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D’Holbach on Self-Esteem, Justice, and Cosmopolitanism

Andreas Blank
INTRODUCTION
The recent interest in cosmopolitanism in political philosophy can be seen as a revival of a prominent theme in eighteenth-century thought. But, partly due to its eighteenth-century background, cosmopolitanism has given rise to a series of influential lines of criticism: First, it has been noted that, in its eighteenth-century origins, the figure of the cosmopolite “developed as a creature of rhetoric rather than as a robust theory,” thereby raising the question of whether the notion of world citizenship expresses any theoretical insight at all.
 Second, other critics have pointed out the historical connection between eighteenth-century cosmopolitanism and early modern views concerning “benign” colonialism and the hegemony of Western political values, thereby raising the question of whether it is possible to sever cosmopolitanism from a deeply problematic theoretical and political heritage.
 Third, some critics have argued that cosmopolitanism, again partly due to its origin in an elitist and aristocratic segment of eighteenth-century culture, neglects the importance of national allegiances for the origin of political obligations and social identities,
 and it even has been claimed that cosmopolitanism overlooks that national allegiances are essential for the constitution of self-esteem.
 Thereby the question is raised whether cosmopolitanism is incompatible with the very origin and nature of other-regarding duties as well as with deep psychological needs grounded in human nature. Fourth, a further line of criticism points out that the background of cosmopolitanism in Enlightenment rationalism carries with it deep problems on the level of motivation: even if there were convincing arguments for the existence of duties that are valid in the same strength toward all human beings, these insights remain on the level of rational argument. However, it remains unclear how mere insight into the existence of duties or the mere reference to an abstract concept such as “humanity” matches the motivating power that the sentiments and common practices associated with national allegiances can put to use.
 Taken together, these criticisms indicate that to defend cosmopolitanism is a far more difficult task than one may expect. 

The moral and political thought of the French materialist Paul-Henri Thiry, baron d’Holbach (1723–1789) seems to be surprisingly relevant for finding a response to the question of the motivation of cosmopolitanism. The response suggested by d’Holbach may also give some hints as to how the first three lines of criticism could be countered. At the heart of d’Holbach’s account of how fulfilling cosmopolitan duties could be motivated lies his theory of justified self-esteem, which offers an answer to the motivation problem that differs from all answers suggested by contemporary cosmopolitans. As far as I can see, the prospects of a self-esteem-based line of argument have not been explored in the contemporary debate about cosmopolitanism. Nor does the literature about d’Holbach—perhaps due to the scattered occurrence of the relevant remarks—contain any detailed discussion of this matter.
 Thus, examining the connection between self-esteem and the motivation of cosmopolitanism may shed some new light on both d’Holbach’s thought and the contemporary controversy between nationalists and cosmopolitans. A specific strength of d’Holbach’s treatment of the problem of how fulfilling cosmopolitan duties could be motivated is that he integrates his answer into a more comprehensive account of how the desire for self-esteem can motivate moral action in general.

D’Holbach’s argument makes use of a normative conception of self-esteem that sets his views apart from the consensus prevailing in analytic moral philosophy that the notion of self-esteem is best understood as an empirical, non-normative notion. This consensus should, of course, by no means be taken as a sign of thoughtlessness; rather, it rests on a series of arguments developed by some of the most influential political thinkers of the late twentieth century. Thus, Michael Walzer has argued that self-esteem involves comparative and competitive elements, that not all humans seem to be capable of developing the same degree of self-esteem, and that self-esteem tends to be fraught with the adverse effects of competitive behavior.
 Similarly, Avishai Margalit has argued that, if self-esteem is essentially comparative and competitive, it provides grounds for unequal treatment of persons.
 And Robert Nozick has proposed that the negative effects of comparison and competition could only be avoided by giving up the idea that self-esteem could be based on any commonly shared values even within one and the same society.
 This group of arguments raises the question of whether it is possible to identify any non-relativistic values on which a normative conception of self-esteem could be based without being fraught with the negative effects of comparison and competition. 

D’Holbach’s treatment of self-esteem may provide an answer to this question because his notion of justified self-esteem is based on his conception of shared human needs and rights. In his view, performing duties of justice involves respecting the basic needs of others and is therefore requisite for enjoying justified self-esteem—self-esteem that one takes to be justifiable in the eyes of those with whom one interacts and by whom one wishes to be esteemed. Moreover, d’Holbach applies this line of argument to issues in international justice in particular. He argues that these basic human needs and rights have to be respected across national boundaries. For d’Holbach, these duties are constitutive of an all-embracing human society. Therefore, because it includes considerations of international justice, his account of justified self-esteem has a genuinely cosmopolitan aspect. Only when we fulfill the cosmopolitan duties of justice can our rational interest in justified self-esteem be satisfied. In what follows, I will examine how d’Holbach develops the conceptual connection between justice and justified self-esteem and analyze the consequences that he draws for the scope of the duties of justice associated with justified self-esteem.

SELF-ESTEEM, NEEDS, AND JUSTICE
D’Holbach starts from the observation that the desire for esteem and self-esteem is one of the most important motivations behind human action: 
Il est impossible d’anéantir dans l’homme les sentiments inhérents à se nature; il s’aime & il désire d’être aimé, afin de s’aimer d’avantage; il désire l’estime des autre, pour être plus estimable à ses propres yeux.

