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1. We should all read Condorcet on abolition – or should we? 
The following is a discussion of a French late-eighteenth-century philosopher and of his argument for the abolition of slavery. Until very recently, political philosophers tended not to spend time on the topic of slavery at all, using the concept to refer to the political subordination of white men under a non-democratic government.  And once historians of philosophy began to explore the question, they found that when it came to thinking about the selling and buying of human beings, many of our ‘canonical’ philosophers were very much wanting on the moral front. We find outright racism in Kant and Hume, and very little engagement, if any, with transatlantic slavery in those philosophers who sweetened their coffee with the product of the trade. Most of the abolitionist writing of the eighteenth century was produced by philosophers outside the canon. It was the work of quakers, such as Anthony Benezet, or John Woolman, people who had themselves been enslaved, like Cugoano and Equiano, or philosophers who struggled to be accepted by the establishment because they were women, like Olympe de Gouges. Nicolas de Condorcet was one of the exceptions[footnoteRef:2]. A member of the Académie Française, the heir to Voltaire and Dalembert, employed at the ministry of finance, under Turgot and Necker, member of the Girondins, and co-founder of the French abolitionist society ‘Les Amis des Noirs’, Condorcet is perhaps the only prominent and established philosopher of the period to have written a work of philosophy entirely dedicated to arguing for the abolition of slavery, Reflexions sur l’Esclavage des Noirs (1781). [footnoteRef:3]  This is a good reason, prima facie, to read him.[footnoteRef:4]  [2:  Denis Diderot produced work critical of slavery as part of his and Raynal’s Histoire des deux Indes as well as in his and Dalembert’s Encyclopedia. What distinguished Diderot from other abolitionists of his time is that he seems to have believed that words could only fail, and that slavery would come to be abolished through violence. ]  [3:  I use the text from the first edition. I cite the page number on the facsimile and on the pdf provided by Gallica: https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/bpt6k823018?rk=42918;4 All translations are mine. ]  [4:  Olympe de Gouges, whom we will talk about in a later section, claimed to have started her own abolitionist work, the play Zamore et Mirza ou l’Heureux Nauffrage in 1780. ] 

Now for the reasons not to read him: 
Olúfẹ́mi O. Táíwò pointed out in a 2018 chapter that making excuses for white philosophers’s racism when there are Black philosophers we could be reading instead oughtn’t to be our priority: 
[A]ll we need do is take very seriously the history of people in different parts of Africa and just simply dismiss, yes, dismiss Hume as an uninformed bigot rather than confer respectability on his rubbish by arguing with it as if there is some way, outside of prejudice, that it might be worthy of another look (“Of Problem Moderns and Excluded Moderns”, 22).
Condorcet is no Hume: he spent quite some time genuinely, energetically and publicly fighting against slavery. Still, he unfortunately uses premises in his argument for abolition that are rightly termed ‘rubbish’.  He suggests that slavery has rendered all Black people (including those not yet born) childlike, and that as a result, emancipation should happen gradually, keeping everyone enslaved for at least fifteen more years, and completing the process over a period of fifty years. Finding excuses for Condorcet, when we could instead investigate the arguments of Black abolitionist authors such as Olaudah Equiano, Ottobah Cugoano, or Maria W. Stewart, seems like a waste of time. So why talk about Condorcet’s abolitionist arguments at all? There are, I believe, at least two good reasons, rather than prima facie ones, to study him. 
The first reason is that those who wrote about slavery during the abolitionist years (from the mid-eighteenth to the mid-nineteenth century) either to abolish it or support it, shared a context, both political and philosophical. Studying this context may help deepen and sharpen our understanding of why it took white western humans so long to abolish slavery, and why so many now are still incapable of treating the descendants of the enslaved as their equals. From the beginning of the movement, prejudice against the enslaved was embedded in the arguments of abolitionists and reading Condorcet’s heartfelt attack on slavery is a clear example of this phenomenon. 
The second reason is related to the first. Granted that the bad argument Condorcet wields in his Reflexions was fairly common at the time he was writing, it was not inevitable that he should embrace it. Others – we will see – resisted it, and we could have expected Condorcet, a philosopher of staunch principles and integrity, to have addressed certain objections to his views. Showing that he could have taken these objections into account, but did not, helps measure the full extent of his failure as a philosopher to help abolish slavery.
In the following sections, I will start by looking at the historical and philosophical context of Condorcet’s argument, showing how he appealed to an argument similar to that used by his anti-abolitionist adversaries, an argument belonging in the Aristotelian tradition of defending slavery as natural. I call this the Childhood Argument. I will then, in section three, consider in more details Condorcet’s own version of the Childhood Argument and its role in bringing about the conclusion that gradual abolition is appropriate. In section four, I consider four objections to Condorcet’s childhood argument. Each of these was formulated in or around the time Condorcet was writing. And all of them were formulated by women philosophers.[footnoteRef:5] I conclude that the childhood argument, which marred Condorcet’s abolitionist views, was one that he could have avoided making.   [5:  This, I just remark on because it is evidence that the recovery work on women philosophers conducted over the last few decades is opening up the philosophical landscape.] 


