places so little 

value on semiotic meaning that he unwittingly diminishes the Cross, the Trinity, and the 

cult of the Virgin, by apparently innocuous comparison with similar motifs in Indian 

culture. The courage of Christian martyrs, which is derived from grace or a miracle, 

pales rather next to the heroism of Lafitau' s Indians, because such courage 

"is natural among these men, and the result of the force of their spirit. I do not 
know if we ought to call ''barbaric" courages which are as bold as these; but I 
know that one would find more examples of such intrepid courage among those 
treated as Barbarians, than among the civilised nations, among whom the arts, 
and all that exists to make polite and humanise them, an abundance and softness 
of life obtains, which is of no service but to weaken them and make them cowardly. "567 

While Lafitau conceives of an infinitely varying world religion, there is little scope for 

change in the nature of man. The most striking evidence of this continuity is at the 

lowest level of human behaviour: violence and brutality. Lafitau, Chinard asserts, is "as 

far from Campristron and Delille as it is possible to be: he had not this false 

conception of noble antiquity, from which we have now disentangled ourselves."568 

''What," Lafitau demands, "is more inhumane than the heroes of the Iliad? What is 

more barbaric than gladiatorial combat?"569 

This unflattering honesty about the reality of life in classical antiquity was of 

comparatively recent origin. The reappraisal of paganism made by Bayle and 

Fontenelle was not a two-man show: they had begun a tide of revisionism which swept 

566 Chinard, p4(of trans - check book rl) 
567 Lafitau, in Chinard 

568 Jbid 
569 Jbid 
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up scores of other scholars, all of whom became involved in "devaluing the 

Renaissance vision of the piety of Greece and Rome and in bestowing corporeality on 

its ethereal inhabitants. "570 Lafitau was not the first to compare the American Indian 

with the ancients. In 1609, Marc Lescarbot's influential Histoire de la nouvelle France 

was published and won a wide readership: of this work, the whole of the sixth book 

was devoted to an analysis of the conformities between the Indians of New France and 

the ancients of Greece and Rome.571 

The early 1600s were the heyday of Jesuit missions to New France. New arrivals in the 

colony were usually briefed on the 'heroic' art of conversion by a training manual 

such as the Lettres edifantes (1702) which used classical comparisons because, as we 

have seen, they were immediately familiar to the classically-educated Jesuit priests.sn 

Gabriel Sagard also made comparisons between antiquity and the Indians of New 

France, but the first work to consist entirely of comparisons between the religious 

behaviour of antiquity and the present day was written by La Crequiniere in 1704. La 

Crequiniere compared the customs of the East Indies "with those of the Jews and 

other ancient peoples", announcing grandly that he had opened "a way for the 

knowledge of Antiquity ."m It is possible that Lafitau had come across the comparative 

method of La Crequiniere: he certainly knew the antiquarian writers like the Jesuit 

Athanasius Kircher (whose monumental Oedipus Aegyptiacus appeared in 1652) and 

Bochart (who published Phaleg et Chanaan in 1646).574 

The result of this proliferation of texts drawing attention to conformities between 

antiquity and paganism was that the documents of the ancient religious world ceased to 

be stagnant book-learning. Nor was the antique pagan world only to be used as 

ammunition in internecine Christian squabbles about idolatry. Pagan religion, Manuel 

writes, 

"became a living flesh-and-blood reality which was mirrored in contemporary 

570 F.E. Manuel. The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods Cambridge Mass., Harvard University Press, 
1959,p. 15 
571 Ibid., p. 16 
572 Ibid. 
573 Ibid., p. 17 
574 Fenton & Moore, p. !vii 



barbarism. The development of this awareness was gradual; it required a number 
of generations before th<;ftwo images, the literary one of the classics and the 
existential one of the sa~' e or civilized heathen world, interpenetrated to such a 

I' 
degree that men not onl reported conformities but recognized them as common 
human experiences."575 
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Lafitau' s Mmurs des sauvages ameriquains comparees aux mmurs des premiers 

temps appeared in 1724, by which time the two paganisms - literacy and existential -

were completely assimilated576 • Where La Crequiniere had used modern paganism to 

shed light on the ancient world, Lafitau aspired to use the ancient world to shed light on 

modem paganism - and vice versa: this was the principle of reciprocal illumination577 • 

His was a two-way street, but one to which he carefully guarded the access of 

disturbing new information. The increasing level of scepticism and critical examination 

of religious thought was not ubiquitous: most men were aware only of an uneasy 

shifting of society's feet. Fenton writes that, to many Europeans in Lafitau's day, "the 

old order seemed to be falling apart."578 Certainly, the recognition that the Greeks were 

primitives gave great solace to the Moderns, and prompted nascent musings about the 

idea of progress. Chinard applauds Lafitau's unsentimental assessment of classical 

antiquity, in which Greek heroes fight like ferocious beasts and Achilles has "all the 

barbarity" of an Iroquois warrior.579 Lafitauis careful, though, to diminish the shock of 

the unknown by reconciling it meticulously with the familiar. 

Such a reluctance to shock is a sentiment entirely alien to Lahontan. The main purpose 

of his reuvre is to shock, to undennine the accepted and set the conventional on its 

head. Sceptical from the outset about the validity of traditional chronology, Lahontan 

does not have Lafitau's demanding agenda to fulfil. However, he shares with Lafitau 

the ability to make comparisons that cast empirical doubt on the European tradition. 

Lahontan attributes his Cartesian scepticism about pre-literate historiography to "the 

Savages of Canada, who, not knowing how to affirmatively report what has happened 

in their country more than two hundred years back, have thrown me in doubt of the 

575 Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods pp. 18-19 
s16 Ibid. 
577 Fenton, p. lxvii 
578 Ibid., p. lix 
579 G. Chinard, L' Amerigue et le Reye Exotigue dans Ia Lltterature francaise au XVIle et au XVIIIe siecle Paris, 
Librairie E. Droz, 1934, p. 324 
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purity and incorrupitibility of the Tradition."580 He reports that he is "now convinced 

that the [European] Tradition is too suspect, inconstant, obscure, uncertain, elusive and 

vague, to be trustworthy ... "581 The sceptical sense of "historical pyrrhonism" (the 

conviction that nothing can be assumed to be as it appears) is a Deist term intended to 

undermine faith in sacred texts: but 'pyrrhonism' is a word of Greek origin. 

The winter of 1685 saw Lahontan ganisoned in Montreal, where he found himself 

subject to the scrutiny of the local clergy, some of whom he alleges were book-burners. 

One zealous priest entered Lahontan's room in his absence and fell upon his 

unabridged copy of Petronius, tearing out "nearly all the pages". On discovering his 

mutilated book, the enraged Lahontan had to be forcibly restrained by his host from 

pursuing the priest and "tearing out all the hairs of his beard. "582 Lahontan alleges that 

the priests targeted any book that was not devotional in character, but Petronius was 

one of the profane classical sources most often deployed in the rationalist cause. In 

Petronius one would find a naturalistic explanation for the worship of gods: that 

explanation was based on the psychology off ear. The most common classical 

articulation of the psychology off ear in the Enlightenment was the philosophical poem 

of Lucretius.583 The third book of this poem - which had only been unearthed during 

the Renaissance - addressed religious fear and the anticipatory terror of ~rathful 

gods.584 Democritus had proposed a similar fear theory, based on the response of men 

to random acts of misfortune. This doctrine was commonly attached to a further theory 

known as Euhemerism, by which tyrants cynically used to raise false icons: this was 

the psychology of imposture. 585 These classical ideas formed the mainspring of Deist 

thought.586 

Despite this sceptical, anti-textual Deist freedom, Lahontan is still heavily influenced by 

580 Memoires, p. 91 
581 Jbid. 
582 Lahontan, Voyages I., p. 58 
583 Manuel, The Eighteenth Century Confronts the Gods pp. 144-6 
584 Ibid., p. 145 
58S Ibid. 
586 The psychology of fear, and Deism in particular, are addressed in greater depth on page 69 of the chapter 
concerning Religion. · 
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classical models. His description of the circumspect and unemotional character of the 

"Savage" is strongly suggestive of Stoic virtues: 

"The greatest passion of the Savages is the implacable hatred they bear for their 
enemies, that is to say, all the Nations with whom they are in open conflict. 
They take great pride in bravery, but apart from that they are of the greatest 
indolence concerning all things. One could say that they are wholly governed by 
Temperament, and that their Society is perfect Mechanism. They 
have neither Laws, nor judges, nor Priests; they have a natural penchant for 
seriousness, which renders them extremely circumspect in their words and in 
their actions. They maintain a certain middle ground between gaiety and 
melancholy. Our vivacity appears to be unbearable for them, and it is only 
the young who approve of our ways ... When one questions them their 
response is concise and almost monosyllabic. ... "587 