[It is impossible to destroy the feelings that lie in the nature of humans; each of them loves himself and desires to be loved in order to love himself more; each of them desires the esteem of others, in order to be more estimable in his own eyes.] (SS, 1:152)

Moreover, for d’Holbach self-esteem is a natural outcome of acting virtuously: “La vertu est utile en tout pays, en tout tems, chez tous les peuples; par-tout où l’on trouve des hommes, la vertu est estimable, parce qu’il n’est personne qui n’en sente l’utilité” [Virtue is useful in every country, in every time, in all peoples; wherever one finds humans, virtue is estimable because no one fails to sense its usefulness] (SS, 1:152). Due to the connection between virtue and esteem, suppressing the desire of self-esteem would amount to undermining morality: “Vouloir que l’homme renonce à l’estime & de lui-même & des autres, ce seroit donc le priver du motif le plus propre à exciter à la vertu” [To want humans to renounce self-esteem and the esteem of others would thus mean to deprive them of the most suitable motivation for virtue] (SS, 1:153). This is why, for d’Holbach, acting virtuously coincides with self-interest. This interest is not formulated in terms of factual outcomes, and aptly so—nothing can guarantee that someone who acts virtuously will in fact be rewarded for it, either with concrete goods or with respect to immaterial goods such as the approval of others. Rather, what matters for d’Holbach is that acting virtuously is a necessary condition for developing self-esteem: “L’homme de bien est en droit de s’estimer lui- même, & d’ambitionner l’estime & l’amour de ceux, sur qui sa conduite influence” [The good person has the right to esteem himself and to strive for the esteem and love of those on whom his action has influence] (SS 1:154).
At the same time, d’Holbach is aware of the detrimental effects of esteem and self-esteem derived from conventional morality. For example, he describes the character transformation of a peasant who becomes a soldier as follows:

Prenez dans un village un rustre stupide & lâche, & au bout de six mois vous en ferez un brave soldat; il aura pris l’esprit du corps; il aura de l’honneur; il sera jaloux d’être estimé de ses camarades; il s’estimera lui-même; il se croira supérieur aux villageois ses compatriotes; il aura un maintien plus assuré, et quand il le faudra, il marchera très gaiement à la mort.  

[Take in a village a stupid and lazy peasant, and within six months you turn him into a brave soldier; he will have acquired esprit du corps; he will possess honor; he will jealously guard his reputation among his comrades; he will esteem himself; he will believe himself to be superior to his compatriot peasants; he will have a more assured mien, and when he must, he will march cheerfully to death.] (SS, 1:13)
Here, the wish to be esteemed by the members of an in-group and the effect of the esteem of one’s peers for self-esteem are seen as causally related with self-destructive agency. On the other hand, d’Holbach also believes that there is an objective sense in which self-esteem can be justified: “Approuver en soi, comme dans les autres, ce qui est réellement bon & louable, c’est juger sainement, c’est se rendre justice. . . .  Invitons donc les hommes à se mettre dans le cas de pouvoir s’estimer, se respecter, s’aimer eux-mêmes avec justice” [To approve in oneself, as well as in others, what is really good and laudable means to judge sanely, to render justice to oneself. . . . Hence, let us invite humans to put themselves into the position of being able to esteem themselves, to respect themselves, to love themselves with justice] (SS, 1: 155). The notion of honor is subject to similar considerations. Here, too, d’Holbach acknowledges the role of conventional morality, but he again contrasts it with justified honor:

On peut dire en général que honneur est un terme rélatif par lequel on désigne le cas que l’on fait des certaines actions ou qualités dans chaque société. Il est des actions qui font honneur dans quelques pays & qui sont déshonorantes dans d’autres. Ainsi l’honneur suit les opinions, les idées vraies ou fausses des nations; celui qui résulte de la vertu est le seul qui soit réel, & qui ne dépende pas du caprice des hommes.    

[One can say that, generally, honor is a relative term by means of which one designates the attitude that one takes in each society toward certain actions or qualities. Some actions are honorable in some countries and dishonorable in other countries. In this way, honor follows opinions, the true or false ideas of nations; honor that results from virtue is the only one that is real and that does not depend on the caprices of humans.] (SS, 1:161)

Because virtue is understood as something that is useful for the life of humans, being virtuous is here seen as what justified honor requires. This is exactly what, in d’Holbach’s view, sets honor based on mere convention apart from virtue-based honor. And only virtue-based honor can reinforce justified self-esteem. 

D’Holbach’s normative notion of self-esteem evidently presupposes a non-relativistic conception of moral norms. As he argues, the idea of needs could be central for such a conception: “Une morale universelle doit être fondée sur les besoins universels du genre humain” [A universal ethics must be founded on the universal needs of the human species] (SS, 1:123). Accordingly, he believes in the existence of non-relativistic concepts of merit and virtue: “Le mérite & la vertu sont fondés sur la nature de l’homme, sur ses besoins” [Merit and virtue are founded on the nature of humans, on their needs] (SN, 1:319–20). He never gives a list of what belongs to the needs grounded in human nature. Rather, he seems to assume that experience should give us a good grasp of much that should be part of such a list. This reading at least seems to be implied by his insistence that we have to consult experience to find out what constitutes our true happiness (SS, 1:17). He appears to assume that experience would make clear a core of needs common to all humans. And if there is such a core of needs common to all humans, he suggests, then there is a general morality shared by all humans. 