2. How the French Revolutionaries chose not to abolish slavery
In a 1781 book in which he argued for the abolition of slavery, Condorcet wrote the following:
If, however, there is a kind of certainty that a man is not able to exercise his rights, and that if we allow him to, he will abuse of them against others, or against himself, then society can consider him as having lost his rights, or not having acquired them. This is why young children, imbeciles, and mad men do not benefit from certain natural rights. Again, if their education or the degradation that comes from slavery, the corruption of morals which necessarily follows the vices and example of their masters, the slaves of European colonies have become incapable of fulfilling the function of free men, we can treat them (at least until the habit of freedom has given them back what they lost in slavery) like those men for whom bad luck or illness has deprived of a part of their faculties, to whom we cannot leave the full exercise of their rights without exposing them to harm others or themselves, and who need not only the protection of laws, but the care of humanity (Reflexions sur l’Esclavage ,15/30). 
What Condorcet is arguing, in this passage, is that even though slavery is wrong, because no-one ought to be deprived of their liberty, there are people who are not fit to enjoy liberty, because they are either too young, or have developmental disabilities. The latter may be brought on by bad luck, illness, or bad treatment, and, Condorcet says, those who have been enslaved are among that last category. Condorcet concludes that the enslaved should not be freed immediately, because, like children, they are not capable of handling it without harming others or themselves. 
The Childhood Argument, i.e. the argument for the conclusion that the enslaved ought not to be freed because they were, in a sense, like children, was also used by others, including Condorcet’s opponents, the anti-abolitionist members of the Club Massiac, and adopted by the French Legislative Assembly when they proposed it in May 1791. It was also a somewhat common move in American abolitionist circles in the 1770s, to blame the inhumane treatment of the enslaved for their stunted moral and intellectual development, and to liken them to children.[footnoteRef:6] The ubiquity of the Childhood Argument should alert us that there is something to that argument that requires more investigation, not because it may turn out to be a good argument, but because examining it may help us understand some aspects of the abolitionist debates of the 18th century. I will begin by looking at the argument that was presented in May 1791, to the Assembly, in order to block a proposal for the abolition of slavery.[footnoteRef:7] The argument below was accepted, and slavery was not abolished:  [6:  See, for instance, Theodore Parsons 1773 ‘Forensic Dispute on the Legality of Enslaving Africans’, and John Woolman 1754 ‘Some Considerations on the Keeping of Negros’, both discussed in Jorati, (Slavery and Race in the Eighteenth Century, 59-63). The Childhood Argument is also a version of what Julia Jorati (‘The Effects of Slavery on Enslaved People’) recently called ‘effects-of-slavery’ arguments. Here I focus more specifically on the mechanisms of the Childhood Argument, and in particular, what could make a philosopher so thoroughly concerned with justice as Condorcet embrace it and use it to withhold emancipation from the oppressed.]  [7:  Note that this took place ten years after the publication of Condorcet’s book, so Condorcet is not responding to anything that happened in the Assembly. He was, however, responding to similar arguments rehearsed by plantation owners at the time he was writing. We know Condorcet had at least one source of knowledge on the matter, via his friend Thomas Jefferson. ] 

The National Assembly, concerned with all means to ensure the prosperity of the colonies and to allow the citizens who live there to benefit from the advantages of the constitution […] has acknowledged that the men responsible for labour and cultivation in the colonies are, due to their lack of enlightenment and their displacement from their homeland, in a state of prolonged minority. This situation seems to require that the protection of the law be modified with regard to them, as it is with children, under the immediate authority of the family government, and seems to necessitate the inclusion of some exceptions to general principles in the colonial constitution (Dupont de Nemours ‘Instruction pour les colonies’, 263).[footnoteRef:8] [8:  My translation and my emphases.] 

The Assembly thereby recognised the enslaved as children who needed to be cared for under a domestic government and could not become emancipated. When asked for an explanation of the status of the enslaved, Dupont de Nemours insist that they must be ‘under the protection of domestic government’, that they are part of the family, but not of society, and that their master is as a father to them, as the ‘pater familias’ was to his slaves in Roman times (‘Instruction pour les colonies’, 264). But, Dupont de Nemours adds, the enslaved are to be considered as ‘minors.’ So unlike the pater familias’s actual children, who would eventually grow out of their immaturity and become members of society as well as of family and therefore must be given the means to independence through education, the enslaved must be forever under the tutelage of their masters. It follows that the duty of care of the masters towards their slaves, the ‘protection of family government’ does not extend to helping the enslaved mature as they cannot in fact become part of society. So what does their duty of protection extend to? Here imagination must supply what was – no doubt purposefully – left out. The enslaved must be kept alive, and if possible, disease free, because they are needed for work. But they need not be treated like soon-to-be-adult human beings and future members of civil society. Further than that, Dupont de Nemours expresses the hope that the French colonies might do what the Spanish colonies did: grant the enslaved Sundays off (‘Instruction pour les colonies’, 264). 
Let us reconstruct the argument: 
The Legislative Assembly’s Childhood Argument
1. The enslaved are like children but in a state of prolonged minority.
2. Children are subject to family government until they achieve majority.
3. Slavery is family government: the white master is a pater familias. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  There is also one very literal way in which Planters were parents to the enslaved – through the rape of enslaved women both as a form of domination, and as a way of increasing their ‘stock’. ] 

4. The enslaved will never achieve a state akin to majority.
5.  Therefore the enslaved must be kept in slavery.
This argument has much in common with Aristotle’s highly influential and infamous natural slavery argument from Book I of the Politics.[footnoteRef:10] But it also departs from it in some ways. According to Aristotle, slaves are by nature incapable of ruling themselves as they lack the necessary intellectual apparatus – practical reason – so must depend on others to rule them for their survival (1254b20). But masters do not take on the work of ruling slaves for the good of the slaves only: it is in their interest to do so because slaves are also naturally suited to hard labour (1254b29). So to the master, a slave is an instrument whose nature is to be used (1253b30). And while Aristotle suggests that being ruled is good for slaves as they cannot direct their own lives, masters don’t have to take the slaves interest into account. Slaves are benefitted accidentally, because they can’t take care of themselves.[footnoteRef:11]  [10:  Here I bypass the discussion of whether Aristotle believed that the Natural Slavery argument could be used to justify actual slavery on the grounds that this was how it was used from the 16th century onwards to justify Transatlantic slavery (see Jorati, Slavery and Race: Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, 9-10). ]  [11:  This interpretation of the argument is offered in Jorati Slavery and Race: Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, 13.] 