Their respect for the aged is considerable: they listen to the elderly "like Oracles", 

while a father's advice might be politely received, and ignored.588 They demonstrate 

great constancy in their decisions and opinions, and find madness in the French 

changing their minds on a matter over the course of thirty or forty years.589 

Sparta, and its legislator Lycurgus, provided the most idealistic model for the Indians 

of New France. Lycurgus was principally known to eighteenth century men through 

Plutarch's Life of Lycurgus ,590 James Amyot's popular English edition of Plutarch 

was translated into French, which was then translated from French into English by 

Thomas North, appeared in the late sixteenth century, and remained a 'standard' 

edition of the work well into the nineteenth century.591 Plutarch, Thomas writes, 

informed Utopian discourse from its beginnings in the Renaissance: More's Utopia 

was "incomplete" without the company of Plutarch, and the Utopians were taught 

Greek in order to read him, and later pronounced Plutarch their favourite author.592 

Montaigne was devoted to Plutarch, apparently for his emphasis on psychology593 : to 

would-be ethnographers like Lahontan and Lafitau, Plutarch's conviction that the 

essence of man could be found in the smallest, most everyday act, might well have 

587 Lahontan, Memoires, pp. 98-99 

588 p103 

589 p 103 

590 Intr. to Amyot's Plutarch's Llyes of the Noble Grecians and Romans, ed.Tumer, p.xi 

591 Ibid 

592 ibid., vii 

593 Montaigne, (Il,X) 
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given a stronger sense of purpose to their sometimes mundane endeavours. In his Life 

of Alexander, Plutarch writes 

''For, the noblest deeds do not always show men's virtues and vices, but 
oftentimes a light occasion, a word, or some sport makes men's natural 
dispositions and manners appear more plain, than the famous battles won, 
wherein are slain ten thousand men, or the great armies, or cities won by 
siege or assault."594 

Moreover, these are accounts of private life: the tension identified by Damton between 

the nomiative and the material in the Enlightenment is clearly perceptible in the 

dichotomy shown by Plutarch between the acts of great men/legislators and the account 

of their weaknesses and idiosyncrasies. This relationship between the private and the 

public has clear resonances in the eighteenth century. Thomas Kavanagh has situated 

Lahontan' s immensely popular account of Huron sexual behaviour within this frame 

of reference, but in a way that would seem rather to diminish the complexity of 

European social convention. Kavanagh writes: 

"Uncorrupted by any servitude to the public dimensions of a socialized identity 
such as that imposed by the European evils of money, monarchy, and religion, 
Lahontan's Huron is first and foremost a physical body ... they exist as islands 
of corporeal autonomy" 

He chooses to ignore Lahontan's lengthy attention to the Hurons' own 'public 

dimensions of socialized identity' (Adario's claim to be "the first and the last among 

equals", and his disgust at the uneven distribution of wealth in France, for instance) 

which provided Leibniz with so much ammunition in support of his theory of 

philanthropy. Moreover, Kavanagh's seems a peculiarly serious-minded approach to a 

time when theatrical accounts of concealment followed by ribald conquest enjoyed 

popularity perhaps because then, as now, they amused people.595 

Plutarch's accounts of the lives of Solon and Lycurgus became popular classics, and 

despite their common biographer, inspired rival depictions of enlightened lawgivers: 

Solon's Athens came to represent a 'loosely democratic' democracy which tolerated 

sensate pleasure, and Lycurgus' Sparta its antithesis - an ascetic, communistic 

594 Plutarch, p. 281 

595 P-G. Bauce, Sexuality in 18th c. Britain. 
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society.5% Gassendi was prominent597 among seventeenth century free-thinkers for 

his efforts to 'rehabilitate' Epicureanism to a level of respectability that "slanderous 

Stoics" had stolen from it: perhaps this gives some explanation of why Lahontan, 

unusually for a "Utopian" writer, achieves a fairly convincing synthesis of ascetism 

and permissive sensuality. 

The nature of authority was a question of particular relevance to Frenchmen writing 

about, and living in, New France. New France, as we have seen, was baldly resistant to 

some aspects of Old Regime authority. The habitants of New France appeared often to 

default to a hedonistic individualism that put a great strain on traditional notions of 

civilized order and hierarchy. Sometimes the pernicious influence of the Indian tribes 

was blamed: others investigated the authority structure of individual tribes, intrigued by 

their apparent lack oflaws and coercive authority. Lafitau and La.hontan were among 

the latter - Frenchmen who found themselves searching their own, classical heritage for 

an explanation oflndian social order. Law-giving, and the hagiography of great 

lawgivers - Solon and Lycurgus in particular- was a seminal theme of the classical 

canon of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. In his examination of this 

subject, Lahontan says a great deal about the legal abuses which abound in France, and 

rather little about the Hurons he uses by way of favourable comparison. Lafitau, on the 

, other hand, approaches the subject of Indian government and jurisdiction in an 

observant assessment of authority among the Iroquois. 

Lafitau begins his chapter on Political Government by referring to the classical 

antecedents of current Huron/Iroquois practice. ''The oligarchical and aristocratic state 

seems to me rather widespread in America," he muses, noting next that this form of 

government had its origin on the Island of Crete, before being taken up by "the 

principal Greek cities, such as Athens, Sparta, and the others which have become so 

famous in history" .598 Oligarchical government found favour with the men of antiquity 

- and Lafitau himself, it seems - because it made liberty "the basis of their pact and 

596 Manuel, Utopian Thought in the Western World p. 95 

597 Spink, French Free Thought from Gassendi to Voltaire, pp. 144-145 
59

g Lafitau, vol. i., pp. 283-4 
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subordinated government to religion and the orders of the divinity."599 Lafitau favours 

a minimal secular constitutional code. A more imposing civic morality would serve 

only to undermine the religious sentiment that was the mainspring of his argument and 

his own life. The Jesuit ethnographer also places a high value on the ability to observe 

and assimilate past wisdom with present experience. Of Lycurgus - whose stoic Sparta 

was common! y compared to the tribes of America - Lafitau writes 

"This prince, tutor of his brother's son, [taking offence] at some words spoken 
to him, exiled himself and began to learn the mreurs and customs of the Nations 
... Lycurgus, returning to Sparta, was well-received there by his people and was 
fortunate to have his government accepted there. He inspired in his people ... 
an infinite respect for antiquity .. .'>6°0 

From this passage it is possible to piece together Lafitau's perception of a good civil 

code: well-attuned to cultural idiosyncracies, based on popular consent, and with a 

strong interest in and respect for its historical past. 

Next Lafitau addresses the subject of the gynocracy ,601 a form of government by 

women that is Lycian in origin (the Lycians having, like Sparta, recieved their style of 

government from Crete). The Lycians, Lafitau writes, were spared cruel oppression 

when conquered by Rome: their mild treatment "was even a recompense for the 

moderation of these peoples, 

· who, understanding as the Spartans did, that an empire founded on a just mediocrity 
was more durable than one swollen by the greed for wealth which gives an opening 
to ambition and the jealousy of neighbouring nations, had contented themselves with 
poverty .. .',.;02 

This is the picture of Indian life that Lahontan paints: static, moderate, tranquil, 

unacquisitive, unambitious and oriented only towards subsistence. Lafitau, however, 

elsewhere attests to the passionate extremes of anger and jealousy that sometimes take 

hold of the Iroquois, despite their "affectation" of implacability603 
• Less questionable 

is the pervading sense of sociabilite among the Iroquois and Huron tribes: although 

599 Ibid., p. 284 
600 Lafitau, vol. i., pp. 284-5 
601 Lafitau 's treatment of the Iroquois gynocracy is discussed on page 76 of this thesis, as part of the chapter on 
women. 
602 Lafitau, vol. i., p. 286 
603 This is particularly clear in Lafitau's account of adultery among the Iroquois, where vengeance was bloody 
and impassioned. 
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each village has a measure of self-government, when matters relevant to the entire tribe 

arise, a general council is attended by the deputies from each village. "This,'' Lafitau 

writes, "is done with so much equality and zeal for the common welfare that there 

results from it a harmony and an admirable unanimity which works for the safety of 

the tribe and which, for that reason, nothing can break asunder. •'604 

This sociabilite - for it is not the same as gilded politesse - applies also to debate within 

the council. Lafitau is an acute observer, and notes that it is political expediency and 

amour propre which sustain this admirable decorum. However, the qualities Lafitau 

lists are strikingly similar to the requirements of the Enlightenment salon: 

