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Abstract

The early nineteenth century was a defining moment in the emergence of new, future-oriented
visions of human progress. This thesis analyses this development of modern thought through a
particular case study: the search for a science of society in France in the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. Through a contextual study of ideas and knowledge production, the
chapters examine the successive models of reform and regeneration that defined this search,
tracking a shift in the way these models were conceptualised. This shift involved a transition
from individual to collective models of improvement, or, more discursively, from perfectibility to

progzress.

This thesis documents this shift by tracing the origins and development of early French social
science in the works of Sieyes, Condorcet and the Idéologues, before turning to the
reconfiguration of this science effected by Saint-Simon and his followers in the nineteenth
century. In doing so, this study provides new insights into the search for a science of society
during and after the French Revolution, a revised interpretation of the history of the concept of
perfectibility and a fresh perspective on the ongoing contest between science, religion and
politics in this period of intense upheaval. It also advances scholarly understanding of the range
of moral, philosophical and natural scientific ideas behind early French positivism and socialism.
The nineteenth-century fascination, if not obsession, with progress is shown, in this thesis, to

have been shaped by the works of theorists with visionary and idiosyncratic imaginations.
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Introduction

The idea of progress was, for a long time, central to discussions about human society and to the
range of expectations people held about the future. In science, politics and culture, this idea was
used to promote an array of ever-shifting developments, and it played an important role in
justifying those developments to sceptics, conservatives and those who, for whatever reason, did
not see the advantages of perpetually changing norms, institutions and practices. The rallying cry
of the self-proclaimed moderns, the idea of progress rose to prominence at the same time as the
historical consciousness that swept through Europe, and beyond, in the early nineteenth century.
As historians have shown, this period was crucial in the emergence of a new sense of time. The
French Revolution, which impacted the lives of millions, introduced a break in historical
continuity, and it contributed to hitherto unimagined conceptions of the future. This
consciousness was defined, as Reinhart Koselleck has theorised, by a perception of acceleration
and the widening gap, and tension, between the space of experience and the horizon of
expectation. If this gap was a source of melancholy to some, others took it as an invitation to

articulate fresh and original visions of social improvement.1

The rise of this new orientation towards the future was not lost on contemporaries. In the early
1850s, Louis-Auguste Javary, a philosophy professor in the provincial city of Orléans,
announced that every century had its character and that the nineteenth century was defined by
“the idea of progress,” which he described as the “general law of history and of the future of
humanity.” According to Javary, this idea was now widely diffused and, though it was sometimes
refuted, few in contemporary society were unfamiliar with it.” Around the same time across the

Atlantic Ocean, the Unitarian minister Orville Dewer announced that the meaning of progress

1 Reinhart Koselleck, Futures Past: On the Semantics of Historical Time, transl. Keith Tribe (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2004). See also Francois Hartog, Régimes d’bistoricité: présentisme et expériences du temps (Patis: Le Seuil,
2003); Peter Fritzsche, Stranded in the Present: Modern Time and the Melancholy of History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2004).

2 Louis-Auguste Javary, Ldée de progrés (Paris, 1851), 1. (All translations are my own, unless otherwise indicated.)



was a “matter of controversy” that was “rife and raging through the whole sphere of civilization
— from the farthest bounds of Europe, from the Bosphorus and the Black Sea, across the whole
wotld, to the coasts of Oregon and California.”” Back in France, the socialist thinker Philippe
Buchez suggested that the idea of progress had become the foundation for a new science in
which a linear understanding of history had replaced cyclical conceptions of time.* To all three,
there was something novel about this idea, and, though it may have been a source of dispute, it

was also epoch-defining.

This thesis sheds light on these contested attitudes to time and social change through the lens of
a particular case study: the search for a science of society in late eighteenth and early nineteenth-
century France. This search was shaped by different models of improvement, and it gave rise to
new, future-oriented philosophies of progress in the 1800s. The project of a science of society,
or science sociale, first appeared in France in the second half of the eighteenth century, and it
originated in Enlightenment-era attempts to regenerate European monarchies, further peace and
prosperity, and find a way out of recurrent patterns of crisis. This project became a source of
debate and discussion during the French Revolution, when reformers sought to do away with the
institutions of the ancien régime and reconstitute political society on new principles of liberty and
equality. In the aftermath of the Revolution, this project was then reconceptualised around
notions of social hierarchy, scientific leadership and religiously inspired conceptions of moral
cohesion. This paved the way for the emergence of the related, but distinct strands of thought
known as positivism and socialism, each of which had long and varied legacies in France and

elsewhere.

3 Rev. Orville Dewer, The Laws of Human Progress and Modern Reforms: A Lecture Delivered before the Mercantile 1ibrary
Alssociation of the City of New York (New York, 1852).

4 Philippe Buchez, “Progtes,” in Encyclopédie du dixc-nenviéme siécle. Répertoire nniversel des sciences, des lettres et des arts avec la
biographie de tous les hommes célebres (Paris, 1852), 20:480.



