
Note on the Text 

The text of this edition is Thomas Nugent's translation (London: 
Nourse, 1750) of the first French edition (Geneva: Barillot, 
1748). In order to preserve the flavor of the eighteenth-century 
translation, the original spelling and punctuation have been pre-
served, except in the case of some proper names and place names. 
The capitalization of words within chapter titles has been 
standardized, and what were clearly printer's errors have been 
corrected. In addition, the placement of some of Montesquieu's 
footnotes has been altered so that the reader is not interrupted 
mid-phrase or mid-sentence. 

Montesquieu was indeed fortunate to procure such an able trans-
lator as Thomas Nugent. At the time he undertook his work on 
Montesquieu, Nugent had already completed English translations 
of Dubos's Reflexions critiques sur la poésie et la peinture (1719) and 
Burlamaqui's Principes du droit naturel (1748), and later in his 
career, after completing his translation of The Spirit of Laws, 
Nugent went on to produce English editions of Voltaire's Essai sur 
les moeurs (1756), Rousseau'sEmile (1762), and works by Hénault 
and Grosley. Furthermore, as late as 1916 Thomas Nugent's 
Pocket-Dictionary of the French and English Languages (1 767) was 
still being revised and reprinted. 

Montesquieu's satisfaction with Nugent's efforts on his behalf 
is evident in a letter dated October 18, 1750. " I cannot help 
myself, sir," Montesquieu wrote to Nugent, "from giving you my 
thanks. I gave them to you already, because you translated for me; 
I give them to you now because you translated so well. Your 
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translation has no other fault than that of the original; and I must 
remain indebted to you for disguising them so well. It seems you 
wished to convey my style as well, and you created this re-
semblance qualem decet esse sororum. " 1 No doubt part of Nugent's 
success was his obvious appreciation for the subject matter of The 
Spirit of Laws. In the dedication to the 1766 edition of his transla-
tion he compared Montesquieu's importance to that of Cicero and 
remarked that "whoever finds a pleasure in perusing The Spirit of 
Laws must be deemed to have greatly improved in the study of 
politics and jurisprudence." 

The chief criticism one need make of Thomas Nugent is that in 
the years after 1750 he did not revise his text to keep abreast of the 
changes Montesquieu made in the original edition of 1748. The 
most important of these textual alterations resulted from ecclesias-
tical attacks on his work (see Appendix I), and it was in the 1757, 
posthumous edition of The Spirit of Laws, supervised by François 
Richer, that some of the contemplated changes were made. The 
legacy of Nugent's oversight in failing to revise his translation to 
keep pace with Montesquieu's revisions of the original has been 
considerable textual ambiguity in previous English-language edi-
tions of The Spirit of Laws. No English-language edition has 
faithfully presented the text of the 1757 edition. An 1823 London 
edition of Nugent's translation bore on its title page the immodest 
advertisement "A New Edition Carefully Revised and Compared 
with the Best Paris Edition," but even a cursory examination 
reveals that many changes made in the 1757 edition were not 
reflected in the English text. The Bohn's Standard Library edition, 
edited in two volumes by J . V. Prichard (London: G. Bell, 1878), 
similarly ignored changes made in the 1757 edition, as did, more 

1 "Montesquieu to Nugen t , " in Nagel, I I I , p. 1333. 
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recently, the well-known Hafner edition of 1949, with an Intro-
duction by Franz Neumann, in which no attempt was made to 
establish the text either of the original edition of 1748 or that of 
the posthumous edition of 1757.2 Given the textual confusion 
within existing English editions of The Spirit of Laws, it has 
seemed advisable to utilize the text of the original edition for this 
compendium. This will enable the reader to first approach the text 
as originally conceived by Montesquieu and then, by means of the 
notes, to assess the changes Montesquieu made in response to his 
critics. 

2 An important new chapter on slavery, for example, was not incorporated, 
and numerous other, substantive changes made forthe 1757 edition are similarly 
absent from the work. (See Book XV, note 12, for an English translation of the 
chapter on slavery previously absent from English editions of The Spirit of 
Laws.) 