Aristotle’s take on the child-parent relationship, on the other hand, is that it aims at the good of both parties and therefore has to take into account the interest of the ruled. While the slave has no deliberative reason, the (male) child is merely immature (1260a14) What differentiates a (male) child from a slave, for Aristotle, is the temporary nature of their incapacity to rule themselves. In everything except age children are their father’s equals (1259b15) as they will one day be fathers and so will their own children, and they will one day become citizens (1260b17). 
One version of this part of Aristotle’s argument looks like this: 
Aristotle’s Childhood Argument at 1260a14-17
1. Some categories of people must be ruled by others either temporarily or permanently because they are not capable of ruling themselves.
2. Children are temporarily incapable of ruling themselves. 
3. Natural slaves are permanently incapable of ruling themselves.
4. Those who cannot rule themselves must be ruled by others who can rule them (free men) or they cannot live.
5. Children must live under parental rule until the time they can rule themselves.
6. Natural slaves must live under the permanent rule of free men in order to ensure their survival.
Note that the relevant difference here between children and natural slaves is that (male) children eventually come to rule themselves and others. This is an important difference for Aristotle who regards the enslaved as permanently incapable of ruling themselves, which justifies their enslavement and careless treatment, while children, who are capable of becoming rulers, need careful nurturing. Saying that the enslaved are in ‘extended childhood’ means that for all intent and purposes, they are no better than Aristotle’s slaves – they cannot rule themselves and there is no point teaching them to, as they cannot learn. There is, then, something deeply hypocritical in the argument pushed by the French planters: by calling the enslaved ‘children’ they are pretending that they have their interests at heart and that they are protecting them, when at best, they think that the enslaved are accidentally benefitted by being ruled because, like domestic animals, they cannot care for themselves. 
The Childhood Argument is really, then, only a way of making the usual arguments that captured Africans were ‘natural slaves’ more palatable to an ‘enlightened’ society. It suggests that the enslaved, while they should not be freed, are considered as children by their masters, and being treated as a child is a step up from being treated as a tool or a beast of burden.[footnoteRef:12] The members of the Assembly who voted for the project could rest assured that the enslaved would not be abused, that they would be cared for by their masters as if they were their children. This was very much an illusion. The treatment of slaves in the colonies remained cruel and violent.  And the provision of ‘extended’ childhood meant that slaves were not expected to grow up, so that they could never escape the domination of their masters. The proposal that the enslaved would be better off remaining under the rule of their masters because they were children also completely bypassed the objection that many children are abused (even more so before child labour laws were introduced), including by their parents – being a perpetual child often was the guarantee of an early death.  [12:  This does lead to questions as to whether the violent treatment, or even the enslavement of animals is justified – also important, I think. But we’ll work with the 18th century belief that human beings have a particular dignity which sets them apart from the rest of the animal world.] 


3. Condorcet on the childlike condition of the enslaved 
Condorcet's first self-standing piece of writing against slavery Réflexions sur l'Esclavage des Nègres, was published in 1781.[footnoteRef:13] In that text he argued that slavery was an absolute evil which ought to be abolished, and that all slave owners and plantation managers were despicable, morally corrupt individuals who were owed no compensation for any economic loss brought on by the abolition of slavery. But Condorcet nonetheless agreed with some aspects of the Planter’s argument as he believed that the enslaved had been reduced to a condition akin to prolonged childhood, in which they could not care for themselves. The development of the enslaved, he argued, had been stunted by violent treatment and lack of education. If they lacked intellectual and moral maturity, it was because they had been prevented from developing according to their nature. For some, this was unfortunately a permanent impairment. They would need to be cared for if they were emancipated, so a suitable framework of care would need to be put in place before they were freed. But for others, who were still young enough, the problem could be remedied in time. The solution is to educate them, help them develop their knowledge and reason, but not free them until this has been achieved. Condorcet therefore recommends gradual emancipation for the good of the enslaved.  [13:  Before that, he had written against slavery in his 'Remarques sur Les Pensées de Pascal' in 1776, arguing that any distinction between the rights of black and white came from a 'false principle of conscience'.] 