As he argues, needs common to all humans can also provide a foundation for rights common to all humans:

Le droit est toute faculté ou pouvoir dont l’exercice est conforme à la justice ou à l’utilité de la Société; la Société n’est utile, que lorsqu’elle maintient la justice entre ses membres. On donne à la justice le nom d’equité, parce qu’elle remédie à l’inégalité que la nature a mise entre les hommes; elle met un frein à la force; elle protege le foible contre le puissant, le pauvre contre le riche; elle met chacun à portée de travailler à son propre intérêt qu’elle limite & soumet à l’intérêt public, duquel l’intérêt particulier ne peut jamais se séparer sans danger.

[Right is every capacity or power whose practice is in accordance with justice or the utility of society; society is only useful when it maintains justice between its members. One gives to justice the name equity because it is a remedy against the inequality that nature has established between humans; it constrains force; it protects the weak against the strong, the poor against the rich; it enables everyone to work for one’s own interest, which it limits and subordinates to the public interest, from which the individual interest never can separate itself without danger.] (SS, 1:106)

The capacities and powers that d’Holbach has in mind are opposed to the idea of force. Rather, in his view human capacities that are in agreement with the public interest have a normative dimension because they realize something that is naturally good. Due to the dependence of individual interests on the public interest, they contribute to the realization of individual interests that are grounded in human nature. D’Holbach appears to believe that natural interests stand in a justification relation to rights. This is at least suggested when he treats “justice or the utility of society” as equivalent. Such an equivalence could be understood as an outcome of his view that a morality common to all humans could be grounded in natural needs. Certainly, such a morality would include a conception of justice, and an understanding of justice as that which is useful for a society would be a plausible candidate for this conception. This in turn would give rise to the notion of a natural right: a natural right is nothing other than the capacity to act according to the demands of justice. If this is the line of argument that d’Holbach has in mind, then natural needs are what ground natural rights common to all humans. In this sense, these rights could be described as a particular kind of subjective rights—rights that consist in capacities to do something and that are independent of any legislation. 

Such a reading is confirmed by d’Holbach’s capacities-based account of ownership rights: “L’homme acquiert des droits justes sur toutes les choses qui, pour devenir ce qu’elles sont, ont exigé l’emploi de ses facultés personnelles. Son travail l’identifie, pour ainsi dire, avec la chose qu’il s’est donne la peine de modifier, de façonner, de perfectionner, de rendre utile, soit pour lui-même, soit pour les autres” [Humans acquire just rights over things that, in order to become what they are, require the investment of personal capacities. Their labors identify them, as it were, with the thing that they took pains to modify, to shape, to perfect, to make useful, either for themselves or for others] (SS, 1:107). In which sense does labor “identify” makers with their products? One might think of John Locke’s theory that self-ownership carries over to things with which we have “mixed” our labor.
 In fact, d’Holbach seems to take up the theory of self-ownership when he uses the premise that solitary human beings are their own masters and enter society only for the sake of security (SS, 1:107). This has the following consequence for the role of society: “La Société doit assurer à chacun de ses membres, la jouissance de lui-même, le libre exercice de ses droits légitimes, & la possession des choses que son industrie & son travail lui rendent propres” [Society must secure for each of its members the enjoyment of himself, the free exercise of his legitimate rights, and the possession of those things that his industriousness and his labor render his own] (SS, 1:107). Labor thus identifies makers with the things modified through labor in the sense that these things become useful, either for their makers or for others with whom their makers live together in a society. In this sense, ownership rights, like need-based rights, are grounded in what is useful for the flourishing of both individuals and societies.

D’Holbach connects this non-relativistic conception of needs and needs-based natural rights with considerations concerning the conditions under which we can acquire esteem from others. He regards the following as an implication of his need-based conception of a universal ethics: “L’humanité, la bienfaisance, la compassion, l’équité peuvent seules obtenir sans effort, les sentimens si doux de la tendresse, de l’attachement, de l’estime dont tout homme raisonnable sent la nécessité” [Only humanity, assistance, commiseration, and justice can easily trigger the pure feelings of tenderness, sympathy, and esteem, whose necessity every rational human being feels] (SN, 1: 321). Consequently, we can acquire the esteem of others only when we pay attention to their natural needs. By contrast, treating others unjustly is a bad method of advancing one’s self-interest because injustice gives others the right to resistance: “L’homme injuste brise le lien social qui l’unit avec les autres; il devient l’ennemi de tous; il donne à chacun le droit de lui nuire à lui-même” [Someone who is unjust tears apart the bonds of society; he becomes the enemy of all; he gives in his own eyes to all the right to injure him] (SS, 1:106). Of importance here is not only that injustice often will, sooner or later, trigger resistance, but also that knowing that others have a right to resistance implies a certain attitude toward oneself: one thinks of oneself as someone who could rightfully be injured. The difference between being just and being unjust thus is not only determined by goods and security that we factually receive (or not) but also by the justified attitude that others have toward us and, thereby, by the relationship that we develop toward ourselves.