"They listen to one another more quietly, show more deference and courtesy than 
we toward people who express opinions opposed to theirs, knowing not what it is 
to cut a speaker off short, still less to dispute heatedly: they have more coolness, 
less passion, at least to all appearances, and bear themselves with more zeal for 
the public welfare. "605 

This public-spiritedness is, however, held in tension with a strong sense of 

individualism which brings to mindLahontan's atomistic caricature of Huron 

autonomy. Here, Lafitau freely contradicts himself: the Iroquois who some pages 

earlier are inveterate gossips, prone to jealous rage and duplicity, are now 

unimpeachable. A principle of mutual respect obtains, he writes, so that 

"Each one, regarding others as masters of their own actions and themselves, 
lets them conduct themselves as they wish and judges only himself .. .It is 
not that no disorder ever takes place among them, that envy, cupidity, 
vengeance do not actuate them as they do other men, but this is infrequent. .. 
Thus, these people, without written laws, do not fail to have basically a 
strict system of justice and maintain respect, one for the other, by forcing 
private citizens to watch over their own conduct for fear of disturbing the 
public order and tranquility. "6o6 

The idea of "forcing private citizens to watch over their own conduct for fear of 

disturbing the public order and tranquility" is a strange hybrid of 

compulsion/constraint(in the shape of amour propre) and self restraint. Itis also the 

model for civilized behaviour that took hold in the eighteenth century and has, at least 

in theory, endured. 

604 Ibid., p. '2K7 
605 Ibid, p. 300 
606 Ibid., pp. 300-8 
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Lafitau shares Lahontan's antipathy for the legal wrangles that dominate life in 

'civilized' France. The Iroquois know no code oflaw, "nor lawyers, nor attorneys, no 

constables: if, along with that, they did not have their shamans who are very bad 

doctors,.would they not be the most fortunate people in the world?''607 The link 

between litigation and money is inescapable: the Iroquois take little interest in pleading 

suits because they have "little to gain or lose". In the Dialogues Adario asks whether 

by laws Lahontan simply means "that which is fair & reasonable" - a positive 

expression of natural law608 • Lahontan replies by telling Adario that without laws the 

world would undoubtedly go to the bad, and "we would be the most unhappy men in 

the World."609 Adario's response to this negative articulation is emphatically critical: 

"You already are, I can't imagine how you could be worse off. 0 what kind of 
men are the Europeans; 0 what sort of creatures! Who do good by force, & 
only avoid doing wrong for fear of punishments? 

This is not whatAdario "calls a man". A man innately knows the difference between 

good and bad and has a natural penchant for doing good. The Hurons will not admit of 

money, because money necessitates the introduction of laws: and they certainly will not 

give way to the arbitrary tyranny of their French colonial rulers: 

"For fifty years the Governors of Canada have pretended that we are subject to 
the laws of their grand Capitaine. Among ourselves we deny our dependence upon 
anything other than the great Spirit; we are born free and brothers united; 
whereas you are all the slaves of a single man .. .'0610 

Judges can be bought, Adario points out: the law is a tyrant only to poor men who 

cannot pay off the judge. Crooked judges, Lahontan replies weakly, are "as rare as 

white Beavers": this claim that the corrupt number very few in France is one that 

Lahontan often makes.611 His ironic defence of 'civilized' France makes it clear that 

men who lead a dissipated life governed by self-interest and frustrated inner tunnoil are 

not a rare aberrance. 

The idea of personal misery is significant to Lahontan' s portrayal of French society: it 

607 Ibid., p. 299 
668 In the 1705 edition of the Dialogues, edited by the polemical defrocked Benedictine Nicolas Guedeville, 
Adario's question is turned into a tirade on the subject of natural law - the only kind Adario knows. 
609 Dialogues p. 183 
610 Dialogues p. 184 
611 Ibid., p. 188 
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is a measure of civilized man's weakened autonomy that he is not even entitled to end 

his own desolate life by committing suicide. Suicide remained a grave taboo in Catholic 

France, and Lahontan avoids giving explicit support to the idea (which was a 

constitutional right of men in Lycurgus' Sparta). Lahontan's allegiance to the Stoic 

school of thought on suicide is thus best established by his ironic claims against it. 

His vehement 'criticism' of the Indian acceptance of suicide as a defensible act, comes 

improbably at the end of a list of sauvage triumphs. While they fall victim to smallpox 

and pleurisy, they are conspicuously free of a "great many of diseases by which we 

are attacked in Europe, like paralysis, dropsy, gout, asthma, and gall stones."612 They 

also live longer: death at sixty is considered a life cut short, and Lahontan claims to 

have seen two who lived "well beyond one hundred''.613 But some do not last so 

long, dying by their own hand, ''because they sometimes poison themselves, as I shall 

explain to you elsewhere; it seems that on this occasion they follow rather closely the 

maxims of Zeno and the Stoics, who maintain that it is permissible to take one's own 

life; from which I conclude that they are as mad as these grand Philosophers."614 This 

final dismissal rings false. Lahontan was not alone in his tellingly over-emphatic 

opposition to suicide. 

Suicide was to become a set-piece of philosophic debate later in the eighteenth century. 

John McManners, writing on death in the Enlightenment, notes the circuitous route by 

which philosophes insistently advocated for suicide as the rational act of a truly free 

man.615 D' Alembert's essay on the duties of the citizen makes heavily ironic 

deference to the fact that among ideologies, only revealed Christianity condemns 

suicide: ''Purely human legislators" would not presume to interfere in man's freedom 

once he had' given to the fatherland all that his talents can offer' ,616The emphasis on 

prescriptive law-making and legislating is perhaps significant to the case for the 

philosophes as primarily political reformers. However, this emphasis on patriotism and 

service to the fatherland, McManners argues, could primarily be traced directly to ''the 

612Lahontan, Memoires, p.95 

613 Ibid 
614Ibid 

615 J.McManners, Death and the Enlightenment, pp. 409-437 

616 Ibid., p412 
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heroic standards of classical antiquity .... famous men who had put an end to their own 

lives with magnanimous or ostentatious gestures - Curtius, Decius, Mark Antony, 

. Cato ... "617 Montesquieu directly associated men's inclination to acts of great courage 

with their power to control their own destinies. Abject defeat, enslavement, tyranny: all 

merited suicide as a final act in defence of honour - patriotic or purely personal.618 

Lafitau makes no mention of suicide in his account of Indian "Death, Burial and 

Mourning", but addresses the subject in a section of the lengthy chapter on Religion, 

thereby avoiding any discussion of suicide as simply another means of dying. 1..afitau, 

writing on the Indians' Land of the Souls, notes that "this Land of Souls has also its 

different levels and all are not equally good."619 He goes on to report a fellow 

missionary's account of a young Indian girl's suicide: 

"This girl, seeing her sister dying from the quantity of water hemlock 
[Cicuta maculata] which she had taken in anger and detennined not to 
take an antidote to save herself, wept bitterly and tried to appeal to her 
sister by the ties of blood and affection which united them. She repeated 
over and over, 'ls it then over, thou wishest us never to find one another 
again, never to see one another again?'The missionary, struck by these 
words, asked her the reason for them. 'It seems to me,' he said, 'that you 
have a Land of Souls where you are all to be united with your ancestors; 
why then, dost thou speak in this way to thy sister?' 'It is true,' she 
answered, 'that we are all going to a Country of Souls but the wicked, 
particularly those who have destroyed themselves by a violent death, bear 
there the penalty of their crime; they are separated by it from the others 

and have no communication with them; that is the reason for my sorrow." 620 

Lafitau does not explicitly compare this Indian censure of suicide with its Christian 

equivalent. He instead observes that Virgil assigns "a separate comer of Hades to 

Dido and a number of others who had been the unhappy victims of their own 

despair."621 Virgil was also used by Jean Dumas in his Traite du suicide (1773) in 

defence of the Christian position on suicide.622 The real gulf between the philosophes' 

romantic, dramatic depiction of heroic suicides and the Christian interpretation of 

617 tbid p414 
618 Ibid p415 

619 Lafitau vol 1, p254 
620 ibid p 255 

621 ibid. 