The argument of this thesis is that there was a shift in the models that underpinned the search
for a science of society in this period. To put it succinctly, there was a transition from individual
to collective models of improvement, or, more discursively, from perfectibility to progress. In
the late eighteenth century, the project of a science of society was usually predicated on an
analysis of the faculties of individual mind and body and of the types of behaviour, whether
innate or acquired, that individuals pursued. This project was closely connected to the concept of
perfectibility, conceived as the human ability for moral, intellectual and, sometimes, physical
betterment. Although they were not unconcerned with broader patterns of progress, theorists at
this time tended to emphasise the potential for improvement of human capacities through
education, or suggest proposals for social and political reform based on an analysis of individual
needs and interests. This type of approach was popularised in the early years of the Revolution
by the mathematician turned revolutionary Nicolas de Condorcet and the pamphleteer
Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, and it shaped the perspective of the group of reformers known as the

Idéologues after the Terror.

The failure to stabilise French society in the 1790s contributed to a move away from individual
models of improvement. Drawing on the views of counter-revolutionary critics, theorists in the
early nineteenth century came to give greater emphasis to the collective levers of progress, such
as the development of the overall system of knowledge, the cohesion and coordination of
economic activities or the moral doctrine unifying beliefs and values in society. This approach
was spearheaded by Henri Saint-Simon, the idiosyncratic but visionary thinker whose approach
inspired the positivist philosopher Auguste Comte and also contributed to the emergence of
eatly socialist thought in France. While he recognised, and at times promoted, the capacity for
individual improvement, Saint-Simon repudiated the concept of perfectibility and he put forward
visions of progress based on evolutionary principles, a linear and deterministic conception of

history and a putatively providential law of human “civilisation.” This more collective approach,

10



and that of Saint-Simon’s followers, did not represent an epistemic break, however, and it built
in a number of ways on earlier versions of social science. This thesis investigates these changes
and continuities and, in doing so, illuminates the intellectual origins of an age fascinated, if not

obsessed, with progress.

kokok

The history of the idea of the progress has been the subject of a wealth of detailed, erudite
studies. A range of scholars have traced the development of this idea from time immemorial,
while others have focused on the eighteenth century, and France in particular, when ideas of
human improvement first started to be divorced from Christian eschatology. Classic studies,
such as those of J. B. Bury and John Passmore, explored the notion of progress and its correlates
(perfection, perfectibility, civilisation) by examining their successive iterations in the works of
ancient, medieval and modern writers.” On the whole, these studies followed the classic
approach to the history of ideas, as theorised by Arthur O. Lovejoy. Following this approach,
intellectual history involved the study of unit-ideas, and their different uses and manifestations in
past philosophical works. Histories in this mould tended to provide broad-brush accounts of
those ideas, however, and they did not necessarily do justice to the traditions of thought or social
settings in which particular arguments were developed.’ The works of Bury, Passmore and others
thus sometimes sacrificed depth for breadth and, despite their merits, overlooked some of the

crucial conceptual innovations in the history of ideas of progress.

5. B. Bury, The Idea of Progress: An Inquiry into its Origin and Growth (London: Macmillan, 1920); John Passmore, The
Perfectibility of Man (New York: Scribnet’s Sons, 1970). See also Geotges Sorel, Les illusions du progres (Paris: M. Riviere,
1908); Jules Delvaille, Essai sur Ihistoire de l'idée de progres jusqu’a la fin du XVIII siécle (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1910); Mortis
Ginsbetg, The Idea of Progress: A Revaluation (London: Methuen, 1953); Chatles L. Van Doren, The Idea of Progress New
York: F. A. Praeger, 1967); Chatles Frankel, The Faith of Reason: The Idea of Progress in the French Enlightenment (New
York: Octagon Books, 1969); Sydney Pollard, The Idea of Progress: History and Society (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1971);
Robert Nisbet, History of the Idea of Progress (New York: Basic Books, 1980).

¢ On this approach and its legacy, see Anthony Grafton, “The History of Ideas: Precept and Practice, 1950-2000 and
Beyond,” Journal of the History of Ideas 67, no. 1 (Jan., 2006): 1-32.
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This study draws on a more contextualist tradition of historical interpretation. It examines
different ideas of human improvement by identifying the social and political settings in which
these ideas were articulated, the various lines of arguments that they drew on and the textual
sources in which they appeared.” By trying to avoid pre-conceived notions of the meaning and
implications of those ideas, this method of intellectual history allows for a more fine-tuned
understanding of past strands of thought and it helps to explain why those might have enjoyed
traction in previous times. It may even open new vistas onto our own mental world.® This thesis
also builds on recent interest in the history of knowledge, an approach that eschews traditional
distinctions between scientific and non-scientific forms of understanding and encourages
analysis of traditionally marginalised topics and theorists.” This approach is particulatly suited to
the study of early French social science. A wide range of thinkers were involved in the search for
a science of society in the period 1750-1850, a time before the consolidation of modern scientific
disciplines, and they drew on a variety of sources — historical, philosophical and metaphysical —

in pursuing this quest.