The problem with injustice is not only that others may factually disesteem us—although often this will happen. The problem is rather that in cases that we ourselves regard as instances of injustice, we know that others would be justified in disesteeming us: “[La justice] nous fait sentir que nous perdons tous nos droits sur l’affection, l’estime & le secours de nos associés, lorsque nous sommes injustes à leur égard” [(Justice) makes us feel that we lose all our rights to the sympathy, the esteem, and the help of our companions when we are unjust toward them] (SS, 1:108). And nothing could be more detrimental to self-esteem than knowing that others could withhold their esteem with good reasons. This is why d’Holbach holds that being unjust to others involves a kind of injustice toward ourselves: “Tout nous prouve que violer l’équité, c’est être injuste pour soi-même, c’est nuire à ses intérêts propres, c’est se déclarer l’ennemi & de soi & des autres, c’est les autoriser à nous faire du mal” [All this proves that violating equity means to be unjust toward oneself, to violate one’s own interests, to declare oneself to be an enemy toward oneself and to others, to authorize them to violate us] (SS, 1: 108–9). Saying that if we are unjust, we lose the right to the esteem of those whom we treat unjustly and thereby injure our own self-esteem thus gives a crisp explanation of what rational self-interest in acting morally consists in. 
Taken together, these considerations indicate a sense in which self-esteem can be grounded in what is useful for society. This is exactly what d’Holbach needs in order to distinguish cases in which self-esteem is generated by erroneous group norms (such as the norms of an army unit) from cases of justified self-esteem. In this respect, d’Holbach may have identified a means by which the desire for the esteem of others can motivate virtuous behavior. Understanding justified self-esteem in this way renders self-esteem itself an aspect of justice. This is so because justified self-esteem involves recognizing the virtues of oneself and of others at the same time. For this reason, virtue-based self-esteem is comparative and competitive, but at the same time the connection with justice renders competition and comparison innocuous: “Contenue par l’equité, retenue par la raison, l’envie si naturelle à l’homme, devient une émulation utile à la Société, elle fait éclore l’activité, l’industrie, les talens, le génie” [If it is moderated by equity, by reason, envy that is so natural to humans becomes a competition that is useful for society; it makes activity, industriousness, talents, and genius come to the fore] (SS, 1:135). Hence, the kind of self-esteem that d’Holbach has in mind is comparative and competitive without being connected with adverse effects of competitive behavior. There cannot be anything wrong with striving to fulfill the demands of justice in the most perfect way, for this kind of competition leads to a more perfect realization of justice. There also cannot be anything wrong with criticizing others for falling short of fulfilling the demands of justice. Rather, because a needs-based conception of justice is not relative to particular cultural norms, these persons should be criticized for being unjust. Nor would a situation in which all fulfill the demands of justice in the most perfect way diminish self-esteem and the esteem bestowed by those who are treated fairly.  This is because respecting natural needs and rights does not derive its moral worth from the fact that others realize the same value less perfectly. Rather, it is a genuine value no matter how much of it is realized in others, and it can therefore be genuinely esteemed, both by others and by oneself.
SELF-ESTEEM AND COSMOPOLITAN DUTIES OF JUSTICE
This normative conception of self-esteem by itself does not yet indicate anything about the scope of those who fall within the compass of the relevant duties of justice. Initially, this scope appears quite limited because d’Holbach suggests that one should act in a way conducive “à se concilier l’attachement, l’approbation, l’estime & l’assistance des êtres les plus à portée de concourir à ses vues” [to  securing for oneself the affection, the approbation, the esteem, and the assistance of those beings that can contribute most to the support of one’s point of view] (SN, 1:319).  Thus, to some extent the scope of the duties of virtue depends on the scope of our interests. If our interests are understood to be narrowly restricted to the availability of security and products, the number of beings on whose assistance the availability of these goods depends would be quite limited. 
However, this cannot be d’Holbach’s intended view. A large—indeed, global—scope of duties of justice is hinted at when d’Holbach ponders what enables us to judge equitably: “Il suffit pour celà, de considérer les effets que notre conduite produit sur les êtres avec qui nous avons des rapports. Nous nous mettons alors dans leur place, & nous nous jugeons nous-mêmes, comme ils pourroient nous juger” [It suffices to consider the consequences that our actions have on the beings with whom we stand in relationships. We thereby put ourselves in their place and judge about ourselves in the way in which they could judge about ourselves] (SS, 1:156).  What matters is not so much what others could do to us but rather what others could think about us. If we know that, according to our own standards, others would be justified in thinking poorly of us, we are prevented by this knowledge from thinking well about ourselves. We know that, according to our own standards, others would be justified in thinking badly about us whenever they are affected by the adverse consequences of our unjust actions. This is why violating the natural needs of others is contrary to our own interest in being able to think well about ourselves. 
Accordingly, d’Holbach is clear that, in a world with an already tight net of economic and political relations across borders, the relevant duties of justice cannot be limited to co-nationals: “Si nous ne pouvons exiger l’amour & les bienfaits de ceux qui nous sont étrangers, nous sommes au moins en droit d’exiger qu’ils soient justes envers nous, parce que chaque individu de notre espece est en droit de l’exiger de nous” [Even if we cannot demand the love and beneficence of foreigners, we have nevertheless the right to demand that they be just toward us because every individual of our species has the right to demand it from us] (SS, 1:108). The view that the scope of duties of justice—in contrast to the scope of duties of love and beneficence—includes all members of the human species can be understood as a natural consequence of the view that the duties of justice arise from the needs common to all human beings. In this way, needs-based rights common to all humans function as the basis of moral relations that exist between individuals across territorial borders: “L’humanité est un nœud fait pour lier invisiblement le citoyens de Paris à celui de Pekin” [Humanity is a knot to connect the citizen of Paris with the citizen of Peking in an invisible way] (SS, 1: 110). Strikingly, d’Holbach not only argues for the existence of such moral relations between individuals across borders, but also holds that duties of justice across national borders should take precedence over particular duties toward family members and co-nationals (SS, 1:108). 