622 McManners p427 
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suicide existed because the former was primarily figurative. Lafitau extends neither 

fanatical condemnation nor hero status to the "unhappy victims of their own 

despair"623 This recognition of unhappiness as the primary impetus for suicide is far 

removed from the theatrical value of suicide to the urbane audiences of Enlightenment 

France.624 Lafitau concludes by observing that the Indians "are enlightened enough to 

distinguish good from evil. Conscience leaves no one in ignorance. It is not surprising 

that they have known, like others, that there were penalties reserved for crime and 

recompenses destined for virtue. "625 

Lafitau observes that "as they look upon death more tranquilly than we do, they are not 

troubled with a false compassion and the delicacy shameful to Christians which makes 

people dare not announce to a dying man the danger in which he is, although it is a 

question of his eternity which they would rather risk than frighten him. "626 Lafitau' s 

distaste for such overbearing politesse overrides any question of why a Christian might 

face death with less certainty than an Indian. Cowardly European sensibility is 

unfavourably compared with the Indian custom of placing the dying man in the foetal 

position, 'washed, greased, and painted' ready for burial, before he has drawn his last 

breath.627 Lafitau notes Herodotus' observation that the Nasamons also positioned the 

dying for burial before their actual death. Cicero is quoted in support of the foetal 

burial position: "Redditur enim terrae corpus, tum ac situm quasi operimento matris 

abducitur" - "For the body is returned to earth and so placed and situated as if it was 

coming out of its mother's womb".628 Lafitau describes the earth as "the common 

mother of man": in death, corporeally at least, pagans and Christians are equal. 

623 Lafitau, vol. 2, p. 255 
624 McManners, p. 427 
625 lbid 

626 Lafitau, vol 2, p. 227 
627 Jbid 
628 Ibid 
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Conclusion: the triumph of sociabilite? 

What, then is Lahontan and Lafitau's legacy to European thought? Hardly well-known 

figures now, clear evidence of both writers' influence can nonetheless be found in the 

work of later Enlightenment writers. Lahontan' s influence can be detected most clearly 

in the writing of Voltaire and Diderot Voltaire's satirical work, L'lngenu: Histoire 

Veritable629 
( 1762) tells the story of a Huron who is brought to France, where he 

startles one and all with his comprehensive embrace of Reason and sceptical 

"ingenuousness". Critics have argued over the apparent contradiction engendered by 

Voltaire's use of a "noble savage" figure, given his much-proclaimed belief in the 

necessity of civilization. William Jones concurs with Ira Wade in his opinion that while 

Voltaire's lngenu very often sounds like Lahontan'sAdario, the resemblance is 

primarily structural: the use of afaux-naifcharacter to illustrate the absurdities of some 

aspects of civilized life.630 Voltaire's library contained a copy of Lahontan's Nouveaux 

voyages - the edition containing Lahontan's ''Dialogues" with Adario.631 

In L 'Ingenu, Voltaire demonstrates how the qualities of natural man can be modified 

and perfected by contact with civilization. He is also implicitly critical of sectarian 

religious discord. L'Ingenu is, at one point, incarcerated - largely for his innocent 

candour - with a benevolent and instructive Jansenist called Gordon. Elsewhere, 

Voltaire favourably compares the Ingenu with Bolingbroke, whose thought appealed to 

Voltaire's Deist sympathies. The comparison is drawn on the basis of the Ingenu' s 

lack of trepidation when confronted by several babbling French spectators. Like 

"Mylord Bolingbroke", Voltaire notes of his Huron, nihil admirari - a Stoic epithet 

from Horace.632 The Inge:im silences their chattering by pointing out, "gently, but with 

a certain firmness" that in his country, people spoke one after another, so they could 

be heard. What, one of his chastised French interlocutors asks, is his name? 

"I have always been called the Ingem.1." the Huron replied,"& have confinned 
this name for myself in England, because I always naively say what I think, 
just as I do want I want "633 

629 F.M.A.de Voltaire, L'Ingenu: Histoire Veritable Geneva, LibrairieDroz, 1957. 
630 Ibid., Introduction p. 35 
631 Ibid., p. 36 
632 Ibid., p.81 
633 Ibid., p. 82 
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The resemblance to Adario's self-possessed independence is resounding. Elsewhere, 

the Ingenu reports that in his country, no one is ever converted, because no true Huron 

has ever had a change of mind, "and that there was not even a word in his language to 

signify inconstancy". 634 

Voltaire's Ingenu falls in love with a passion that is unlike Lahontan's muted Hurons, 

but he thinks that asking the girl's parents for permission to court her is absurd, much 

as Lahontan makes love a matter concerning only the two parties directly affected.635 

The Ingenu is critical of positive law, and, like Adario, remarks that the Europeans are 

"very unhappy people" for having so many precautions: like Lahontan, the Ingenu' s 

French companion notes that any big city contains a discreditable minority against 

whom the majority must guard themselves. Unlike Adario, the Ingenu accepts this 

point.636 He comments on the deficiency of hospitality that he has encountered in being 

thrown into prison in a foreign country: this decline in standards of hospitality was a 

contemporary European concern which both Lahontan and Lafitau approvingly note 

has not occurred in America.637 

The real gulf between the Ingenu and Lahontan's Adario only becomes clear in the 

latter half of Voltaire's satire. The Ingenu, while in prison, learns to read, and learns the 

value of intelligent company (in the shape of Gordon, the Jansenist). While Lahontan's 

Hurons are contemptuous of reading and the printed word in general, the Ingenu 

comments that he is tempted to believe in metamorphoses, "for I have changed from a 

brute to a man ... the species of this continent seem to me superior to those elsewhere. 

They have augmented their being over several centuries by arts and learning ... •'63B The 

Ingenu makes "rapid progress" in the sciences, and "particularly in the science of 

man": this is because his savage upbringing has protected him from prejudice. He is 

incapable, for instance, of understanding the logic of religious sects, demanding 

whether there are sects in geometry. His Deist echo of Lahontan's Adario rings out 

634 Ibid., p. '67 
635 Ibid., p. 102 
636 Ibid., p. 107 . 
637 Ibid., p. 122. Theodore.Zeldin has written extensively on the perceived decline of hospitality in the eighteenth 
century. History of Civilization 
638 L'lngenu, p. 131 
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clearly when he attacks the notion of mysterious, revealed religion, noting - almost 

word-for-word - that it is abominable to suggest that there is a single truth essential to 

man, "and that God has hidden it. '1639 

Perhaps it is unsurprising that L 'Ingenu, the work which most clearly resembles 

Lahontan's Dialogues, holds some claim to being the most ambiguous of Voltaire's 

satires. Denis Diderot also wrote a satire on noble savagery which has echoes -

although less obviously discernible - of Lahontan's work. Diderot's Supplement au 

Voyage de Bougainville (1772) is a satire on the actual Voyages written in 1771 by 

Bougainville on the subject of his journey to Tahiti. The sexual libertinism Diderot 

depicts among the Tahitians contributed in no small part to the "dusky maiden" 

tradition that lasted well into the twentieth century. More closely related to Adario's 

vein of thought are the claims the Tahitians make against a litigious society riddled with 

magistrates and priests. 640 By 1772, there is evidence of the strength the concept of 

cultural relativism has acquired. "Orou", Diderot's Tahitian spokesman, argues 

"Who you bum at the stake in your country and who you don't, matter little 
to me. But you don't criticise the mamrs of Europe by the mceurs of Tahiti, 
so nor can you judge those of Tahiti by those of your own country ... "641 

It is clear, however, by the extent of the moral and cultural relativism advocated - incest 

gets the nod from the Tahitians, for instance - that Diderot's intention is primarily 

satirical. Not everything in the work is grotesque parody. The Tahitians make a strong 

claim for a moral relativism that is based on a shared sense of utility .642 Women -

despite the proclivity of their fathers to take them into their beds - are granted an 

improved deal by the Tahitians, who criticise the restrictive formality of European 

marriages. Marriage in Europe converts the possession of a woman into a form of 

property, subject to the "tyranny of the man": civil laws preclude actual feeling 

between man and wif e.643 

As is the case in Lahontan's work, in Diderot's Supplement, sexual morajity is a 

639 Ibid., p. 147 
640 D.DiderotCEuvres philosophigues Paris, Editions Garnier, 1990, p.481 . 
641 Ibid., p. 495 
642 Ibid., p. 505 
643 Ibid., p. 509 
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starting point for a much wider discussion of the nature of morality in general: to both 

writers, this was inseparable from a discussion of the organization of society. 644 

Tyranny is elsewhere linked with civilization and "a morality contrary to nature. "645 

The society described by Orou is a community with conventions aimed at the general 

good: he is fiercely critical of the oppressive regime of Jesuits among the Indians, and 

makes it clear that the link between the crucifix and colonisation is neither a welcome 

nor happy one.646 The restrictions on behaviour that the European regards as the most 

obvious manifestation of social organization are kept to a minimum in Tahiti647 
: the 

minimalist principle Lahontan also espouses among his Hurons. Men are what they 

are: it is a waste of time trying to legislate them to be any different.648 Diderot ends by 

appearing to suggest that, if a civilized society is to be preferred, then it must be one in 

which the laws, however bad, are obeyed: Diderot suggests the fiercely tyrannical 

government of Venice as an example which Jimack comments contains a strong 

element of "provocativce perverseness".649 'Mauvaises mceurs'are adjudged better 

than no mceurs at all. 

