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2020.9.13  Kumiharu Shigehara  
 
	               Enlightenment and Discrimination 
 
 
Issues for discussion 

Dear Friends, 

 Nabila Ramdani, an award-winning French-Algerian journalist, argues that: ”Voltaire Spread 
Darkness, Not Enlightenment. France Should Stop Worshipping Him”. She also also points out 
that Immanuel Kant called Jews a “nation of cheaters.”  

I would welcome your comments. 
 
 Kumiharu Shigehara, former OECD Deputy Secretary-General 
 
 
(Reference) 
 
Nabila Ramdani, “Voltaire Spread Darkness, Not Enlightenment. France Should Stop Worshipping Him”, 
Foreign Policy, 31 August 2020. 
 https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/08/31/voltaire-spread-darkness-not-enlightenment-france-should-stop-
worship-paris-statue-racism-black-lives-matter/?utm_source=PostUp&utm_medium=email&utm_cam
paign=24952&utm_term=Editors%20Picks%20OC&?tpcc=249 
 
Curtis Bowman, “An Anti-Semitic Observation From Kant”,13 June 2004. 
https://bowman.typepad.com/cubowman/2004/06/an_antisemitic_.html 
 
 
Comments from those in my OECD network 
 
 
1. Adrian Blundell-Wignall（Australian） 
 
Hi Kumi 
 
Thanks for the piece from Ramdani -- a good example of the cancel culture.  
 
On investing in the French East India Company, what we would call a large cap stock today. 
I would hate to think people past and present would be judged anti-Semite because they 
own stocks that benefited from the holocaust-- Thiessen-Krupp, Barclays, Opel, Nestle, 
Deutsche Bank, Dresdner, Standard Oil, BMW, Volkswagen, Hugo Boss, Ford, 
Mercedes--in fact most companies that were established prior to WWII. All families that have 
owned stocks would probably meet these criteria.  
 
On the main point of her article, she is very selective and doesn't even mention the following 
2 of Voltaire’s most famous (there are many) publications:  

Candide  —  one of my favourite books of all time 

You recall when, Candide arrives in Surinam, he sees a black lying on the ground wearing 
half a piece of clothing. He had lost his left leg and his right hand. With horror, Candide asks 
if his master had inflicted this on him: “Yes, sir,…it is the custom here. They give us a linen 
garment twice a year, and that is all our covering. When we labor in the sugar factory and 
the mill happens to catch hold of a finger, they instantly chop off our hand; and when we 
attempt to run away, they cut off a leg. Both have happened to me, and it is at this price that 
you eat sugar in Europe”.  
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Candide “turned his eyes towards the poor Black, and shed a flood of tears; and weeping, 
he entered the town of Surinam.” 

SERMON of RABBI AKIB (where Voltaire takes the voice of a Jew to denounce 
persecution--forgive the translation) 
 
An agenda, etc., in the Gospel? He instituted neither cardinals, nor pope, nor 
Dominicans, nor priests, nor inquisitors; he did not burn anyone; he recommended 
only the keeping of the law, the love of God and of neighbor, following the example 
of our prophets. If he reappeared in the world today, would he recognize himself in 
one of those who call themselves Christians? 
 
Our enemies today make us a crime of having robbed the Egyptians, of having 
slaughtered several small nations in the towns of which we seized, of having been 
infamous usurers, of having also slain men, of even having eaten it, as Ezekiel says. 
We have been a barbaric, superstitious, ignorant, absurd people, I admit; but would 
it be fair to go and burn the Pope and all the Monsignori of Rome today, because 
the first Romans took away the Sabine women, and stripped the Samnites? 
 
Let the prevaricators, who in their own law need so much indulgence, cease 
therefore to persecute, to exterminate those who as men are their brothers, and 
who as Jews are their fathers. 
 
May each serve God in the religion in which he was born, without wanting to tear 
out the heart of his neighbor through disputes in which no one can get along. 
 
May each serve his prince and his country, without ever using the pretext of obeying 
God to disobey the laws, Adonai, who created us all, who does not want the 
misfortune of your creatures! God, common father, God of mercy, ensure that there 
is no longer on this little globe, on this least of the worlds, either fanatics or 
persecutors! Let us lift up our hearts to the Lord! Amen. 

I am certainly not going to cancel Voltaire. 
 
 
(My rejoinder) 

Thank you, Adrian, for your excellent contribution. 