These considerations of the relations that connect individuals across territorial borders are also relevant for his conception of the relations between states. This is so because d’Holbach models relations between states on the pattern of relations between individuals: 
La Justice est la base du Droit des Gens; les nations ne sont que des individus de la Société universelle. . . . Un peuple doit à un autre peuple, tout ce qu’un homme doit à un autre homme. Il n’a pas deux morales pour les êtres de notre espece. . . . [L]es liens de l’humanité ou de l’équité unissent entre eux les peuples mêmes les plus étrangers, les plus éloignés, les plus divisés d’intérêts. 

[Justice is the foundation of the law of nations; nations are only individuals of the universal society. . . . One people owes to another what one human being owes to another. There are not two morals for beings of our kind. . . .  [T]he bonds of humanity or equity unite even the most foreign peoples, the most distant ones and those that diverge most in their interests.] (SS, 1:109). 
This passage raises two closely connected questions: First, in what sense does d’Holbach understand nations as a kind of individual? And second, in what sense does he understand the notion of a universal society? Unfortunately, d’Holbach offers only fragmentary, but nevertheless interesting, hints.

Readers might at first conjecture that d’Holbach takes up the person-of-the-state tradition that was highly influential in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century political thought. According to this tradition, the state can be understood as an individual in the sense of an abstract entity to which the actions of its representatives can be attributed.
 D’Holbach does not have anything so abstract in mind. Rather, he analyzes the state as a collection of concrete individuals—a collection that itself can be regarded as an individual insofar as collections of concrete individuals are capable of collective action (which may explain why he uses “nation” and “people” interchangeably):

Les nations sont susceptibles des mêmes passions, & tourmentés des mêmes vices que les individus; elles ne sont en effet que des amas des individus. Les moeurs nationales, les usages bons ou mauvais, les opinions vraies ou fausses des peuples ne sont jamais que les résultats soit de l’ignorance, soit de la raison plus ou moins exercée du plus grand nombre de ceux dont un corps politique est composé. . . . Un peuple est injuste, inhumain, sanguinaire, parce que les hommes qui le composent sont élevés & nourris dans des principes insociables.

[Nations are susceptible to the same passions and are tortured by the same vices as individuals; they are in fact nothing but masses of individuals. The national mores, the good or bad customs, the true or false opinions of nations are never anything other than the results either of the ignorance or the more or less applied rationality of the largest part of those of whom a political body is composed. . . . A people is unjust, inhuman, bloody, because the humans that compose it are disdainful and brought up according to unsociable principles.] (MU, 2:6–7)

Thus, for d’Holbach, nations are capable of acting in the sense that the greatest numbers of the individuals that constitute nations are capable of collective action. Hence, the duties of nations are the same as those of individuals because the actions of nations are nothing but sums of individual actions attributed to nations. Conversely, if a nation violates these duties, the dishonor that accrues to the nation also carries over to the individuals that constitute it:

Les peuples se déshonorent & se rendent coupables aux yeux des autres peuples par les mêmes crimes & les mêmes actions qui rendent les individus odieux ou méprisables. Les attentats, les perfidies, les iniquités des souverains retombent presque toujours sur les nations, que l’on regarde comme complices des excès auxquels on ne les voit pas refuser de se prêter. 

[Peoples dishonor themselves and make themselves culpable in the eyes of other peoples through their crimes and the same actions that make individuals hateful or contemptible. The violent acts, breaches of trust, and injustice of sovereigns almost always fall back on the peoples, whom one regards as the accomplices in the excesses to which one does not observe them to refuse to participate.] (MU, 2:22)

The excesses of the sovereigns thus can be attributed to the citizens insofar as it would have been possible for the citizens to prevent these excesses from happening. In this sense, the vicious actions of sovereigns can be seen as the outcome of the culpable omissions of citizens. The duties of nations are thus the same as the duties of individuals because the actions that can be ascribed to nations can be regarded as the outcome of the actions and omissions of the individuals that constitute them. 

The second question concerns the sense of the notion of a universal society. D’Holbach connects the idea of common human needs with the concept of world citizenship:

Le genre humain entier forme une vaste société, dont les nations diverses sont les membres répandus sur la face de la terre . . . , conformés de la même maniere, sujets aux mêmes besoins, formant les mêmes desirs, occupés du soin de se conserver, de se procurer le bien-être, & d’écarter la douleur. La nature ayant rendu semblables à ces égards tous les citoyens du monde, il s’ensuit que la conformité de leur essence les rapproche, met des rapports entr’eux, fait qu’ils agissent de même, & que leurs actions ont une influence nécessaire sur leur existence, sur leur bonheur ou leur malheur réciproques.   

[The entire human species forms a vast society, of which the different nations are the different members dispersed over the face of the earth . . . , formed in the same way, subject to the same needs, forming the same desires, occupied by the care of preserving oneself, of securing for oneself well-being, and of keeping away pain. Since nature has rendered similar in these respects all the citizens of the world, it follows that the conformity of their essence renders them close to each other, establishes relations between them, and brings it about that they act in the same way and that their actions have a necessary influence on their existence, on their mutual happiness or unhappiness.] (MU, 2:2–3)

Thus, the universal society does not reduce to a society of states. Rather, the society of states is based on the universal society of all human beings. This is why individuals are described as “citizens of the world.” Moreover, this society of all human beings originates with the similarities of humans and the fact that they have a mutual influence on each other. From these similarities and mutual influences arise moral duties to respect the natural needs and rights of others. If this is indeed how the similarity of humans establishes morally binding relations between them, then the universal society, in d’Holbach’s view, consists of mutual duties between individuals whose actions have a mutual influence on their well-being and therefore extends as far as the mutual influence extends. Moreover, since the duties between individuals carry over to peoples, the mutual duties between peoples make peoples themselves members of the universal society.