As a contextual study of ideas and knowledge production, this thesis contributes to two broad
tields of historiography. The first encompasses the history of ideas of progress and perfectibility
in the Enlightenment and post-Enlightenment eras. Revising classic accounts, recent studies
have highlighted the range of debates and arguments that those ideas generated, following the

shift in attitudes to history, knowledge and society that took place in eatly eighteenth-century

7 Quentin Skinner, “Meaning and Understanding in the History of Ideas,” in sions of Politics, vol. 1, Regarding Method
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002), 57-89; Richard Whatmore, “Quentin Skinner and the Relevance of
Intellectual History,” in A Companion to Intellectual History, eds. Richard Whatmore and Brian Young (Malden: Wiley
Blackwell, 2016), 97-112. 1 also draw on Adrian Blau, “Textual Context in the History of Political Thought and
Intellectual History,” History of Eunropean Ideas 45, no. 8 (2019): 1191-210; “Extended Meaning and Understanding in
the History of Ideas,” History and Theory 58, no. 3 (September 2019): 342-59.

8 Richard Whatmote, What is Intellectnal History (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2016), 5; Annabel Brett, “What is
Intellectual History Now?” in What is History Now? ed. David Cannadine (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2002),
128.

? For a recent overview, see Helge Jordheim and David Gary Shaw, “Opening Doors: A Turn to Knowledge,”
History and Theory 59, no. 4 (December 2020): 3-18. More generally, see Peter Burke, What Is the History of Knowledge?
(Cambridge: Polity, 2016); Lorraine Daston, “The History of Science and the History of Knowledge,” KNOW: A
Journal on the Formation of Knowledge 1, no. 1 (2017): 131-54.
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Europe." Scholars have notably emphasised the historical significance of Jean-Jacques
Rousseau’s coining of the term perfectibilité in 1755, arguing that it was the starting-point for a set
of discussions about human improvement that carried over until the early 1800s."" The turn of
the nineteenth century has also been identified as a critical juncture in changing ideas of progress
and in the shift away from the projects of reform and regeneration of the French Revolution."?
The rise of evolutionary theories of natural history, finally, has been shown to have provided
new ways of thinking about the future, inspiring the visions of progress of a range of theorists in
the nineteenth century, and beyond." This thesis builds on these studies, but it further advances

scholarly understanding in this field in several ways.

Firstly, this study provides a new interpretation of the history of the concept of perfectibility in
the eighteenth century. Although he introduced the term, Rousseau was notoriously despondent
about the potential for improvement in his time, and the reconfiguration of his concept into a
beneficent attribute of human nature has long been a historical puzzle. I argue that this concept
was redefined after Rousseau, and often in response to him, on the basis of principles of

2514

sensationist psychology and of the branch of thought known as the “science of man.

Following these approaches, individual thought, behaviour and corporeal development were

10 On this shift, see Dan Edelstein, The Enlighenment: A Genealogy (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2010).

11 Florence Lottetie, Progrés et perfectibilité: un dilemme des Lumiéres frangaises (1755-1814) (Oxford: Voltaire Foundation,
2015); L bomme perfectible, ed. Bertrand Binoche (Seyssel: Champ Vallon, 2004). See also Mark Hulliung, The
Autocritique of Enlightenment: Roussean and the Philosophes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994); Michael
Sonenscher, Sans-Culottes: An Eighteenth-Century Emblens in the French Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2008).

12 Nicholas Le Dévédec, “La société de 'amélioration: Le renversement de la perfectibilité humaine, de ’humanisme
des Lumieres a ’humain augmenté” (PhD diss., Université de Montréal and Université de Rennes 1, 2013). Other
recent studies of ideas of progress and perfectibility in this period include Michael E. Winston, From Perfectibility to
Perversion: Meliorism in Eighteenth-Century France (New York: Peter Lang, 2005); William Max Nelson, The Time of
Enlightenment: Constructing the Future in France, 1750 to Year One (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2020).

13 Peter J. Bowler, Progress Unchained: Ideas of Evolution, Human History and the Future (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021). See also Michael Ruse, Monad to Man: The Concept of Progress in Evolutionary Biology (Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press, 1990).

14 On eighteenth-century sensationism and the science of man, see Anne C. Vila, Enlightenment and Pathology: Sensibility
in the Literature and Medicine of Eighteenth-Century France (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998); Elizabeth
A. Williams, The Physical and the Moral: Anthropology, Physiology, and Philosophical Medicine in France, 1750-1850
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Jessica Riskin, Science in the Age of Sensibility: The Sentimental Empiricists
of the French Enfightenment (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2002).
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understood as shaped, and sometimes determined, by physical sensibility, and it thus became
possible to conjecture that humans were endowed with an in-built capacity to perfect their
knowledge and conduct and, potentially too, their bodies. This study suggests that a crucial
conceptual move was made by the Enlightenment philosopher Claude-Adrien Helvétius, who
presented perfectibility as an attribute of the human mind and associated it with the equal ability
for learning of both men and women. This redefinition, I argue, supplied part of the framework
that inspired Condorcet’s influential conception of perfectibility as an indefinite capacity for

moral and intellectual improvement.