Thomas Kavanagh argues that the relationship between good mceurs and bad was a 

distinction which rested on the difference between the private and the public act in 

Indian culture. In some aspects Kavanagh' s argument shows sings of Becker's 

influence. The "aesthetics of the moment" were rebelliously celebrated by some 

Enlightenment thinkers because of the interchangeability of doctrines old and new -

almost, but not exactly, the thesis of Becker's The Heavenly City of the French 

Enlightenment. Kavanagh writes that 

"Enlightenment culture, its tensions, contradictions, and achievements, flowed 
from a new sense of existence within a present freed from the weight of past and 
future. Its celebration of the moment established that period as a crucial hiatus in 
the refusals of the present enforced by the ideologically different yet structurally 
similar doctrines of Providence and Progress. "650 

This glorification of the here-and-now is also a recognition of self-importance: a 
644 P. Jimack, Supplement au Voyage de Bougainville London, Grant & Cutler Ltd, 1988, p. 43 
645 Diderot, p. 511 
646 Jimack, pp. 37-8 
647 Ibid., p. 59 
648 Ibid., pp. 64-5 
649 Ibid., p. 69 
6so Ibid. 
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portion of each generation of men is possessed by a sense of its own momentous 

contribution to the sum of human achievement. There is always a further, pessimistic 

theme about how diminutive that contribution is likely to be, and a nihilistic element 

which would prefer to avoid participating in the endeavour altoghether. This last group 

corresponds to the proponents of libertine thought in Enlightenment France, but 

Kavanagh is not satisfied with applying his thesis to this discrete group. He claims that 

the French Enlightenment can be only properly understood as a period whose 

proponents of "culture .. .literature ... and art" all conspired against "society" in 

responding to the pleasures and challenges of "an undetermined present".651 This is a 

bold claim, and one which entirely disavows the Enlightenment preoccupation with 

classical antiquity to the rear, and the estimation of posterity in the future. Kavanagh's 

claims for the appeal of the present to Enlightenment authors is too bold. There were, 

however, some authors who did seize upon the ideological ambiguity - or receptiveness 

- ofthe early Enlightenment "present". Both Lafitau and Lahontan are exponents of 

this literary/scientific "removal" from the conventions of home. 

Lafitau imposes the caveat that he will not contemplate anything which might threaten 

his faith, and distinguishes bis Jesuit identity from his scientific persona, to clear the 

way for his pluralistic ethnography: it is only his monogenetic dogma that holds the 

tottering edifice in place. Despite his convoluted arguments to the contrary, Lafitau' s 

Iroquois occupy the same "removed" location in time as the Spartans and Amazons 

with whom he compares them. There is a triangular relationship between Lafitau 's 

European audience and the classical and Iroquoian mceurs he depicts: the Spartans and 

the Iroquois are, by sleight of hand, made equi-distant from contemporary France. 

The "behavioural utopia" is almost inevitably a disengaged, exemplar-ridden device, 

whether or not this is the author's intention. Lahontan provides a utopian, communistic 

behavioural model in the Huron nation, but adds a few juicy details - sexual freedom, 

for instance - to enliven the barren, dispassionate world he has presented. As a result, 

Lahontan's disengagement conforms better to Kavanagh's thesis that "the moment" 

"provided a previously unsuspected freedom from the fetters of continuity and its 

651 Ibid., p. 80 
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subordination of the present to past and future,"652 but Lahontan remains primarily a 

libertine writer already deliberately distanced from the nebulous "society" to which 

Kavanagh refers. Kavanagh's claim to characterise the spirit of the entire 

Enlightenment in terms of the rebellious hijack of "the moment" is too sweeping even 

for self-consciously rebellious authors like Lahontan. 

Jacques Proust, writing on the subject of Lahontan' s exclusion from the source 

material for "Canadian Indians" in the Encyclopaedia, notes that "the moment" was 

equally likely to be sezied upon as a chronologically coherent "snapshot" of the 

emerging human spirit - not, as Kavanagh insists, as a perverse act of systemic 

defiance. Proust writes: 

" ... an implicit philosophy emanates from [the "Canadian Indian" Encylopaedia articles], 
through the notion to which they systematically give priority: the magico-religious 
character of the Cults, and the spirit in which they approach the subject: a sort of 
underlying comparison of imperfect descent from the discourse of Fontenelle's 
On the Origin of Fables or of a lay Lafitau. These articles are a timid contribution to 
a universal history of the human spirit, and the natives of northern America represent 
a "moment" from times past, and the present, characterised by universal superstition. "653 

Lahontan's "moment" is genuinely static. His "savages" - Adario in particular - are 

tableaux-locked ciphers for Lahontan' s deism and quasi-communist libertinism. (This 

sort of moment- self-conscious, and frozen rather than defiantly mobile - bears a 

closer resemblance to the continuing classical model of the "exemplar".) Lahontan's 

Hurons represent, Proust writes, "the 'original' time of man, and the idealistic and 

historical 'norm' according to which civilization is decadence and history a 

degeneration ... in Lahontan, where all forms of comparativeness are absent, history 

exists only in the mode of discontinuity, rupture, insurmountable difference: the 

thought formulates itself only in terms of opposition and dichotomy ... "654 

Travel writing has always provided authors with the means - sometimes deliberate, 

sometimes not - of commenting on their own societies and the behavioural mreurs to 

be found there. From the first flush of European travel writing - the several hundred 

titles produced between 1480 and 1620 on the subject of the New World - the reading 

653 J. Proust [ed.] Recherches nouvelles sur guelgues ecrivains des lumieres Geneva, Librairie Droz, 1972, p. 168 
654 Ibid., p. 169 
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public found ways of reconciling the new with the old, and the old with the new. Who, 

or what, were these new people? The sophisticated cultures of the East were markedly 

different, but boasted a technological sophistication that carved a definite place for them 

in Western concepts of humanity. The status of the American Indian was less definite. 

After initial misgivings, it was generally concluded that, at least by Aristotle's criteria -

namely, that they lived in polities - they were men: but what sort of men? Clearly, they 

were not Christian men - all agreed that they had missed out on the Word, or possibly 

forgotten God - but had they any mitigating, civil qualities? Were they civilized? This 

was a path which led to a lair of European introspection, and forced thinkers - and 

those who thought rather less - to examine what it was that made a man, and a race, 

'civilized'. This was not, in itself, a new exercise. The categories used by writers and 

readers oflate seventeenth and early eighteenth century travel writing to make sense of 

the Americans were as old as Herodotus, perhaps even older: religion, morality, social 

and political organisation. The categories are ethnographic and formal, but the 

appearance of pure science is only superficial. This was not only a search for 

understanding, but a search also for meaning. The object of the search was happiness, 

which acquired a normative, but attainable value. 

Lafitau and Lahontan were not writers whose primary object was to stake a claim on 

_newly-won ground, or to advise patrons at home where best to tum their acquisitive 

colonial eyes. Lafitau and Lahontan were what Geoffroy Atkinson has characterised as 

"men of feeling": not yet the afflicted Romantic, but, nonetheless, men who 

optimistically sought similaritude and formed what Anthony Pagden has described as 

sentimental acts of "cultural attachment". Often erroneously, they "recognised" in 

alien cultures elements of their own, a bad ethnographic method which inevitably 

distorted the meaning of the indigenous culture. Pagden's condemnation of this 

ethnographic self-absorption is anachronistic. Travel writers in the late seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries were motivated by an intellectual curiosity that had few 

pretensions to objectivity. From the Renaissance forward, travel writers were trying to 

analyse the processes of civilization - the relationship between manners and the nature 

of men.655 The conclusions they made from their observations of the behaviour of the 
655 LO. Wade, The Intellectual Origins of the French Enlightenment Princeton, N.J., Princeton University Press, 

1971,p.365 
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Americans devolved, almost exclusively, upon their own world - Europe. 