Waiting, and doing things progressively, according to Condorcet, will ensure the future well-being of enslaved men and women who are not, at present, capable of joining civil life and thriving because their intellectual and emotional growth has been thwarted by slavery. Those who have been enslaved have ‘become incapable of fulfilling the functions of free men’ (Réflexions 15/30) and unable to live as men and care for their families (35-36/50-51). Condorcet is making a very strong assumption based on little more than intellectual speculations on what slavery will do to people. It is a great mystery how he is able to deduce that all enslaved people will have become incapable of making a life for themselves in the free world. This is especially true of those that are born after the legislation for abolition is passed – how could an infant have been habituated into servitude? 
It seems that Condorcet was not only ill-informed in his judgment of the intellectual capacities of the enslaved, but that he was also disingenuous. Everywhere he assumes that no Black person can possibly have developed an intellect worth engaging with. In the preface of the Reflexions he addresses the enslaved and tells them that ‘I know you will never be acquainted with my work, and that the pleasure of being praised by you will forever be denied me’ (v/8). How does Condorcet combine a belief in equality with such prejudice against Black people? He was very clear that Black men and women were – in principle - the equals to the whites: ‘nature has shaped you to have the same spirit, the same reason, the same virtues as the whites’ (iii/6). Note however, that nature has not shaped their actual spirit, reason and virtue, but merely the capacity to develop these. And in fact, Condorcet is sad to observe that Black people are “generally, very stupid. But we must blame their master, not them, for this.” (35/50). [footnoteRef:14] Why must we blame their masters? In part because they neglect to educate them, expect for ‘vulgar’ religious teachings. But also, because qua masters, they necessarily harm the mental capacities of those they have enslaved: “When Jupiter reduces a man to servitude, says Homer, he takes from him half his brain.” (28/43). However much Condorcet blames the white planters, rather than the enslaved Blacks, he refuses to consider the possibility that some intelligence might be native, that some Black people may have succeeded in educating themselves to some extent, and that the reduction of so many people to a general ‘stupidity’ was in fact quite reductive, and stupid.  [14:  On 30 August 1791, Thomas Jefferson wrote to Condorcet to alert him to the existence of a young, talented and Black mathematician, Benjamin Banneker. No response is recorded from Condorcet, and it is possible that he did not receive Jefferson’s letter: see Bedini, The Life of Benjamin Banneker, 161–2.] 

Condorcet’s conviction that the enslaved need to be emancipated gradually, is best understood (though not forgiven) in the context of his concern for 'public tranquillity'. In order to preserve this, he says, even the ‘most useful’ reforms may need to be suspended (Réflexions 14/29).
Condorcet thinks that immediate emancipation would threaten public tranquillity both for the Black and the white public, and that the threats would come both from the emancipated themselves, and from their ex-masters. The emancipated themselves, deprived as Condorcet thinks they are of their faculties, would present a danger to themselves and to others (Réflexions 15/30). That is, they would be as incapable of living independently as young children or those Condorcet calls ‘imbeciles’ or ‘madmen’ would be, in which case, depriving them of their rights is a form of protection. But, Condorcet adds, they would be incapable of sharing a space, and interacting with others safely. Once freed, they may seek to exact revenge on planters, or, finding themselves unable to live in the free societies established by those masters, take to 'roaming the mountains' like 'brigands' and as outlaws present a general danger to law-abiding citizens. One may well wonder why Condorcet cares so much to preserve the tranquillity of a race of people he calls criminals – the enslavers – or, if he judges that public tranquillity is a good that must always be preserved, regardless of the merit of those who constitute this public, why he does not agree that an exception may be made to free those who have so long suffered at the hands of masters.
Condorcet does not attribute the threat to public tranquillity solely to the enslaved Black’s stunted moral and intellectual development. They too will be victims, and the perpetrators will be as before: the white planters. First, Condorcet says, what would most handicap the newly freed would be, not their lack of intellect, but their lack of resources: their homes, such as they are, belong to their masters, as do their clothes, and the tools they might use to till the earth. They would find themselves suddenly as destitute as they were free (Réflexions 16/31). It seems as though if lack of resources were the main objection to immediate emancipation, those concerned, the enslaved, should at least be asked their opinion, and trusted to make the best judgment for themselves: should they risk poverty for freedom? 
But Condorcet is also concerned with other potential violence enacted against the emancipated in case of immediate emancipation. Not only would the planters be in a position to reclaim the shelters and tools they had made available to the emancipated when they were enslaved, leaving them destitute, but they would also be likely to act vengefully and violently towards those they could no longer control (Réflexions 34/49). Condorcet is particularly concerned with the treatment of pregnant women, should all new-borns be declared free (45/58). As their offspring would no longer be useful, the women could be caused to miscarry through violent abuse. Interestingly Condorcet does not consider whether freeing the women themselves might not offer an obvious solution to this particular problem. In order to protect the unborn from violence from their masters, the masters will retain the right to hold them in slavery for thirty-five years. Then, only, might they (and their mothers) be freed. 
Condorcet’s proposal, which he only comes to ‘lamenting’, is thus for a gradual emancipation. Children born after the passing of the law would be freed at the age of 35. Those under the age of 15 at the time of legislation, at the age of 40. Those older than 15 at the time of legislation would be asked, at the time they reached the age of 50 whether they prefer to stay with their master or to join an establishment where they would be fed. Condorcet concludes that under this scheme:
It would result, if we count Black women as fertile till the age of fifty, and the life expectancy of Black men at sixty-five, that the existence of a class of Black people enslaved for life would end after fifty years. (Réflexions 52/67)
This passage is revealing, not only in what Condorcet seems to think is acceptable – fifty years is a long time! – but in his casual assumptions about fertility and life expectancy. Harsher living conditions result in shorter lives, and there was no harsher life than that of the enslaved, in particular in Saint Domingue. So it is highly unlikely that under Condorcet’s scheme, many of the enslaved would have known freedom. 
Let us now recap Condorcet’s argument so we can judge to what extent he differs from the Planters’ argument. 
Condorcet’s Childhood Argument
1. The adult enslaved are damaged by their condition and unable to achieve maturity.
2. This damage makes them dangerous to a) society (they may become violent and vengeful) and b) to themselves (they are incapable of self-rule, so cannot survive as independent adults). 
3. A further danger of emancipation is vengeful action of masters towards the emancipated. This includes the unborn, which may be subject to violence leading to miscarriage. 
4. These dangers can only be mitigated by waiting.
5. Therefore, gradual emancipation is needed. 
It should be clear by now that Condorcet does not entirely reject the argument behind the proposal accepted in May 1791 by the Assembly. In fact, he anticipates their first premise – that the enslaved are in a condition of extended childhood – and offers a qualified version of their conclusion that the enslaved should not be freed, i.e. he argues that they should not be freed, yet. 
So what does Condorcet disagree with here?[footnoteRef:15] The clearest disagreement between Condorcet and the Planters concerns their third premise, i.e. that slavery is a form of family government.  [15:  Note that I can only supposed he disagreed, as I do not have access to his vote on that occasion and his reactions are not recorded for that session. ] 