This thesis also builds on the distinction, recently proposed by Michael Sonenscher, between a
conception of perfectibility oriented towards the convergence of human capacities and another
oriented towards their divergence.”” Sonenscher employs this distinction to differentiate between
Condorcet’s approach and that of the German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel. In this study, this
distinction supplies a broader matrix for distinguishing between eighteenth-century conceptions
of perfectibility from those of Helvétius and his contemporaries, the philosophes Paul-Henri Thiry,
baron d’Holbach and Denis Diderot, to those of Sieyes and Condorcet. Sonenscher’s distinction
is also revised to illuminate the difference between the start and end points of human
perfectibility and, on this basis, this study presents an original interpretation of the thought of
the two leading Idéologues, the philosopher Antoine Destutt de Tracy, who coined the term
idéologie, and the medical theorist Pierre Cabanis. In developing this analysis and mapping out the
wider distinctions between different understandings of perfectibility, this thesis provides a fresh
perspective on the moral and intellectual purchase of this concept, the relationship between its

different iterations and their legacies.

15 Michael Sonenscher, “Sociability, Perfectibility and the Intellectual Legacy of Rousseaw,” History of Eurgpean Ideas
41, no. 5 (2015): 683-98.
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This study, lastly, brings to light the varied uses of ideas of natural evolution in the search for a
science of society in France. Evolutionary theories of natural history, as is well known, emerged
out of interest in living organisms’ capacity for change, in the origins and development of
different species and in the relations between species that those processes generated. Those
theories informed the philosophy of progress developed by Saint-Simon in the early nineteenth
century — and later built on by Comte — and they were employed to justify the leadership of the
savants in society, along with the racial and civilisational superiority of Europeans. In a later
debate during the July Monarchy, the socialist thinkers Pierre Leroux and Philippe Buchez also
respectively appealed to evolutionary and “fixist” theories of natural science to support their
visions of social and political reform. This thesis shows that this hitherto unexplored debate
shaped elaborate cosmologies of progress that looked to the moral harmony of European, if not
global, society. These cosmologies, it is argued, reveal both the philosophical expansiveness and
the passion for progress that underpinned socialist models of improvement in the lead up to the

revolutions of 1848.

This thesis also contributes to the field of scholarship concerned with early French social
science. Historians have long been aware that the project of a science of society grew out of
eighteenth-century efforts to stabilise the European state system, and that it was shaped by the
group of reformers known as the Physiocrats. A series of studies have examined this project
during the French Revolution, while others have traced its reconfiguration into the discipline of

sociology and the process of secularisation that is taken to have characterised this development.'

16 Keith Baker, “The Early History of the Term ‘Social Science,” Annals of Science 20, no. 3 (1964): 211-26; Brian W.
Head, “The Origins of “La Science Sociale” in France, 1770-1800,” Australian Journal of French Studies 19, no. 2
(1982): 115-32; Keith Margerison, “The Legacy of Social Science: Condorcet, Roederer and the Constitution of the
Year VIIL,” in Condorcet Studies I1, ed. David Williams (New York: Peter Lang, 1987), 13-30; Dominique Damamme,
“Entre science et politique, la premiére science sociale,” Po/itix 8, no. 29 (1995): 5-30; Michael Sonenscher,
“Ideology, Social Science and General Facts in Late Eighteenth-Century French Political Thought,” History of
European 1deas 35, no. 1 (2009): 24-37. For the more disciplinary histories, see Johan Heilbron, The Rise of Social
Theory, transl. Sheila Gogol (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995); French Sociology (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press,
2015); The Rise of the Social Sciences and the Formation of Modernity: Conceptual Change in Context, 1750-1850, eds. Johan
Heilbron, Lars Magnusson and Bjérn Wittrock (Dordrecht: Springer, 1998).