This is not to say that writers' assessments of America were purely idiosyncratic or 

fuelled by an all-consuming sense of egotism. Differing perceptions of America were 

framed by different schools of thought, which were variously optimistic and gloomy 

about the meaning of indigenous American life. Primitivists extolled the virtues of the 

innocent, distant lands so recently discovered, while Utopian authors fixed glazed eyes 

on a perfect vision unrelated to any reality or experience. Primitivists identified true 

happiness in a world devoid of luxury, venality and superficial pleasures. Utopians 

marshalled ideal worlds where order reigned and structure was inviolably rigid. 

Primitivism and utopianism tended, however, to be the domain of the armchair travel 

writer. Men who had actually been to America were less certain about what they had 

found there. Although no less eurocentric, these authors - travel writers proper -

included in their accounts the sort of ethnographic minutiae that precluded sweeping 

generalisations and approximations of what sauvage life was really like. 

Increasingly, this ambiguity and uncertainty permeated the Europeans' self perception, 

clouding generations of unreflective cultural self confidence. French writers in New 

France found themselves confronted by American Indians who, although they cowered 

at the sound of thunder, were not easily shaken from their existing beliefs and customs. 

Nor were they desperate, unhappy cave-dwellers: on the contrary, despite a higher level 

of filth than the (by no means sparkling) French were accustomed to, it was clear that 

Indian life was not chaotic, but ordered very differently. They defended their ways of 

life in a manner that was immovably confident, if rarely fervent, and provoked new 

(sometimes completely new) levels of self-scrutiny in their European interlocutors. In 

particular, writers from France, a country which had long considered itself at the 

forefront of civilised mceurs and behavioural elegance, turned their analysis to what it 

was that made France civilized - and whether these civilized qualities were really worthy 

of esteem. Had the Indians been raging, craven or demonstrably miserable barbarians 

who would admit no peaceful contact with the French, then France's comfortable self

confidence in its Old Regime structures of hierarchy and authority might have 

remained un~haken. As it was, the primary Indian blow to French cultural self-
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assurance was their happiness. The Indian life was in many ways enviable: it lacked a 

great number of the miseries of civilise life. 

One of the most keenly felt casualties of a civilise life, lived at a high level of politesse, 

was the loss of a sense of self. Civilization, it was alleged, weakened individual 

autoJlomy. The personal autonomy of the American Indian - although often 

exag~rfated, as we have seen - was much admired by European interlocutors. French 

religious and secular authority became characterised as monitors of natural inclination. 

The effect was stifling, particularly upon the naturally insubordinate like Lahontan. 

The coureurs de bois who disappeared into the forest to pursue a transitory "Indian" 

life were considered profoundly subversive by the governors of New France. Their 

behaviour was disturbing on several grounds. First was their occupation of the 

"middle ground", (a cultural entrepot which was no less riddled with disagreements 

and fits of pique than was the rest of New France) as self-interested middlemen. 

Second; their transitory life made them physically difficult to control, like the fraying 

edge of an already loose fabric. Most seriously, their relationship with authority was 

blithely insubordinate - and it did not seem to have any adverse effect upon them. 

Their behaviour was governed by a combination of self-interested mercantilism and 

grass-roots sociabilite: this was governance by workmanlike civilite, which was, in 

Daniel Gordon's words, "the capacity of human beings to police themselves''. 656 The 

term has no jurisprudential frame of reference: it is a minimal principle of sociabilite. 

The role of religion in early eighteenth century estimations of dvilite was significant. 

At a theoretical level, questions about the origin of religious behaviour, and a 

fascination with the psychology of religion were contemporary preoccupations which 

varied in intensity from the purely speculative to the devotedly iconoclastic. 

His investigation of religious behaviour is the source of Lafitau's ethnographic 

sophistication: in seeing the penetration of religion into other institutions, Lafitau 

discovered the nature of human culture, concluding that ''formerly and in the first 

times, religion played a part in everything. ,'657 The phrase hints that this is no longer 

quite so-much the case, but Lafitau's fascination with antiquity did not alienate him 
656 Gordon, p.143 
657 Lafitau. vol. i, p. 36 
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completely from the ebb and flow of the contemporary debate around him.· To this 

end, Lafitau emphasises the ceremonial - the cult rather than the printed word. 

Lafitau' s faith in the reliability of Holy Scripture remains unshakeable, but his 

comparative ethnographic method disregards texts (although he is critical of fable and 

the vagaries of orally transmitted history). Lahontan is explicitly critical of the print~d 

word, and emphasises its potential for obscurantism and corruption. Lafitau and 

Lahontan's religious thought meets on a common ground which indicates the extent to 

which, even very early in the Enlightenment, a strong single tide was gathering up even 

those who considered themselves strong swimmers. That common ground is the 

centrally active role played by man in early eighteenth century theology. Religious 

behaviour showed increasing signs of being an emanation of man's autonomous 

experience, rather than the articulation of what God had ordained. 

Lafitau's slightly reticent God had won the support of the orthodox Memoires de 

Trevoux who agreed that God had never really been apprehended as a philosophical 

abstraction, but always by His providential relationship to man.658 It is likely that some 

of this increasingly "homocentric" religious feeling had diffused from Reformation 

theology which stressed the importance of an unimpeded relationship between man and 

god. However, the ethnographic (or at least quasi-ethnographic) approach ofLafitau 

and Lahontan extends this relationship to include man "in general", because theirs are 

assessments of communities of religious people - not individuals. Their individuality 

only amounts to their resistance to being duped en masse by cynical tyrants. Nor do 

the religious men and women Lafitau and Lahontan discuss espouse the highly 

deterministic (and slightly doleful) Christianity of the Reformation. Theirs is a more 

optimistic and apparently ad hoc style of religious belief, which places a firm value on 

human potential and the centrality of human experience and psychology. Lafitau and 

Lahontan's Indian interlocutors profess a concept of innate identity, but that identity is 

not inextricably tied to fate. Missionary theology must uphold a belief in the 

transf ormative power of faith: but French Catholicism in North America was a different 

sort of evangelism than English Protestantism in the New World. 

658 Northeast, p. 139 
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English Protestantism in America took a Augustinian bent - its view of the natural state 

of mankind was deeply pessimistic, and English efforts to "civilize" America tended 

· to emphasise the need to "reduce" the Indian to "civility": English "civility" was not 

precisely interchangeable with French civilite, because the former took a grim view of 

natural human proclivities, and stressed the necessity of forceful constraint. French 

civilite, particularly of the sort engendered by Jesuit evangelism and education, was 

subtly different: buoyed by a fundamental faith in the integrity of human nature, it 

spoke in optimistic terms of the potential of each individual to exercise self-restraint in 

the pursuit ofa cohesive, generally regulated broader community. The Jesuits argued 

for the existence among non-Christians of a "natural" theism which remained, in 

God's eyes, a valid form of religion. The Jesuits grounded religion in the psychology 

of man. In doing so, however, they opened Pandora's box: the profoundly irreligious 

took erudite, Jesuit syncretism hostage and used it to serve their own purposes. The 

psychology of religion was ideally attuned to a time imbued with a sense of the 

importance of human behaviour and preoccupied with questions of origin. 

The Indians of America by their very existence posed a threat to Christian orthodoxy: 

they confounded the chronology of the Old Testament. An alternative explanation for 

the origin of religious behaviour was needed, and the suggestion that theistic behaviour 

was psychologically innate provided a useful alternative. A closer examination of the 

psychological origin of faith proved less agreeable: the psychology of faith gave way to 

the psychology of fear. Fontenelle argued that ignorance and fear were the source of 

religious behaviour. The ignorance of the "savage" was particularly susceptible to 

craven attachments and irrational beliefs: worst of all, theirs was an ignorance that had 

not even the light of abstract reason. They were consequently incapable of self

awareness, and self-awareness, as Fontenelle's work attests, was a fundamental 

criterion for politesse, the forerunner of civilisation. Liberation from fear made one 

civilise : those still in the thrall of unreflective terror were endlessly at the mercy of 

cynical tyrants who capitalised on their fears. 

This theory, which had its origin in the thought of the pre-Socratics, took on a renewed 

strength in the early Enlightenment. Euhennerism - the intentional abuse of authority 
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over the gullible and frightened - became a powerful weapon for Deists like Lahontan. 

"Miracles" and "mysteries", they argued,· were merely foils for hierarchies of power 

and prestige. The credulous and the ignorant were destined to be oppressed. 