It is absurd, Condorcet says, to claim to be fulfilling parental duties towards someone while at the same time enslaving them. Condorcet addresses this issue with respect to children born into slavery in the following passage:
The master who raises them to keep them enslaved is a criminal, because the care he may have dispensed on them in their childhood cannot give him any right over them. Why do they need him at all? It is because he has stolen from their parents, together with their freedom, the faculty of caring for their child. We would then claim that a first crime gives us the right to commit a second one. Supposing, even, that a Black child was freely abandoned by their parents, would the man who brought up this child thereby acquire the right to enslave him? Can a humane action grant the right to commit a crime? (Réflexions 7/22)
More generally, Condorcet believes that freedom is not something that can be bartered, not even in exchange for safety. Any attempt at giving up one’s liberty in exchange for anything is illusory and therefore null. To give up one’s liberty would be contrary to natural right (Réflexions 12/27). He also argues that while one cannot acquire rights over a person, one can acquire rights over their future property, which means that we can be obliged to work for someone to repay a debt, but not to obey them (5/20). It may be the case that some people appear to choose slavery over freedom, but that is only when they have no other means of survival than those proffered by their master (77/92), in other words, it is never a real choice. It follows that the enslaved can owe their labour, but not give up their liberty. What difference will this make, one may ask, in cases where the labour in question is so intensive that there is fact no time left for freedom? Condorcet attempts to address this by arguing for legal and practical safeguards to ensure that the enslaved are treated fairly, that they are not overworked, that their health and education are not neglected, and that they are not subject to cruelty or mistreatment. One wonders how effective such safeguards would actually be. 
Condorcet tears through the very thin veil of hypocrisy to the exploitative nature of the planters’ proposal. They do, he agrees, have duties of care towards the people they have rendered incapable of caring for themselves, but this in no way corresponds to what they are proposing, i.e. keeping them against their will and forcing them to labour. His view is that as the Planters have reduced the enslaved to a state in which they cannot live independently, they must now care for them, until such a time as they can. That means they cannot continue to treat them as they have, forcing them to work for free, and refusing them the time or means to educate themselves. But the Planters might object that what is true in the case of children is not true in the case of people in extended childhood who cannot hope to develop into adults capable of caring for themselves. In the case of such people, they might say, all that can be done is make sure they are fed and sheltered, and to cover the cost of this care, they should perform what work they can, i.e. manual labour. Planters, they argue, will always ensure that the work is not so harsh as to damage the health of the workers, because 1) that would be against their interest, as they would be harming their workforce, and 2) because they are decent human beings. 
Condorcet anticipates this objection. Some men who own plantations run on slave labour may seem like decent people, he says, but only in surface, as they allow untold cruelties to go on in their names, and as they profit from them (Réflexions 83-87/98-102). Condorcet also dismisses the claim that it is in the masters’ interest to treat the enslaved well. He draws an analogy with the use of horses in farming of for leisure in Europe. Horses, even when they are not being treated maliciously or unthinkingly, are mistreated: they are sterilized, they are forcibly mated, they are cut with spurs, have their sensitive mouths torn with a bridle, and are forced to carry passengers or to pull carts and ploughs. And when they are no longer useful, they are sold for their meat (79-80/94-95). Owners may think they are treating their animals well, but that is only because they consider them as animals, i.e. creatures whose well-being is only a matter of perception by their human owners, and whose expressions of pain or discontent is not taken seriously, because they cannot communicate them in a human language. The same is true for the enslaved: their well-being is not measured in any way that centers their reported experience. It is white others who get to decide whether a Black enslaved individual is happy and well-treated. And if they are unhappy, the consensus might simply be that their character is to blame, as they are – according to the report of all who matter – well-treated. 
Condorcet’s analogy is to the point and highlights the ways in which white planters simply discounted the human experience of the Black men and women they enslaved. Yet he dismisses the enslaved’s potential for intellectual development, and proposes that reforms not free anyone until they are at least thirty-five, at which point, it would be very hard for anyone – let alone anyone who has been enslaved – to educate themselves to be anything more than a labourer or domestic worker. What can we make of these contradictions? It would be wrong, I think, simply to remove Condorcet from his pedestal and add him to the growing list of Modern philosophers who accepted slavery. But the alternative, to excuse his racism as belonging to his time, is not a healthy alternative. Instead, I suggest we attempt to take a closer measure of the ways in which he failed to reach a conclusion for abolition that corresponded to his commitment to principles of equality and justice. I suggest we do this, in the next section, by looking at objections he could have addressed, or anticipated, from authors who did not fall for the racism prejudice. 