Actually, it was you in particular that I had in mind when I sent out my previous e-mail to my 
OECD friends for comment. Akiko and I remember that when we invited you to my home in 
Tokyo on the occasion of your visit to Japan as Director of Financial and Enterprise Affairs, 
we were told that you were reading Voltaire's "Candide, ou l'optimisme" in a Parisian reading 
circle. Following the suggestion you made at that time, Akiko and I once read it but we must 
read it again, this time more carefully. 

Kumi 

 (Adrian Blundell-Wignall’s rejoinder) 
 

Thanks Kumi 
 
I have to say, it is wonderful that you take the time to keep the ex-OECD network going. 
Interesting and productive. 
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2. Sylvie Vanston (French)  
 
Dear Kumi, 
 
If I may, I would like to quote Voltaire: 
 
"I liked the author of the book De l'Esprit [Helvetius]. That man was worth more than all his 
enemies put together; but I never approved the errors of his book nor the trivial truths he 
delivers pompously. I took sides with him highly, when absurd men condemned him for 
those very truths." 
 
"J’aimais l’auteur du livre De l’Esprit [Helvetius]. Cet homme valait mieux que tous ses 
ennemis ensemble; mais je n’ai jamais approuvé ni les erreurs de son livre, ni les vérités 
triviales qu’il débite avec emphase. J’ai pris son parti hautement, quand des hommes 
absurdes l’ont condamné pour ces vérités mêmes." 
 
  Questions sur l'Encyclopédie 
 
I feel a bit like that when I see the unleashing of abuse against people who, in their time, 
have accomplished something which is part of what we are now. Far from the Centuries of 
great discoveries, of enlightenment, of great inventions, this century seems to be turning into 
one of intolerant puritanical hypocrisy. 
 
Voltaire's Traité sur la tolérance, written in defence of the protestant Jean Callas, was a plea 
for the freedom of thought. 
 
If we refuse to accept that people are a reflection of their epoch, and if we refuse to separate 
the individual, with his human failings, from his work, then we must destroy all the books, all 
the art works, all the palaces and churches, all the scientific realisations, all things we 
admire, enjoy and profit by, because they were the works of human beings and not saints 
(assuming saints are blameless...). 
 
Even when Casas was defending the Amerindians against slavery, defying the views of 
most people that they had no soul, he did not extend his plea to black Africans. Should we 
stop admiring him?   
 
When Voltaire was alive, Jews has been considered for centuries by everybody in Europe 
as cursed because they let Jesus be killed. Nobody had a good word for them. And yet 
ideas had sufficiently evolved by the end of the "enlightened" XVIIIth century for Napoléon to 
convene the Grand Sanhedrin in 1807 in order to promote the assimilation of Jews in France. 
One of my ancestors was a participant. 
 
People probably think today that Napoléon's statues should be destroyed... When I was a 
student, 50 years ago, I made a presentation on Tsin Che Huang Ti, the Chinese emperor 
buried in Xi An with 7000 statues of soldiers and horses. I compared him with Napoléon as 
he had unified the empire, harmonised laws, systems of measures etc etc. The others were 
scandalised: how could I compare our Great Emperor with such a cruel bloodthirsty despot! 
Well, I'm not sure what the reaction would be today. 
 
My last remark was to be about "righteous" investments but I see that Adrian has already 
and very well made that point. I'll just retail a little anecdote of the time when the two of us 
worked on the OECD pension fund asset management. 
 
At the Council of Europe, we were told unctuously by government reps that the money 
should be invested in "good" companies, ie respecting corporate governance, social and 
environmental guidelines etc. So no weapons, no military planes, no tobacco, no coal and 
so on. When we proposed these guidelines to the OECD Council, the reps from the very 
same countries immediately refused, evoking all their national companies dealing with 
weapons, military planes, tobacco, coal and so on. 
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So I too shall continue to read Voltaire, and Shakespeare and all my beloved XIX th century 
authors. 
 
3. Philip Turner（English） 
 
Perfectly put, Adrian! 
There are I think enough genuine knaves alive and powerful today to exhaust all our anger. 

 
4. John Martin（Irish） 
 
Bravo Sylive, Bravo Adrian, 
I endorse completely everything you have said about this topic. 
 
5. Jeffrey Shafer（American） 

 
Sylvie has brought great clarity anchored in scholarship to the question of how we should 
understand the great figures of the enlightenment. I fully subscribe to what she says. 
 
I would add that for nearly 60 years my thinking on how I should behave has been anchored 
in Kant’s categorical imperative. It has guided me to treat all people with decency and 
compassion. I almost certainly have fallen short, but Kant is not to be blamed for any of my 
failings. 

 
6. Rinaldo Pecchioli（Italian） 

 
Dear friends, this exchange shows that even if we are all rather old, there is still a bit of brain 
in our community -- not too bad, given what we see around us (and nothing to do with 
COVID). 
 