This characterization of the universal society leaves unspecified what concrete duties fall on individuals and peoples. D’Holbach makes a number of scattered but thematically related remarks suggesting that, in his view, perhaps the most important duty of individuals is to develop a reflective attitude toward their own actions—an attitude that examines the proximate and remote effects of our action on the happiness of individuals and societies (SS, 1:121). Of course, d’Holbach is aware that developing such a reflective attitude takes effort. But in his view, it is perhaps the central duty that individuals have with respect to international justice. He notes that the origin of evil acts is much less frequently a conscious will to do something bad than it is mere thoughtlessness about the consequences of our actions (SS, 1:130). He is clear that this applies not only to the actions of individuals but also to the actions of those representing the state (SS, 1:130). Once we reflect upon the consequences of our actions, he suggests, we will be much less inclined to do things that actively contribute to unacceptable outcomes. 
Moreover, the duty of developing a reflective attitude toward one’s own actions also makes clear why we should not be content with self-esteem based on self-deception. Self-deception is a short-lived strategy—a strategy that will not lead to stable self-esteem:

Il est bien difficile de continuer longtemps à se tromper soi-même; rien n’est plus pénible que de tromper toujours les autres. Tôt ou tard les illusions disparoissent. Nul homme ne peut s’imposer, quand il se demandera de bonne foi, si dans chaque position où le sort l’a placé, les êtres avec lesquels il a quelques rapports, ont vraiment lieu d’être satisfaits de sa conduite; ou si, en se mettant en leur place, il seroit content de ceux qui en agiroient de la même façon avec lui.
[It is quite difficult to continue for a long time to deceive oneself; nothing is more painful than deceiving all others all the time. Sooner or later, illusions disappear. No one can deceive himself when he asks himself with good faith whether, in each position in which fate has placed him, the beings with whom he stands in relation really have occasion to be satisfied with his conduct, or whether, by putting himself in their place, he would be content with those dealing in the same way with him.] (SS, 1:166)

Thus, what speaks against relying on self-deception is not only that self-deception involves effort and the risk of failing to convince others but also that developing a reflective attitude toward one’s own actions will soon dispel self-deception. 
The duty to develop a reflective attitude toward our own actions also explains why we should want to respect the virtue of modesty (tempérance), understood as the readiness “de nous abstenir de ce qui appartient aux autres ou leur est utile” (to keep away from what belongs to others or is useful to them” (SS, 1:110). D’Holbach applies the notion of modesty both to individuals and to peoples and makes clear that violating modesty indicates a distorted attitude toward honor: 

La passion pour les richesses . . . tend visiblement à dissoudre les liens de la Société . . . , à étouffer les vrais sentimens de l’honneur. La rapacité des Princes est la vraie cause des injustices & des violences qu’ils exercent sur leurs sujets. L’avarice des citoyens est la vraie source des cols, des rapines, des fraudes & des dissentions que nous voyons régner. 

[The passion for wealth . . . evidently tends toward dissolving the bonds of society . . . [and] toward suffocating the true feelings of honor. The rapaciousness of princes is the true cause of the injustice and the violence that they exert with respect to their subjects. The greed of citizens is the true source of the thefts, the robberies, the frauds, and the conflicts that we see reigning.] (SS, 1:134). 

Among the greed-induced robberies committed by European nations and individuals, d’Holbach explicitly counts slavery and colonialism. Thus, in the context of his discussion of the vices of merchants, he accuses the Europeans of sacrificing countless human lives for “useless products” (inutilités) from their colonies, and he condemns the slave trade as an expression of cold-blooded avarice that “réduit le crime en systeme” [reduces crime to a system] (MU, 2:319). Thus, the injustices committed due to greed—that is, due to a lack of modesty—both by nations and by individuals have a clear international dimension. D’Holbach indicates in his characterization of modesty that such injustices consist not only in the violation of ownership rights but also in the violation of what is useful for others. Most plausibly, the relevant sense of “useful” here is related to d’Holbach’s conception of natural needs that give rise to natural rights. If this is what he has in mind here, it becomes clear why he regards modesty, even when it relates merely to what is “useful” for others, as a virtue that is an outflow (émanation) of justice (SS, 1:110). 

This kinship between modesty and justice also explains why d’Holbach believes that acting contrary to modesty destroys the feeling of honor. As he defines it, “le véritable honneur est . . . le droit que nous avons à l’estime de nos concitoyens & à notre propre estime. Ce droit ne peut être appuyé que sur le bien que nous faisons” [true honor is . . . the right that we have to the esteem of our co-citizens and to our own esteem. This right can be based only on the good that we do] (SS, 2:152). Something analogous holds with respect to the honor of nations: “Cet honneur consiste à mériter l’estime des autres nations” [This honor consists in deserving the esteem of other nations] (MU, 2:22). What matters for d’Holbach is not whether we have the power to force the oppressed into expressing esteem for us. He acknowledges that power can force others into paying involuntary reverences (SN, 1:320). But it is exactly the involuntary nature of forced reverences that makes them worthless as a foundation for self-esteem. By contrast, the most important basis for self-esteem lies in the insight that, according to the standard of the needs and rights common to all humans, we have the right to be esteemed. Insofar as modesty respects the rights and needs of others, it gives good reasons for believing that we have the right to be esteemed and, thereby, gives good reasons for having self-esteem.