4. Objections Condorcet should have considered but didn’t
When philosophers we admire fail to make their arguments ethically waterproof, when they leave some ambiguity, or some outrageously unethical claim in their premises, or as part of their arguments, we try to excuse them. We might say that such thoughts were not available at the time they were writings, that the prejudices they fell for were so extent that they could not avoid letting them in to their systems. The point of this section is to show that this was not in fact the case for Condorcet’s argument that the enslaved were childlike and should only be emancipated gradually. Racial prejudices, while strong, were not so entrenched that one could not have rejected them, and there were no reasons why Condorcet had to think that the keeping the enslaved enslaved for several generations, was the only or the best way of helping them towards freedom. The arguments I consider here were not all from texts Condorcet did or could have read (indeed some were written after his death). But some of the arguments he was almost certainly familiar with, and all were arguments formulated in the same context as his own arguments, by philosophers – in this case women philosophers - who, like him, felt that abolishing slavery was necessary. What this shows is that Condorcet’s racist conclusions were far from inevitable, and that he had tools at his disposal to avoid drawing them. 
The objections I consider here were all made by women. This in part a function of the fact that women of the late 18th and early 19th century were particularly interested in the abolition of slavery. In some cases, this went hand in hand with the unfortunate tendency to use slavery as a metaphor for the subordination of women.[footnoteRef:16] But in many cases, it was a genuine concerned for the victims of the transatlantic slave trade. An effect of recovering the works of women philosophers has been to reshape the history of philosophy and in particular to include topics of reflection that were previously not salient. For instance, education becomes a central topic in the philosophy of mind and the debates on liberty escape the discourse on government and move to questions of domesticity and labour.[footnoteRef:17] And, as philosophers come from a wider pool, they include those that belonged to the oppressed classes – including women and the enslaved. Here I consider three (white, non-enslaved) women who contributed philosophical objections that Condorcet could and should have considered when he proposed gradual emancipation: Olympe de Gouges, Elizabeth Heyrick and Mary Wollstonecraft.  [16:  See Davis, Women, Race and Class, 33-34
]  [17:  See Shapiro  ‘Revisiting the Early Modern Philosophical Canon’ for a discussion of how diversifying the canon results in increasing the range of philosophical topics.] 


i) Gouges: making a virtue of ignorance.
Condorcet and Olympe de Gouges (1748-1793) knew each other. They frequented the same salons and both were members of the Société des Amis des Noirs. Gouges wrote a play featuring an enslaved couple who had escaped death and helped rescue a white couple from drowning on the island where they were hiding. The play was intended to gather public support against slavery, and the printed versions of the two editions contained short philosophical texts against slavery.  What did Gouges’s perspective have to offer Condorcet? Although it’s not clear that Gouges was in fact a proponent of immediate, rather than gradual emancipation, she disagreed with Condorcet about the role that education should play in emancipation. For Condorcet, lack of education meant that the enslaved could not live as free citizens without harming themselves and others. Part of the reason why he recommended gradual emancipation was that it would provide time to educate the enslaved, which would make their eventual emancipation smoother. Gouges was skeptical as to whether the enslaved needed to be ‘prepared’ for emancipation through any form of education. She felt that being ‘closer to nature’ was an advantage that the enslaved had over their masters, and that it would help them live better lives in liberty than the masters ever did. In Zamore and Mirza Gouges proposes, against the common viewpoint that enslaved people are unfit for freedom because they are not educated, that it is education itself that is to blame for this illusion of superiority that leads some human beings to enslave others. Education, she says, teaches one class to place themselves above another. The masters no longer consider themselves merely human: 'art' places them above nature and 'instruction' makes them think of themselves as gods: 
This difference is a very small thing, it only exists in colour, but the advantages that they have over us are huge. Art placed them above nature, education made gods of them, and we are but men. […]
As a result, the enslaved are ‘closer to nature’ and more likely to make correct, sober judgments than their masters who suffer from delusions of grandeur. 
Why would Gouges and Condorcet come up with opposite speculative judgments about the intellectual capacities of the enslaved blacks? Perhaps this is partially the result of their own respective education. Gouges is well aware that one can become a thinker with very little formal education, as this is what happened to her. Condorcet, on the other hand, received the best education class and money could afford, and moved among people for whom this was also true. Condorcet’s prejudice is not, if that is correct, merely racial, but classist. The uneducated cannot become truly free: they are slaves to their ignorance. Taking his fellow Club member Gouges seriously would have helped shake up this prejudice. 

ii) Heyrick: the absurdity of delaying freedom.
 Elizabeth Heyrick (1769-1831) wrote the abolitionist pamphlet we are now looking at in 1824, so twenty-nine years after Condorcet’s death. The abolitionist writers she addressed in her ‘Immediate, not gradual abolition’ were British Quakers, who for a long time wanted only to abolish the slave trade, and once they turned to slavery itself, were in favour of gradual abolition. But her argument could have been a direct rebuke to Condorcet:  
We have no right, on any pretext of expediency or pretended humanity, to say, - ‘because you have been made a slave, and thereby degraded and debased, - therefore, I will continue to hold you in bondage until you have acquired a capacity to make a right use of your liberty.’ As well you might say to a poor wretch, gasping and languishing in a pest house, ‘here I will keep you, till I have given you a capacity for the enjoyment of pure air’ (Heyrick, Immediate, not gradual abolition). 
The very idea that the conditions which caused the immaturity of the enslaved may eventually, lead to their maturing, Heyrick says, is absurd. But more than that, to hold the enslaved in that situation for any time after realizing how it has harmed them is criminal. The realization that it was being enslaved which caused moral degradation should be sufficient reason for immediate emancipation. It is very hard to understand why Condorcet did not perceive this to be the case. The only possible reason why he thought it would be is that he believed in the possibility of amelioration alongside gradual abolition. If the enslaved were treated less harshly, they would be in a position to grow their intellectual and moral faculties. This point of view, however, seems to contradict Condorcet’s conviction that slavery has affected the moral character of the enslavers as well as the enslaved. They have become cruel, inhumane, and, unlike the enslaved, they are too far gone for the hope of improvement. How would it be possible to ameliorate the condition of the enslaved without first removing their masters?  Condorcet recommends the appointment of young men from outside the colonies, would come and perform checks on plantations to ensure that no enslaved person was mistreated and that all received adequate medical care, food and education. These employes would be young and free from corruption and all would be well. That, it seems, is the very unsatisfactory answer Condorcet could have offered Heyrick. I doubt she’d have been impressed. 