Two small points to add to the beauties of Adrian & Sylvie :  
 
(i) although I have no special reason to be Germanophile, I would love to see everyone in 
this world going along with Kant's brain; and 
 
(ii) in my by now long life, I have come across to a lot of Jews of all kind-- and I have come to 
the conclusion that the percentages of goods, bads, and idiots are the same that 
those prevailing in all other races, religions and so on. Which shows that, contrary to what 
many think, God (if you are a believer) or Darwin's selection treated us rather equally. 
 
 
7. Jean Zwahlen （Swiss） 
 
Cher	Kumi, 
 
Quant à l’article de Nabila Ramdani que vous nous avez signalé, je dois simplement saturé 
de ces révisions historiques qui ne tiennent absolument pas compte du contexte historique 
de l’époque.  
 
En outre, ils servent à alimenter de nouvelles haines raciales, cette fois-ci, contre ce qui 
est démocratique. 
	
8. Herwig Schloegl（German） 
 
Dear Kumi, 
 
I follow carefully all discussions. I prefer to look at the broader historic picture, especially the 
ingrained discrimination of the Jewish people for centuries in Europe up to the 18th century. 
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The enlightenment, including Voltaire, then prepared the ground for the emancipation of the 
European Jews, not least in Germany in the 19th and early 20th century.  
 
It was in the 17th and 18th century quite common to make degrading unjustified remarks 
about Jews, who were forced to live in Ghettos and not allowed to participate in the general 
economic and societal life. 
 
The remarks of Voltaire and Kant were never intended to justify crimes against Jewish 
people. One must not interpret Voltaire's or Kant's remarks from today’s knowledge of the 
Holocaust. 
 
Neither Voltaire, Kant, Jefferson nor other great thinkers of the 18th century can be 
considered as intellectual pathfinders of anti-Semitism in the 20th century.  
 
 
9. Peter Sturm（German） 
 
Dear Kumi, 	
 	
I read the piece on Voltaire you circulated as well as the various comments.  Since you 
asked for “a German comment”, here is what I think (including some overlap with previous 
comments): 	
 	
The problem is the human difficulty to accept ambiguity: we want “good’ people to be prefect 
and prefer “bad” people to be rotten to the core. Clearly, that is in contradiction to our 
common experience of “normal” people, who have strengths (character traits we like) and 
weaknesses (traits we disapprove of). But once we have made up our minds which category 
(“good” or “bad”) a particular historical person belongs to, we downplay his/her 
shortcomings  and praise their achievements (in the case of “good” persons), while ignoring 
any positive act, but emphasizing the misdeeds, in the case of “bad” persons.( I think Sylvie 
Vanston made a similar point – but more eloquently). 	
 	
Ideally, we should be able (and willing) to assess the validity (or otherwise) of a statement 
independently from the person making the statement – and other things he/she may have 
said. 	
 	
If a liar proclaims that honesty is a virtue, it will make him a hypocrite, but it does not mean 
his statement is wrong. 	
 	
If Kant subscribes to anti-Semitic prejudices, that does not diminish the insight and value of 
his categorical imperative.  And if Voltaire invests his money in a slave trading enterprise 
and shares anti-Semitic statements with the King of Prussia, that does not make his criticism 
of widespread intolerance invalid. 	
 	
So:  Should the French stop worshiping Voltaire? {“Worship”: an extreme form of love — a 
type of unquestioning devotion”(GOOGLE)}. Well, I think we probably do better by not 
worshipping any human, but fully appreciate whatever positive contribution a person may 
have made to societies’ scientific and/or moral progress, while rejecting any misleading or 
outright objectionable other statements he/she may have uttered. 	
 	
I think we do so routinely in the natural sciences: Nobody dismisses Einstein’s theory of 
relativity because he has (probably) been wrong about quantum mechanics. So why not 
treat statements (and their authors) in the political and/or ethical realm the same way? 	
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Comments from those outside my OECD network 
 
1. Richard Dyck（American historian） 
 
Dear Kumi, 
 
As for the comments about Voltaire. Of course, I have read writings by Voltaire, but I do not 
know enough to make an overall comment about his prejudices. He was obviously an 
opinionated and provocative philosopher. In my notebook, I have a quote by Voltaire which I 
wrote on December 26, 2011 (nine years ago).  It is:  “Anyone who has the power to make 
people believe absurdities has the power to make people commit atrocities….” The original 
French was probably more elegant. 
 