Finally, d’Holbach hints that the duties of peoples may also include the higher responsibility to ensure that individuals fulfill the duties that they owe to other individuals in distant regions: “[Un peuple] ne doit pas manquer aux égards que des citoyens du monde sont en droit d’exiger les uns des autres” [(A people) must not neglect the respect that the citizens of the world have a right to demand from each other] (MU, 2:4). Thus peoples have, in addition to duties in international relations, also higher-order duties that ensure that the duties that arise between individuals are fulfilled. Duties of the first kind arise because peoples form a universal society; duties of the second kind arise for this reason and because individuals themselves are citizens of the world. In both respects, the duties of international justice that, in d’Holbach’s view, underlie justified self-esteem possess genuinely cosmopolitan aspects. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS
D’Holbach’s response to the problem of the motivation of cosmopolitanism thus is embedded in an account of the role of self-esteem for moral motivation. In response to the concern that the desire for self-esteem may lead to a merely conventional morality, d’Holbach develops a conception of justified self-esteem that is bound to the idea of justifiability of one’s action to all of those who are affected by it. Through his emphasis on common human needs and the ensuing natural rights, d’Holbach indicates that there might be some personal qualities that are truly beneficial, namely, those that respect the common needs and rights of all humans. Such qualities are sensitive to values that do not depend on the contingent norms of a particular society; rather, they express a general morality based on natural needs and natural rights. Respecting the natural needs and rights of others is valuable both for those whose needs and rights are respected and for the agent, because self-esteem presupposes the knowledge that one deserves the esteem of others. This knowledge can be based only on the awareness that one’s actions are genuinely useful to others. In d’Holbach’s view, being virtuous in the sense of respecting the natural needs and rights of others is a necessary condition of justified self-esteem, and the natural need for self-esteem and the esteem of others functions as the central motivation for acting morally. Conversely, if we believe that others have reasons for disesteeming us, we know that we do not deserve the positive feedback that is crucial for maintaining our self-esteem. In this way, d’Holbach’s notion of justified self-esteem hinges on common norms that apply to all particular groups. At the same time, these norms avoid the negative effects of comparison and competition since the more perfectly we will fulfill these norms, the more others will have reason to esteem us.

Owing to the universal nature of human needs and the rights arising from them, the duties of justice connected with justified self-esteem must, in d’Holbach’s view, include duties of international justice. This argument deserves attention because it sets d’Holbach’s account of self-esteem apart from recent claims by liberal nationalists who maintain that self-esteem is essentially bound to membership in national communities. This claim tends to obscure the importance that the idea of membership in an all-embracing human society could have for the constitution of justified self-esteem. D’Holbach’s conception of justified self-esteem therefore suggests some persuasive responses to recent criticisms of the cosmopolitan tradition: First, against the criticism that the eighteenth-century figure of the cosmopolitan is largely a matter of rhetoric, we can observe that d’Holbach uses the idea of needs common to all humans to explain the origin of rights common to all humans. This is why he believes that to respect the natural needs of all those affected by the consequences of our actions is a demand of justice. Since he takes obligations of justice to be constitutive of society, he understands obligations of justice across borders to be constitutive of a society embracing individuals from different peoples. Moreover, given the development of global causal chains of economic and political action during the eighteenth century, he maintains that such a society cannot be smaller than an all-encompassing human society. This is why d’Holbach’s conception of the origin of cosmopolitan obligations clearly goes beyond mere rhetoric. Second, against the criticism that early modern cosmopolitanism is essentially connected with views concerning Western hegemony, we can note that d’Holbach’s emphasis on basic human needs and rights is not bound to values idiosyncratic to the Western tradition. Quite to the contrary: D’Holbach is highly critical of central features of Western hegemony such as colonialism and an unfair order of international trade precisely because these features violate basic human needs and rights. 
This also answers the third criticism—that self-esteem is essentially bound to national allegiances. D’Holbach accepts that our desire for self-esteem presupposes the duty to preserve national honor. By implication, he would not deny the constitutive role of national allegiances for self-esteem. However, he is clear that national allegiances can never justify the violation of the natural needs and rights of others, no matter how (geographically or culturally) distant they may be from our perspective. Rather, the desire for personal and national honor is exactly what motivates us to respect these needs and rights. Against the fourth criticism—that cosmopolitanism lacks an account of moral motivation—we can observe that, for d’Holbach, it is rational self-interest that motivates us to accept duties of justices toward everyone affected by our actions. In his view, respecting the basic needs and rights of all those affected by the consequences of our actions, again no matter how geographically or culturally distant they may be from us or from our perspective, is a necessary condition of the belief that we have a right to hold ourselves in good esteem. The desire for justified self-esteem thus turns out to be a crucial motivating force behind fulfilling duties of justice across borders. Consequently, d’Holbach offers a strong argument for why fulfilling cosmopolitan duties of justice not only is a psychological possibility, but also may fulfill a deep human need for justified self-esteem. 