iii) Wollstonecraft on how to avoid dominating children
The first reason Condorcet gives in his attempt to justify gradual abolition is that the enslaved as like children, and freedom can and should be withheld from children until they are capable of living independently without harming themselves or each other. The question whether children should in fact enjoy freedom was seldom raised, but it was by one contemporary of Condorcet, Wollstonecraft who asked whether children should be dominated or oppressed.[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Mary Wollstonecraft was one of the few republican thinkers to discuss this at length. For a clear exposition of her views, see Botting,  Mary Shelley and the Rights of the Child, 161-4. ] 

Children are nearly always under the domination of adults, and there is very often a part of arbitrariness in the way they are dominated. This ought to be wrong, from a republican perspective. And yet, it is very hard to argue that a degree of (arbitrary) domination is not necessary for children’s healthy growth. Anca Gheaus argues that child-parent relationships are paradigmatic cases of asymmetrical power, with parents dominating children, very often, arbitrarily (Gheaus 2021, 748). A parent may decide that their child will not receive medical care, or that they will not be educated, or they may impose on them a religion that will shape their entire character and possibly their lives. They may do all these things simply because they are the adults in charge. 
The fact that being in a state of extended childhood was offered as a reason for curtailing the freedom of the enslaved within a republican context – either permanently, or in the long term – for the good of the enslaved, suggests that the republicans of that time, at least, had in fact thought about the implications of their theories for children and decided that domination was a good thing in their case. At least it seemed better that children should be under the domination of adults than that they should be allowed to make their own life choices, and there seemed no other option to prevent them from making harmful choices than to restrain their freedom. Freedom, for a child meant self-inflicted harm and danger to self and others, as well as, in the long term, the inability to grow independent enough to benefit from freedom. Anca Gheaus argues that not only is childhood domination inevitable, but that it can be, indirectly, at least, beneficial. Here I want to look more closely at her argument in the hope that it may help clarify what is going on in the case of Condorcet. 
If we must accept domination as part of parenting, then how should a republican (such as Condorcet)– who believes domination is bad – mitigate the harm it may bring to children? At the very least, a republican will think that parental duties require 1) caring for children so they stay alive sufficiently long to grow in body and mind and 2) providing them with the right nourishment for physical and psychological growth. This point is made very well by Mary Wollstonecraft in the Lessons she wrote for her toddler, where she suggests that emancipation is brought about with a gradual nurturing of a child’s reason: 
[bookmark: BPg_2-196]You say that you do not know how to think. Yes; you do a little. The other day papa was tired; he had been walking about all the morning. After dinner he fell asleep on the sopha. I did not bid you be quiet; but you thought of what papa said to you, when my head ached. This made you think that you ought not to make a noise, when papa was resting himself. So you came to me, and said to me, very softly, Pray reach me my ball, and I will go and play in the garden, till papa wakes. (Wollstonecraft Lessons, 474).
Not only is the parent, through ‘lessons’ teaching the child to reason, but they are also making them aware that their reason is growing, and must continue to grow so they can, progressively, claim their independence. 
Let us now bring this back to our case. There are ways of making sure that the domination of children is not tyrannical or oppressive and they entail making sure not only that this domination is temporary, but also that the parties dominated (the children) understand that they are. Condorcet’s program of gradual abolition fulfils the first part of the condition: the regulations Condorcet recommends for the period of gradual abolition, and the regular controls to check they are being followed, are only effective if they do result in eventual abolition. They are not, he says, sufficient in themselves as a response to slavery (Réflexions, 53/68). So the domination of the enslaved must be temporary – provided they are not so damaged that they cannot mature, which he does consider a possibility – as part of a course of action that will lead to emancipation. But what is missing from his proposal, is the checked progression Wollstonecraft offers, the adult helping the child understand that they are becoming independent, that they will soon be free of enforced guidance. Condorcet recommends that plantations be visited regularly by outsiders, who will ensure that the enslaved are not being cruelly treated. And if they find different, they will punish the planters by freeing those enslaved who have been so treated (47/62) - or if they are dead, freeing two others of the same sex (49/64). But while these checks on the state of health of the enslaved might reassure them that their interests are being taken into account, this is far from the sort of thing Wollstonecraft has in mind. For Wollstonecraft, it is the parent being willing to communicate with the child on their progress towards independences which makes temporary domination morally acceptable. The child becomes a participant in the project of their own emancipation, working together with the parent. The enslaved remains the object and the product of the process, not deemed capable of working towards their own freedom. This leads us to the fourth objection I want to consider: Condorcet is asking that we attribute childlike characters to an entire class of grown human beings and then offers this as a reason why their liberty should be curtailed, and why they should remain under the dominion of (mostly) cruel masters for several decades. 