15



Like the history of ideas of progress, the early nineteenth century is seen as a decisive moment in
changing conceptions of social science. Scholars have nonetheless described this turning point in
different ways. To some, it was defined by the transition from a theory of humans as equal in
nature, and hence in rights, to a view of individuals as essentially unequal and of society as
needing to be organised around functional differentiation and hierarchy."” For others, this shift
was marked by a growing distrust in politics and the move towards more technocratic
approaches, divorced from ideas of rights and paving the way for deterministic conceptions of

social organisation.'®

This study proposes significant revisions to these interpretations. In the first instance, I show
that the term sezence sociale first appeared in print in 1767 in a work by Victor Riquetti, marquis de
Mirabeau, not, as historians have until now believed, in 1789 in a pamphlet by Sieyés."” Mirabeau
was a follower of Frangois Quesnay, the physician who inspired the development of the project
of reform that would come to be called “physiocracy.” Although Mirabeau used the term just
once, this discovery lends weight to the significance of the Physiocrats in the history of early

social science. It also underscores the limitations of interpreting this history as a process of

17 Frank E. Manuel, “From Equality to Otganicism,” Journal of the History of Ideas 17, no. 1 (Jan. 1956): 54-69;
“Taming the Future: The French Idea of Perfectibility,” in Shapes of Philosophical History (Stanford, CA: Stanford
University Press, 1965), 92-114; The Prophets of Paris: Turgot, Condorcet, Saint-Simon, Fourier, and Comte New York:
Harper & Row, 1965); Keith Baker, “Closing the French Revolution: Saint-Simon and Comte,” in The Transformation
of Political Culture 1789-1848, eds. Francpis Furet and Mona Ozouf (Oxford: Pergamon, 1989), 323-39. See also
Claude Blanckaert, Ia nature de la société. Organicisme et sciences sociales an XIX* siecle (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2004); Vincent
Bourdeau, “Nature et pensée sociale au XIXe¢ siecle. Enjeux politiques de 'otganicisme,” in La nature du socialisme.
Pensée sociale et conceptions de la nature an XIX siécle, eds. Vincent Bourdeau and Arnaud Macé (Besangon: Presses
universitaires de Franche-Comté, 2017), 63-89.

18 Cheryl B. Welch, “Social Science from the French Revolution to Positivism,” The Cambridge History of Nineteenth-
Centnry Political Thonght, eds. Gareth Stedman-Jones and Gregory Claeys (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2011), 171-99; Liberty and Utility: The French Idéologues and the Transformation of Liberalism (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1984); Robert Wokler, “Ideology and the Origins of Social Science,” in The Canbridge History of
Eighteenth-Century Political Thonght, eds. Mark Goldie and Robert Wokler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 688-710. See also Thomas E. Kaiser, “The Idéologues: From Enlightenment to Positivism” (PhD diss.,
Harvard University, 1976); Robert Wokler, “Saint-Simon and the Passage from Political to Social Science,” in The
Langnages of Political Theory in Early-Modern Enrgpe, ed. Anthony Pagden (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1990), 325-38; Antoine Picon, “Utopian Socialism and Social Science,” in Cambridge History of Science, vol. 7, The
Modern Social Sciences, eds. Theodore M. Porter and Dorothy Ross (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003),
71-82.

19 Victor Riquetti, marquis de Mirabeau, “La dépravation de ordre légal. Seconde lettre,” préﬁféﬁdex du citoyen 10
(1767): 63.
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secularisation. It is well established that the Physiocrats drew on theological arguments in
pursuing their project of reform and that they sought to return society to divinely sourced
principles of prospetity and harmony.” This thesis follows this line of interpretation. It also
gathers further evidence to show that, while thinkers like Condorcet and the Idéologues were
virulent critics of the Church, there was renewed interest in finding religious solutions to social
stability and cohesion in the aftermath of the French Revolution. Building on scholarly work on
the Christian origins of socialism, this thesis documents the ongoing and contested relationship

between science, religion and politics in the search for a science of society in France.”!

By focusing on the transition from individual to collective models of improvement, rather than
from equality to organicism, this study also reframes our understanding of the conceptual
transition that took place in early French social science. Some of the eighteenth-century thinkers
examined in this thesis conceived of humans as naturally equal; others did not. Likewise, a range
of nineteenth-century theorists emphasised individual difference, while others stressed the
equality of capacities, either innate or as a potential. This thesis shows that those positions cut
across different models of improvement in 1750-1850 and that there was no uniform
relationship between natural origins and social ends in this period. It also highlights the role of
ideas of physiology and medicine in shaping understandings of human variability, and it brings to
light their different uses and applications. Cabanis, for example, considered that the close
interrelationship between mind and body supposed by vitalist medicine made it possible to

equalise individual capacities to a certain extent through hygienic reform. Also medically trained,

20 Michael Sonenscher, “Physiocracy as Theodicy,” History of Political Thonght 23, no. 2 (Summer 2002): 326-39.

2l Gareth Stedman-Jones, “Religion and the Origins of Socialism,” in Relgion and the Political Imagination, eds. Ira
Katznelson and Gareth Stedman Jones (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 171-89; Carolina
Armenteros, The French Idea of History: Joseph de Maistre and His Heirs (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011);
Loic Rignol, Les hiéroghphes de la nature. Le socialisme scientifigue en France dans le premier XIX siéele (Dijon: Presses du
réel, 2014). See also Donald G. Chatlton, Secular Religions in France, 1815-1870 (London: Oxford University Press,
1963); Paul Bénichou, Le temps des prophétes: Doctrines de I'dge romantique (Patis: Gallimard, 1977); Frank P. Bowman, Le
Christ des barricades (1789-1848) (Paris: Gallimard, 1987); Edward Berenson, Populist Religion and Left-Wing Politics in
France, 1830-1852 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984).
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Buchez, in contrast, presented social physiology as the underpinning of a new system of moral

and intellectual cohesion centred on the “cult” of science and industry.