An earlier version of the article was presented at the Department of Philosophy at the University of Helsinki in March 2013. Heartfelt thanks to Markku Roinila for his kind invitation and to all those present for their perceptive comments.





� Mary Helen McMurran, “The New Cosmopolitanism and the Eighteenth Century,” Eighteenth-Century Studies 47 (2013): 22.


� Nathan Glazer, “Limits of Loyalty,” in For Love of Country?, ed. Joshua Cohen (Boston: Beacon Press, 2002), 61–65, 64.


� See David Miller, On Nationality (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995). For a critique of nationalism, see Martha C. Nussbaum, “Patriotism and Cosmopolitanism,” Boston Review, October 1, 1994, http://www.bostonreview.net/Martha-nussbaum-patriotism-and-cosmopolitanism (accessed May 27, 2015), which spawned the essays in For Love of Country?


� See Yael Tamir, Liberal Nationalism (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ. Press, 1993), 96; Jeff McMahan, “The Limits of National Partiality,” in The Morality of Nationalism, ed. Robert McKim and Jeff McMahan (New York and Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 1997), 107–38, especially 111, 119–21; Catherine Frost, Morality and Nationalism (London and New York: Routledge, 2006), 25–28. For critical discussion of the alleged connection between nationalism and self-esteem, see Jeff Spinner-Halev and Elizabeth Theiss-Morse, “National Identity and Self-Esteem,” Perspectives on Politics 1 (2003): 515–32; Gillian Brock and Quentin D. Atkinson, “What Can Examining the Psychology of Nationalism Tell Us about Our Prospects for Aiming at the Cosmopolitan Vision?,” Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 11 (2008): 165–79.


� See Patti Tamara Lenard, “Motivating Cosmopolitanism? A Skeptical View,” Journal of Moral Philosophy 7 (2010): 346–71.


� For general expositions, see Virgil W. Topazio, D’Holbach’s Moral Philosophy: Its Background and Development (Geneva: Institut et Musée Voltaire, 1956); Pierre Naville, Paul Thiry d’Holbach et la philosophie scientifique au XVIIIe siècle, Nouvelle édition revue et augmentée (Paris: Gallimard, 1967); Domenico di Iasio, Il pensiero politico di d’Holbach: Pregiudizi, diritti e privilegi (Bari: Levante, 1993); on the analysis of emotions in d’Holbach’s political philosophy, see Josiane Boulad-Ayoub, “‘L’homme de la raison future’ et la politique naturelle des passions,” in Matérialistes français du XVIIIe siècle. La Mettrie, Helvétius, d’Holbach, ed. Sophie Audidière et al. (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 2006), 255–68; on the significance of matters of style, see Alain Sandrier, Le style philosophique du baron d’Holbach: Conditions et contraintes du prosélytisme athée en France dans la seconde moitié du XVIIIe siècle (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2004); on d’Holbach and clandestinism, see La lettre clandestine 22 (2014). 


� Michael Walzer, Spheres of Justice: A Defense of Pluralism and Equality (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), 274–76.


� Avishai Margalit, The Decent Society, trans. Naomi Goldblum (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1996), 44.


� Robert Nozick, Anarchy, State, and Utopia (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1974), 244–45. For a detailed overview of recent debates about self-esteem, see Falk Bornmüller, Selbstachtung: Anspruch und normative Geltung affirmativer Selbstverhältnisse (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2012).


� In this essay I quote from the original editions of d’Holbach’s writings, all available online at the Gallica website of the Bibliothèque Nationale: [Paul Henri Thiry, baron d’Holbach], Systême social; Ou Principes naturels de la morale et de la politique. Avec un examen de l’influence du gouvernement sur les moeurs, 3 vols. (London, 1773), cited parenthetically in the text as SS; [d’Holbach], La morale universelle; ou, Les devoirs de l’homme fondés sur sa nature, 3 vols. (Amsterdam: Marc Michel Rey, 1776), henceforth cited parenthetically in the text as MU; [d’Holbach], Systême de la nature, ou des loix du monde physique et du monde moral, 2 vols. (London, 1780), henceforth cited parenthetically in the text as SN. Translations are my own; I have consulted with the English translation in d’Holbach, The System of Nature . . . with Notes by Diderot, trans. H. D. Robinson (New York: G. W. & A. J. Matsell, 1835) and the German translation in �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Holbach%27s"�Holbach’s� �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=sociales"�sociales� �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=System"�System�: �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=oder"�oder� �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=natu%CC%88rliche"�natürliche� �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Principien"�Principien� der �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Moral"�Moral� und der Politik; mit einer �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Untersuchung"�Untersuchung� �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=u%CC%88ber"�über� den �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Einfluss"�Einfluss� der �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Regierung"�Regierung� �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=auf"�auf� die �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Sitten"�Sitten�, trans. �HYPERLINK "http://stabikat.de/DB=1/SET=2/TTL=1/MAT=/NOMAT=T/CLK?IKT=1016&TRM=Johann"�Johann� Umminger, 3 vols. (Leipzig: T. Thomas, 1898).


� John Locke, Two Treatises of Government: A Critical Edition with an Introduction and Apparatus Criticus, ed. Peter Laslett (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1960), 2:31, 36, 38.


� On the origins of the person-of-the-state tradition, see Quentin Skinner, Visions of Politics, vol. 3, Hobbes and Civil Science (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press 2002), ch. 6.