iv) Wollstonecraft and Condorcet on women’s childlike attributes and what we should do about them.
Arguing that human beings could not be independent on the grounds that they were childlike and lacked maturity was also was used to keep women under the dominion of men. Women, it was argued, were not capable of ruling their own lives; their reason was under-developed, and so was their virtue (Rousseau even suggested that one only try to teach girls chastity, because that was the most important virtue from men’s point of view and they could not handle learning more than one). Condorcet was familiar with this argument, and refuted it in his 1790 paper ‘On the Admission of Women to the Rights of the City’: 
It has been said that, despite a great deal of intelligence and wisdom, as well as the rational abilities of a subtle dialectician, women have never based their conduct on what is called reason. 
So women have the capacity for reason, but don’t know how to use it.
This is quite untrue. They may never have behaved according to the reason of men; but they do behave according to their own reason. 
By the fault of the laws, their interests are not the same as ours; nor do they consider the same things important. But the fact that they base their conduct on different principles and set themselves different aims does not mean that they are irrational. It is as reasonable for a woman to concern herself with her facial charms as it was for Demosthenes to cultivate his voice and gestures (‘On the Admission of Women to the Rights of the City’, 159). 
Women, he says, are not lacking in the abilities to govern themselves (or indeed others). They are simply used to deploying their faculties to survive in an environment where they depend entirely on men to thrive, or even survive. Their apparent childlike behaviour is adaptive. This makes a lot of sense when applied to the enslaved as well: it helps to appear childlike when one is at the mercy of a man with a whip and other instruments of torture. It helps to appear helpless and not wholly in control of one’s intellect, even when that has a corrupting effect on one’s real character. As Wollstonecraft put it, 
[…] the arts which she must practise to deceive [her husband], will render her the most contemptible of human beings; and, at any rate, the contrivances necessary to preserve appearances, will keep her mind in that childish, or vicious, tumult, which destroys all its energy (Rights of Woman, 163). 
For Wollstonecraft, the childlike behaviour of dominated women is both a choice and a necessity. It is first imposed through their education – or rather lack thereof. They are not given the tools to think deeply or rigorously. Then it is deployed as a strategy to survive in a world where men control the necessities of life and routinely impose restrictions on the choices of women, sometimes violently so. Third, it becomes ingrained in one’s character through habit, so that it is harder to rid oneself of it, should one be in a position to do so. Women cannot simply shake off the consequences of their oppressions. This may, Wollstonecraft realise, take time: “who can tell,” she asks “how many generations may be necessary to give vigour to the virtue and talents of the freed posterity of abject slaves?” (Rights of Woman, 104). But although Wollstonecraft does raise the question of long it will be until women are properly and fully emancipated, she does not, at any point, suggest that their emancipation should be legally or institutionally slowed down.  
It is not hard to draw a link between the condition of women and the enslaved here. And indeed, this is exactly what Wollstonecraft does when she calls women ‘abject slaves’.[footnoteRef:19] So why did Condorcet not contemplate this possibility? He has the conceptual tools to do so, He asserts, like Wollstonecraft that the enslaved’s apparent lack of intellect is caused both by their lack of education, their dependence, for their survivals, on violent individuals, and the corrupting influence of bad habits. But perhaps, unlike Wollstonecraft, he did not compare like with like. Wollstonecraft discusses women from every walk of life, aristocratic women who are raped by their husbands, then interned in a lunatic asylum, middle class women who might try and better their condition through education, working class women who prostitute themselves so as not to starve, and plantation women who treat Black infants as pets but have their mothers flogged. Condorcet talks about the Marquise du Chatelet, Marie le Jars de Gournay and other highly educated women from privileged classes. It is perhaps not surprising that he did not think them ‘abject slaves’ and therefore did not regard their condition as at all like that of the enslaved.  [19:  Moira Fergusson in ‘Mary Wollstonecraft and the Problem of Slavery’ notes that there are 80 references to slavery in the Vindication of the Rights of Woman. ] 

Condorcet read Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman when it came and reviewed it enthusiastically. He also continued to fight on behalf of the Blacks, through the Société des Amis des Noirs, founded by his friend Jacques-Pierre Brissot. He may have revised some of his conclusions about abolition, especially once he realised that radical social change almost inevitably involved some violent upheavals and troubling of public tranquillity. He did not, to my best knowledge, put any of that in writing. That he did not is a reason to accept that there is something irredeemable about his argument for gradual emancipation: Condorcet had the tools to refute the suggestion that the enslaved were as children, and he didn’t use them.[footnoteRef:20]  [20:  Note that the paper on women was written eight years after the book on slavery. But nowhere, in his other writings, does Condorcet appear to change his mind about the enslaved’s potential for adult reasoning. ] 


5. Concluding remarks
The childhood argument, we saw in section one, is derived from a version of Aristotle’s natural slavery argument. But for Aristotle, the distinction between a natural slave and other humans lied in the slave’s lack of capacity for making rational decisions about how best to live. Any human with the capacity to make these decisions, for Aristotle, needs to be in a place where they can develop it, otherwise, they will not flourish. Children may need to be dominated, so they can be placed in situations where they can learn and grow, but not enslaved – as this would hardly provide them with a growing environment. The Planters calling on the childlike nature of the enslaved to prevent the abolition of slavery thought that the enslaved were permanent children. This meant that no attempt needed to be made at helping them mature. Condorcet at least argues that the enslaved should be placed in a situation closer to that of actual children, that is, allowed to grow, while waiting for emancipation. But his combination of gradual abolition and amelioration bears the marks of racism: he assumes that the enslaved do not mature intellectually or morally while they are enslaved, that they will be ‘very stupid’, at best like children who need to be taught, at worse like those who suffer from developmental disability so profound that nothing can be done to help them become independent. 
So what does reading Condorcet’s childhood argument teach us? First it teaches us that among the strongest white advocates of abolition, we still find a current of racism. This is perhaps hardly surprising, and hardly a reason to press on reading white philosophers on slavery, but at least it gives us a better grasp on what the debates of the time were, and why they were only so partial in their success. But, secondly, by looking at objections Condorcet could have (should have) considered, we also learn that this racism far from inevitable. It was, as often is the case, a choice, or at least a vice that Condorcet, as a person aiming at ethical goodness, ought to have fought. 
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