Lahontan's devotion to the fear theory is demonstrated by his fierce loyalty to 

Petronius, a classical author whose writing on the theme of Euhermerism was used as 

an anti-clerical weapon by many Deist authors. Although the burden of criticism was 

intended to rest on the shoulders of tyrants, Euhermerism bad the unexpected effect of 

polarising the self-aware and the credulous in a way that was based less on age-old 

measures of rank and race, and more on a new hierarchy of intellect. Equally 

unsentimental, this new ranking took a harsh toll on primitivism. All the qualities that 

had endeared "primitive" life to Europe - most notably, its "innocence" and logical 

simplicity - were converted into a timorous parody of the weak-minded savage who 

cowered at the sound of thunder. Lafitau commented on the Iroquois terror of storms, 

comparing their fear to that of the Israelites in the Old Testament: but his comparison 

was almost invariably ignored by his contemporaries, who seized instead upon further 

evidence of the cowardice and lack of sophistication to be witnessed in the savage 

mind. 

For all that Deism purported to criticise the tyranny of ecclesiastical authority over the 

trembling faithful, it was not an egalitarian creed. If the measure of intellectual 

sophistication was a high level of self-awareness, then the engrossed introspection of 

Deist thought placed it at the pinnacle of sceptical rationalism. When Lafitau 

indignantly remarked on Lahontan's propensity to put his own words and thoughts 

into the mouths of his "Indian" interlocutors, he was not only criticising Lahontan' s 

methodology, but the unscientific self-absorption of his thought. In one regard, 

however, Deism contributed positively to the consideration of Indian life in America. 

From when Lord Herbert of Cherbury first wrote a Deist profession of faith in 1624, 

Deism placed a strong emphasis on the understanding rather than the faith: as was 

often the case in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, here Deism and 

Jesuit Catholicism came close to a crossroads. The Jesuit missionaries' emphasis on 

education - rather than the training rigorously administered by their Augustinian 

Protestant counterparts in New England - shares the Deist conviction that blind faith 
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was not in itself sufficient. Human agency merited consideration and attention in its 

own right. 

A fundamental and yawning gulf between Deism and Catholicism remained, however. 

Deists argued that reason should be used to strip away the tattered layers of 

superstition, fear, and corrupt authority that clad Catholic notions of 

"mysteriousness". The sort of institutional constraint that Jesuit missionaries 

modelled for their Indian converts was anathema to Deists like Lahontan. In the late 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, civilization (in the shape of civilite") 

represented "restraint": an element of self-regulation and individual autonomy. 

Orthodox religion represented "constraint" -institutional coercion at both an 

individual and communal level. This the Deists rejected outright The Bible was as 

fallible as any other text, divine intervention in human affairs was illusory, and there 

was consequently little point in berating oneself constantly about sin, grace, and the 

uncertain prospect of salvation. Deism was not an anarchic code. It was, however, 

ahistorical, and while the perfect reason of man was subject to periodic collapses and 

misconceptions, these would be corrected with equal regularity by great spiritual 

leaders who held in common their ability to lift the burden of superstition off the wider 

population. There was no self-interest in these great leaders: rather, they laid down 

religious premisses so general and so lacking in institutional specificity that they 

amounted to an emergent theory of secular, civil society. 

The role of Christianity in civilization at a ti.me when the material was gaining 

ascendance over the normative was problematic. The ethnographic examination of the 

New World precluded much idealisation: misery there was not misery that could be 

rationalised by the prospect of a blessed afterlife. Even if - as is Lahontan's 

suggestion - the Indians of New France believed in a blissful eternity, it was not 

founded on an implicit acceptance of the status quo: quite the opposite. Lahontan's 

Hurons argue that if the soul were mortal, all men "would be equally happy in this 

life"659 because God would not allow such an unfair distribution of happiness. 

Lahontan's defence of Christianity is laconic and half-hearted, and uses the Deist's 

659 Lahontan, Memoires p. 132 
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favourite tools of satire and ridicule. In particular, he is scathing about the humanity of 

Christ: his "Huron" interlocutors point out that on the basis of this humanity, "the 

Christians have built a Religion that is without principles, & subject to alteration by 

human things. ,,660 Again, the increased importance of human agency and behaviour is 

evident, although here it is used to demonstrate that institutional Christianity was so 

subjective as to be essentially meaningless. 

Equally scathing is Lahontan' s assessment of the level of internecine division and 

loathing within the Christian church. This was a common theme in the late seventeenth 

century. France, in particular, was weary of sectarian differences: the perceived general 

decline in piety at the time was attributed to a sense of disaffection from ingrained 

religious rivalries and antipathies. Natural religion, on the other hand, was founded on 

the idea of basic religious similaritude - not difference. In its broader sweep of the 

range of human religious behaviour, it was well-suited to the already emergent 

Enlightenment appetite for genera, and in its reluctance to pronounce on the elect and 

the non-elect, it lent itself particularly well to cultural relativism. As such, Deists were 

not really professors of natural religion: they remained preoccupied with point-scoring 

and irony. (Lahontan's "Hurons", for example, mock the pitiful reasoning and 

credulousness of the early Christians, making a clear comparison with contemporary 

estimations of Indian capacity). 

Neither Lafi.tau nor Lahontan depicts Indian religion as purely "natural" religion. 

Both attest to the Indian capacity for dissimulation (a skill closely linked to politesse 

and civilite) and to the frustration this engendered in missionaries who were initially 

convinced that polite acquiescence equated to "seeing the light" of Christianity: it 

rarely did. The very lack of fevered religious sentiment that accompanied the no less 

firm sense of Indian religiosity was in itself a novelty. Lahontan uses this famed 

Indian constancy in support of a pedestrian but dogged form of "Indian" universalism 

that is fevered only in its scepticism about the printed word. (Lafitau, tacitly accepting 

the limitations of biblical exegetes, turns his attention, as a Figurist, to a universal 

language of symbolism). Lahontan's Deist ''Hurons" pursue the truth by rejecting 

660 Ibid., p. 108 
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unsatisfactory textual evidence and anything that is not transparently logical. They 

seize upon the perversity of the Fall of Man, and deny the possibility of "inherited" 

sin. Perhaps most importantly, Lahontan's "Huron" interlocutors laugh in the face of 

incomprehensibility: they are not afraid. By the absence off ear, they demonstrate that 

theirs is not a culture governed by terror and expediency, but by scepticism and 

ruthless, confident logic. They thereby hold a strong position on the continuum of 

civilization. 

Travel writers played a significant role in the transmission of alien images of unknown 

religious traditions. Often, pictures spoke louder than words, and broadcast a message 

of deliberately startling tabloid relativism. Sometimes - rather often in Lahontan' s case 

- this relativism veered towards prurience, particularly concerning Indian sexual 

mceurs. Lahontan's fascination with Indian sexual behaviour should not be mistaken 

for pure moral relativism: despite its self-conscious cloak of "ethnography", there 

remains a strong element of titillation in Lahontan's work, which has as its foundation 

an underlying sense of European superiority. As travel writers and "ethnographers" 

Lafitau and Lahontan had relatively little in common: paradoxically, their unravelling of 

the complex relationship between religion and civilisation provided more common 

ground. Lafitau's monogenetic thesis initially looks retrograde - a defiant and 

reactionary defence of scriptural veracity - but, like Lahontan, Lafitau distances his 

argument from the increasingly weak ground of biblical exegetes. 

Lahontan is agressively opposed to the legitimacy of the printed word: Lafitau treats 

historical texts as one might a slightly mad relative - fondly, but without wanting to rely 

upon them too much. As a result, both writers emphasise the importance of religious 

behaviour - the cult over the text - and examine the origin of religion from a 

psychological perspective. This psychological point of view inevitably puts human 

behaviour on a pedestal of sorts: at the same time, that autonomy is strongly 

universalist in character. Collective psychological motivation does not admit 

hierarchies of human authority or status. This, to a certain extent, led to a more organic 

sense of utility-oriented religious "good" that came closer to a fluid, metamorphosing 

sense of sociabilite than any institutional church could. However, the old trappings of 
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hierarchy were soon supplanted by a new fonn of hierarchy that made the new, 

"natural" religion its habitat. Fear still branded the socially inferior: the psychological 

origin of religious behaviour was not entirely a leveller. A new, intellectual hierarchy of 

enlightenment obtained. It remained an acknowledged truth that some groups of 

people - 'savages', peasants and women, namely - were incapable of abstract thought, 

and thus incapable of rationalising their fear. They were trapped in an anxious stasis 

of terror, while their more civilisifcounterparts enjoyed the liberation of self-reflexive 

rationalism. A significant aspect of what came to be known as 'civilization' equated to 

the absence of fear. 