This thesis, furthermore, proposes a revised interpretation of Saint-Simon’s social science. Saint-
Simon is often presented as the archetypical theorist of the organic social order, or of a society
structured by a hierarchy of functions, the division of tasks and the submission of the parts to
the intetests of the whole.”” The recent publication of his complete works allows for a mote
nuanced reading his thought. This study argues that Saint-Simon developed two distinct models
of social improvement in his works. The first looked to the replacement of the Catholic clergy in
Europe by the scientific class and of the Christian belief-system by “physicism,” a doctrine based
on the principle of universal gravitation. Saint-Simon revised his approach after 1814, under the
Restoration, and he promoted the emergence of what he called the “industrial and scientific
system.” On one interpretation, this system would be organised around new forms of functional
differentiation and hierarchy; on another, it would see the levelling of economic conditions and
the universal solidarity of mankind. This thesis suggests that the former model would inspire
Comte’s social philosophy, while the latter would supply part of the conceptual foundations of

early socialist thought in France.

Studies of early French social science often close with Comte and present the rise of positivism
and the introduction of the concept of sociology as endpoints in the search for a science of
society.” With a broader scope and a wider cast, this thesis suggests a different account of this
search. It brings to light that Comte was only one of several of Saint-Simon’s followers to
attempt to construct a positivist social science in the 1820s, and it details the different theories —
including some never before examined — that those thinkers developed. This study also shows

that, though Saint-Simon and Comte were staunch critics of revolutionary ideals of individual

22 For this interpretation, see, among others, Baker, “Closing the French Revolution.”
2 See, for example, Heilbron, Rise of Social Theory.
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rights and equality, those ideals were resurrected by several of Saint-Simon’s heirs under the July
Monarchy. Unlike eighteenth-century theorists, however, these thinkers typically conceived of
those ideals as the culmination of the spiritual history of European society. If someone like
Condorcet conceived of rights as a means of furthering individual independence and the rational
emancipation of minds, eatly socialists such as Buchez and Leroux associated them with the
development of new religious doctrines based on principles of association and religious

devotion.

This study thus revises established histories of both ideas of perfectibility and progress, as well as
of the search for a science of society in France. It does so by examining a series of debates and
polemics between thinkers, nearly all men, who were members of the social and intellectual elite
of their time. The privileged position of these thinkers undoubtedly shaped, if not limited, their
perspectives. It also contributed to the development of social philosophies that were often as
theoretically sophisticated as they were divorced from the range of opinions and beliefs of the
wider populace. The French Revolution nonetheless sparked the diffusion of many of the
powerful ideas at the heart of those philosophies, and it confronted received understandings of
social order, political authotity and both public and private morality.”* Increasing literacy,
innovations in printing technology and the growth of the urban population in early nineteenth-
century France also contributed to the wider reception of political and philosophical works, the
tise of the newspaper press and new forms of sociability between workers.*> Despite their social
positions, the thinkers examined in this thesis played an important role in shaping popular
understandings of society and politics in their time, and their ideas were instrumental in the

dissemination of new models of improvement in the nineteenth century.

24 Peter McPhee, Living the French Revolution, 1789-99 (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Suzanne Desan, The
Family on Trial in Revolutionary France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2004).

25 Martyn Lyons, Readers and Society in Nineteenth-Century France: Workers, Women, Peasants (London: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2001).
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This study explores a strand of discussion and argument that took place primarily in French and,
in large part, in and around Paris. Although the search for a science of society in France was
informed by ideas beyond national borders, there was a cultural specificity to this search. This
was partly the product of the linguistic particularity of the terms and concepts that were
employed as well as the range of lexical innovations that this search engendered (these included
the terms science sociale, idéologie, positivisme, sociologie, individualisme and socialisme). It also reflected the
intensity of political upheavals in France in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, a
period that saw the abolition of the monarchy and of noble titles, then their reinstatement, a set
of lengthy, protracted wars and the serial rerun of revolution. These events took place against a
background of slow but steady industrialisation, paupetisation and growing urban discontent.” If
there was ever a time and a place in which political modernity was forged, as a mode of life
shaped by the struggle between the past and the future, or between tradition and progress, it was
Paris in the first half of the nineteenth century. The intellectual history outlined in this thesis is

therefore not a global intellectual history, but it is one with arguably global implications.”’

kokok

This thesis is organised into five chapters, which are structured chronologically and thematically.
The first chapter explores the intellectual origins of the search for a science of society in France
and of the models of improvement that shaped this quest in the second half of the eighteenth
century. Through a close reading of Rousseau’s concept of perfectibility, I relate this to the

broader critique of modern society Rousseau developed in his works as well as to his attempt to

26 For the canonical study of eatly nineteenth-century pauperisation, see Eugéne Buret, De Ja misére des classes
laborienses en Angleterre et en France, 2 vols. (Paris, 1840).