At the time, I was reading material about the atrocities committed by Japanese soldiers in 
China. I was also reading about the atrocities committed by American soldiers in places like 
My Lai in Vietnam, where a troop of American marines completely slaughtered the people in 
My Lai village – there were no enemy soldiers in the village, only women, children, 
grandfathers and grandmothers.  They were all slaughtered. 
 
The quote from Voltaire was useful to me. (I need to go back and read Candide before our 
discussion).  It is not easy for most, normal human beings to kill other human 
beings.  When a country sends soldiers to war, they usually overcome this aversion to 
murder by de-humanizing the enemy.  When a country loses a war, these atrocities become 
war crimes.  When a country wins a war, these atrocities can be considered acts of 
heroism.   
 
As for Jefferson and his slaves. We cannot forgive Jefferson, in my mind. Jefferson and 
John Adams overlapped in Paris.  One was competing his term as envoy and one was 
beginning. Adams’ wife, Abigail, was with him.  Thomas Jefferson was accompanied by his 
African slave and mistress, Sally Hemings.  Mrs. Adams was scandalized and made no 
secret of it.  She was not bothered by Jefferson sleeping with somebody other than his wife; 
she was bothered by his relationship with a human being whom he owned.   
 
In short, Jefferson knew better. He was not dumb, in fact he was brilliant. Mrs. Adams made 
no secret at her disgust at Jefferson’s behavior and his relationship. She was an ardent 
abolitionist and an ardent advocate of women’s equality.   
 
It is that spark of conscience which is key, and gives us some faith in human beings. 
 
We should not wipe Jefferson out of history. But we should not forgive a person who knew 
that there is something very wrong with slavery, and yet he openly flaunted his relationship 
with his slave-mistress in Paris. 
 
Incidentally, Benjamin Franklin was a personal friend of Voltaire.  When Voltaire died, there 
was debate about the arrangements for his memorial service, since he was so 
anti-religion.  Franklin gathered a group of like-minded colleagues and together they held a 
memorial service. 
 
2. César Chelala (Argentinean writer and journalist, co-winner of the 1979 

Overseas Press Club of America for the best article on human rights) 
 
Dear Mr. Kumiharu Shigehara, 
 
Ms. Nabila Ramdani's article on Voltaire offers an interesting but flawed perspective on 
the French intellectual. It is flawed because it doesn't take into consideration the 
historical context of the writer's times. Few historical figures will survive with their 
reputation intact if those facts are not considered. What are we to say about the 
"Scramble for Africa"? Between 1876 and 1912 seven nations of Europe: Belgium, 
France, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Germany and the United Kingdom divided and annexed 
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the African continent, exploiting its riches and its people. This is just another example of 
past historical situations that deserve a reevaluation.   
 
New York, September 11, 2020   
 
 
3. Janos Cegledy（New Zealander of Hungarian origin, pianist and composer, 
living in Japan since the late 1960s） 
 
Dear Kumi, 
 
César Chelala rightly pinpointed the flaw in Nabila Ramdani’s article - one can’t extract 
people or events out of the historical context and judge them from the perspective of 
another era. This is, unfortunately, the custom of our present times, which is most 
regrettable.  
 
The ‘Black life matter’ and the ‘Me Too’ movements are just glaring examples. Black life 
matters but why not say ‘all life matters’. Of course, that sounds like a truism which, 
sadly, not adhered to indiscriminately. The problem lies there and leads to hypocritical 
and falsely judgmental attitudes such as in Ramdani’s article.  
 
Human beings all have flaws and feet of clay unless they are dead and their image is 
set in bronze. People gain respect for their strengths and achievements and not for their 
failures and weaknesses. It is right that their achievements are recognized and 
promoted as inspiration for future generations. Nations need their heroes and Voltaire, 
representing the Age of Enlightenment is a fair choice. The world would be a good deal 
poorer if the philosophy of that age had not developed. Whether we can live up to its 
idealism is another matter altogether. 
 
 
4. Chinese journalist living in Hong Kong 
 
Thank you for sharing the information about the Voltaire article. It is interesting, with 
information on him of which I was totally unaware.  
However, this is not an area that I know too much about and I don't have strong feelings 
about Voltaire from my youth, so I don't think I will engage in this debate. 
Thank you for thinking of me. 
 
 
5. Chinese academic teaching in Japan 
 
I have briefly read the article and comments by other people. After that I realize that I 
have no background knowledge about the contents of this article and it is difficult for me 
to offer any real comments.  
My apologies for this.  
 
 
Acknowledgement:  
 
The comment from Dr. César Chelala and the two Chinese replies were received through 
the kind intermediation of Mr. Tai Kawabata, former chief editorial writer of The Japan 
Times. 
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