Women, lacking as they did the dangerous capacity for abstract thought, fulfilled a 

valuable if pedestrian role in the regulation of behaviour in public and semi-public 

spheres. Women were essential to the flourishing of politesse. Their presence in 

company worked as a force for societal constraint in its most artificial form (artifice 

and civilization are natural bedfellows). Seventeenth century France was captured by 

the idea of woman playing a vital role in transfonnative process of "civilizing". Brute 

force was to be superceded by gentler virtues, including politesse and the non

confrontational embrace of sociabilite. The depiction of Indian women by travel 

writers and early "ethnographers" as the direct inversion of European female mamrs 

became a favourite theme of voyage literature. Female sexual licence and authority 

took centre stage in many accounts. Lafitau was rare among his contemporaries in 

giving an assessment of Iroquois women that was neither a polemical inversion nor 

tinged with misogyny. Lafitau drew his audience's attention to the phenomenon of 

Iroquois 'gynocracy', a mode of government according to which women paid lip 

service to masculine prestige while themselves retaining all real authority. Iroquois 

society, Lafitau demonstrated, was matrilineal: Iroquois women did not exercise a 
\__,. 

moderating influence on the behaviour of their men, but a determining one. 

The idea that women might play a transformative role in moderating brutish masculine 

behaviour seems not to have permeated Lahontan's world of military expeditions, 

hunting and sailing. His idealised Huron men are stoical, ascetic, and frank. Politesse 

and civilite are not attributes they either appreciate or comprehend: indeed, Lahonton 
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depicts the softer virtues of civilise man in scathing terms. They are symptomatic of a 

dissipated and corrupt world. Indeed, at some points Lahontan directly implies that the 

suffocating presence of female company is an impediment to a man's speaking his 

mind freely: "Ad.aria" asks "Is it possible that our liberty does not delight you?',661 It 

is in the context of such broadly misogynistic sentiment (which was to be echoed, like 

much ofLahontan's thought, in Rousseau's claims that the company of women was at 

once enervating and emasculating) that Lahontan's sexually "liberated" Huron 

women must be considered. Lahontan depicts a world of permissive female sexuality, 

arid in this limited realm makes gestures towards the existence of greater feminine 

authority among his "Huron" interlocutors. However, Lahontan is not ethnographer 

enough to remove his eurocentric bias from his assessment of Huron women. 

Lahontan, whose argument is dominated by his revulsion for property and the vices of 

a monied society, commodities women nonetheless .. He depicts women - Huron and 

European alike, in a cumulative example of pure cultural relativism - as either enfeebled 

economic pawns, or as sexual objects to be liberated from the shackles of acquisitive 

male jealousy. However, any search for signs that Lahontan's misogyny extends to 

depicting women cynically abusing their sexual powers of coercion proves fruitless. It 

seems that the sexual mdiff erence he attributes to Huron men - in contrast with their 

diffident but considerably more lascivious female counteiparts - is nothing ~ore 

thorough-going than a dramatic illustration of inverted European mmurs. 

Lafitau was outraged by the excessively ribald and skewed picture Lahontan painted of 

Indian sexual mmurs. He points out that "on all sides, there are conventional people 

and unconventional ones,"662 demonstrating his sophisticated ethnographic perspective 

in stark contrast to Lahontan's titillating caricatures. There is, however, Lafitau 

concedes, a gap between the public demeanour of young Iroquois women and their 

private, personal morality. All have "the outward aspect of virtue" - a thumbnail 

sketch of politesse - even though "they may be much debauched". Lafitau does not 

condemn this gulf between appearance and reality, and indeed rather applauds it as a 

measure of Iroquois sophistication: the civilized world places a higher value on the 

reported act than on the actual behaviour. Both Lafitau and Lahontan use the phrase 
661 Lahontan, Dialogues, p.209 
662 Lafitau, vol. 1., pp. 351-2 
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"Mistresses of their own bodies" to express the great freedom enjoyed by young 

Huron and Iroquois women, but while Lahontan deploys the term in a way which 

implies promiscuity and libertinage, by it Lafitau means "self control" and self

regulation. 

Lafitau's battle to defend the reputation oflndian women in New France was against 

the tide of popular opinion. The obvious gap between French and Indian sexual 

mreurs prompted constant, anxious pronouncements on the subject by those perhaps 

least equipped to assess the situation: Jesuit priests sworn to lifelong celibacy. The 

French were unable to "place" Indian female sexuality in any other than two 

categories: marriage and prostitution 663: but among the Indians of New France sexual 

activity formed a small part of many and diverse relationships. This ambiguity about 

the role of women was a source of profound unease among the French. Unmarried 

Indian women seemed beyond the scope of coercive authority. Their status became 

emblematic of the lamentable lack of "civilized" means of imposing order and 

authority. In the absence of muscular societal constraint, few Frenchmen placed much 

faith in feminine self-restraint. The extremely brutal punishments meted out to 

adulterous women were, without exception, dispassionately noted by French 

commentators who, it seems, were grateful for the "graphic evidence of 

subordination" that they provided.664 

The extent of labour-sharing that existed between men and women in Indian societies 

was a further source of French discomfit. Indian ( and, increasingly, French Canadian) 

sociabilite was grounded in utility: labour-sharing endowed Indian women with an 

"earned" status that contrasted strongly with the mannered coercive power of the 

Frenchwoman in her salon. Cultural relativism did not extend to women of all races in 

Enlightenment France: on the contrary, it was agreed that European women had much 

to fear in the rough natural world, and ought to be grateful for the diminishing 

importance of brute force in the civilized world. Lahontan's Huron men are pure 

rationalists who pose a threat to decoroous civilite and politesse, but Huron women are 

"disorderly", and as such represent a far more serious blow to the police that defined 
663 White, p. 61 
664 White, p. 62 



211 

a successfully civilized society. Although his account of Indian women is more 

accurate than Lahontan's assessment, Lafitau does not depict women in the way the 

philosophes were later to do - as the architects of a transfonnative civilizing force 

converting barbarism into sociabilite. 

Lafitau and Lahontan, both of whom travelled to New France during the last years of 

the seventeenth century and the first years of the eighteenth, have apparently little in 

common. Lahontan's work is polemical, personal and particular: Lafitau's particularity 

setves his religo-scientific agenda rather than any grandiose sense of self-interest. Both 

attempt to depict Indian life in some detail. Lafitau achieves the more satisfactory

portrait of Iroquois life: Lahontan' s Deist agenda interferes with his attempts at 

ethnography. What links both men is their distance from the philosophic ivory tower. 

Neither expresses much affection for the overweening artifice of politesse. Indeed, the 

"tyranny" of politesse, and the extent to which civilise life demands the sublimation of 

individuality, are themes shared by Lafitau and Lahontan despite their clear ideological 

differences. While the philosophes who remained in France tended to cultivate their 

own appetite for genera, and turned to stylised classical models in their battle to push 

forward Reason, "field-workers" like Lafitau and Lahontan instead became grounded 

in a pragmatic, unaffected, and - above all - utility-oriented form of grass-roots 

sociabilite. At the same time, Deist scepticism and the spectre of Euhennerism had 

begun to generate a new, intellectual hierarchy, based on a dichotomy between those 

who were capable of rationalising their fears, and those who were not - but its impact 

was blunted by the parallel development of secular sociabilite in New France. 

How, then, can a concept of civilization in late-seventeenth and early eighteenth century 

New France best be characterised? At its foundation lay authority, and the extent to 

which each individual had governance of his or her own behaviour. The Indian ethos 

of individualism, held in tandem with a strong sense of amour propre, seeped into the 

attitudes and expectations of the French in New France. Self-restraint - not always 

exercised in an environment notorious for sexual levity and economic clambering -

existed in tension with the constraint articulated through the church, army, and, 

distantly, Versailles. In the work ofLafitau and Lahontan, the pursuit of happiness 
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serves as a faintly Utopian backdrop to the discussion of Indian mCEurs. Lahontan is 

explicitly critical of a France he considers corrupt, lascivious, litigious and oppressively 

authoritarian. Lafitau' s criticism is far more diffident and elliptical: but in many areas 

he indicates that civilise France is flooded with lawyers but suffering a dearth of 

humane and sociable values. Thus, before Voltaire turned his considerable arsenal to 

the defence of civilization, it was not a notion warmly applauded by all French writers .. 

Civilization, now a word of totemic standing, stumbled into being more than it strode 

forth triumphantly: its main opponent, the resentfully sublimated sense of self. 
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