27 On debate around the possibility of a global intellectual history, see Global Intellectual History, eds. Samuel Moyn
and Andrew Sartori (New York: Columbia University Press, 2013); Sanjay Subrahmanyam, “Global Intellectual
History Beyond Hegel and Marx,” History and Theory 54, no. 1 (February 2015): 126-37; Knud Haakonssen and
Richard Whatmore, “Global Possibilities in Intellectual History: A Note on Practice,” Global Intellectnal History 2, no.
1 (2017): 18-29; J. G. A. Pocock, “On the Unglobality of Contexts: Cambridge Methods and the History of Political
Thought,” Global Intellectnal History 4, no. 1 (2019): 1-14.
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provide an alternative. The chapter then turns to the ideas of Quesnay and his followers, the
Physiocrats, who first popularised the notion of a science of society. It shows that, while the
Physiocrats developed a project of reform centred on changes to economic, fiscal and legal
arrangements, Quesnay’s approach built on his particular theory of individual cognition. This
chapter also underlines the divergent models of improvement put forward by Quesnay’s
followers in the 1760s and 1770s: while some emphasised the recovery of a natural social order
and the return of human minds to simple notions, others stressed the diffusion of knowledge in

society and, by implication, the potential for and necessity of human perfectibility.

The last section of chapter one investigates the reconfiguration of the concept of perfectibility
and of physiocratic social science in the works of Helvétius and d’Holbach. It shows the ways in
which Rousseau’s concept was redefined by Helvétius, on the basis of sensationist principles,
and it outlines the models of human improvement articulated by Helvétius and d’Holbach in
their writings. In contradistinction to a recent strand of scholarship, which sees these thinkers as
part of a common vanguard of radical thought, I underline the discrete and alternative models
these two thinkers put forward. While they both rejected notions derived from Christian
theology, I argue that Helvétius conceived of collective happiness as a condition of the
convergence of minds around uniform principles of morality, while ’Holbach emphasised the
social benefits of human variation and natural inequality. Neither theorist, I contend, was a
proponent of political revolution, but they supplied conceptual resources that would inform the
social and political ideas of later revolutionary thinkers. They did so because they gestured
towards the possibility of a science of society without physiocracy and, more controversially, of a

society without Christianity.

Chapter two examines the moral and political thought of Sieyes and Condorcet. Although these
two theorists were political allies during the French Revolution, this chapter shows that they

conceived of society and politics differently. Building on Michael Sonenschet’s analysis of early
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French social science, I argue that it was not only Rousseau but also his critics who played a
crucial role in shaping this project. I do so by juxtaposing Sieyes and Condorcet’s understandings
of political legitimacy to an earlier disagreement between Rousseau and Diderot on the concept
of the general will. I then examine their social scientific projects in turn. By surveying his
extensive manuscript archive, this chapter argues that Sieyes developed a “science of the social
order” on the back of a metaphysics of the self that combined sensationist psychology and the
philosophy of Leibniz. This chapter also shows that his model of improvement centred on the
possibility of harmonising individual interests and desires in society through the mechanism of
the division of labour. Finally, it demonstrates that the proposals for constitutional reform that
Sieyes put forward, under the institutional ideal of the “representative system,” were an attempt

to extend this mechanism to the realm of government.

Turning to Condorcet, in section three of this chapter, I reconstruct the alternative model of
improvement behind his project for a “social mathematics.” I argue that this model was based
on an original conception of perfectibility, and that it rested on a synthesis of naturalistic and
providential understandings of human betterment. Through an examination of his educational
writings, this chapter shows that the diffusion of knowledge was the key to furthering human
happiness and liberty, for Condorcet, but that his approach was caught between democratic and
elitist conceptions of reform. This chapter also contends that Condorcet’s social mathematics
was the inspiration behind the famous tenth chapter of his masterwork, the Esquisse d'un tablean
historique des progrés de l'esprit humain (1795), in which he outlined his hopes and expectations about
the future. It argues that the model of improvement he developed in this work was oriented
towards the revival of the simple sentiments of morality individuals acquired within the family, as
well as towards the equality of men and women. While Sieyés” model promoted the social
harmonisation of human divergence, I suggest, Condorcet’s looked to the universal convergence

of minds and moral sentiments.
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Chapter three tracks the development of these approaches by investigating the social scientific
projects of the Idéologues Destutt de Tracy and Cabanis. Although these theorists shared a
common political and intellectual outlook, this chapter reveals that they put forward different
models of human improvement after the Terror. Destutt de Tracy, I argue, developed a
conception of perfectibility that looked to the cultivation of good judgment, based on an analysis
of the uniform faculties of the individual mind. For Destutt de Tracy, reformers nonetheless had
to employ two ways of promoting good judgement in society: one, for the social and intellectual
elite, through education and enlightenment; the other, for the wider population, through the
application of the system of laws. Building on principles of vitalist physiology, Cabanis, in
contrast, stressed the variability of individual faculties and abilities, but he also promoted the
potential for convergence of individual capacities. This chapter shows that these two theorists
developed different versions of idéologie, which adapted the approaches of their intellectual
predecessors, and that these paved the way for ongoing differences of position in the search for

a science of society in France.

Chapter four documents the shift from individual to collective models of improvement by
examining Saint-Simon’s visions of progress. Drawing on Saint-Simon’s recently published
complete works, I suggest that that the philosopher put forward two distinct models of social
improvement in his works. In his early writings, Saint-Simon revived a cyclical theory of progress
and decline. I examine this theory by following his critique of Condorcet’s conception of
perfectibility, and show that it combined concepts derived from the Idéologues and their critics,
the group of counter-revolutionary theorists known as the Theocrats. The chapter then moves
on to his later model, and it suggests that Saint-Simon articulated a vision of progress under the
Restoration predicated on the continuous and irreversible law of “civilisation.” I analyse this
vision, along with the concept of civilisation on which it was based, by exploring the ways in

which it revised the aetiology of the Theocrat Joseph de Maistre, contemporary ideas of political
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economy and liberal theories of progress. The last part of this chapter explores the dispute that
broke out between Saint-Simon and Comte in the early 1820s, and it explores the ways in which

this dispute repeated, in a new form, earlier divisions in the search for a science of society.

The fifth and final chapter traces the legacies of Saint-Simon’s ideas of progress in the first half
of the nineteenth century by examining two sets of debates between his followers. The first, in
the mid-1820s, centred on the proper principles of a “positive” social science. By detailing the
arguments of Comte and other thinkers, I show that there were three conceptions of what those
principles should be, and that these were shaped by distinct philosophies of progress. I suggest
that these philosophies, which each reconfigured Saint-Simon’s ideas in different ways,
underscore the hitherto unacknowledged variety of early positivist thought in France. This
chapter then turns to the cosmologies of progress developed by Buchez and Leroux under the
July Monarchy in the 1830s and 1840s. Although they revived earlier ideals of rights and equality,
I argue that their projects of reform were embedded in collective models of improvement, but
that they were each inspired by distinct and opposing strands of contemporary natural science. I
show that Leroux drew on evolutionary ideas to promote the advent of a “religion of humanity,”
while Buchez called for a regenerated Christianity on the basis of “fixist” principles of natural
history. Despite their sometimes fantastical nature, these approaches contributed to the diffusion

of new and influential ideas of progress in the nineteenth century.

kokok

Recent years have seen renewed debate on the idea of progress, partly in response to the work of
the evolutionary psychologist Steven Pinker. Contesting downcast perspectives of human
history, Pinker has argued in a set of ambitious works that societies worldwide have seen a
decline in violence and a general improvement in well-being in the past centuries, and that this

has been the product of the development of civilisation, the growth of commerce and the
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softening of manners these have engendered.”® As commentators have noted, Pinket’s rosy
evaluations rest on overly simplistic conceptions of violence and happiness, and they restate
eighteenth-century ideas of progress.” Less remarked upon is the fact that it was these same
ideas that led to the critique of modern society developed by Rousseau and that this critique
contributed to the introduction of the concept of perfectibility. Rousseau’s critique also shaped
the themes and concerns of the search for a science of society in France, and the thinkers
involved in this search were guided as much by a pursuit of modernity as they were by a
recognition of its ills. Through his arguments, then, Pinker does not simply wish to return to
Enlightenment ideals; his perspective rests on a view of the eighteenth-century stripped of its

critical framework.

Intellectual history may not have perennial questions, but it is certainly shaped by repeated
patterns of thought. None, perhaps, have been as persistent as the ones associated with the idea
of progress. By examining the history of this idea and tracing its changing and contested
meaning, this thesis hopes to provide a way to break those ways of thinking. We cannot revive
the social and political projects of the motley group of reformers examined this study. Whatever
their merits, the crises of our time are not to be solved simply by perfecting individual rights,
deepening the division of labour in society or constructing a new Christianity. Recovering the
ideas and arguments of the thinkers who looked to advance such ideals nonetheless gives us a
greater understanding of the paths not taken over the past two hundred years. It may also
contribute to a broader awareness of our own day’s imaginative constraints. It is, after all, by
returning to the future that once was that we may be in a position to envision the future that is

still to come.

28 Steven Pinker, The Better Angels of Our Nature: Why Violence Has Declined (New York: Viking, 2011); Enlightenment
Now: The Case for Reason, Science, Humanism, and Progress (London: Allen Lane, 2018).

29 Ronald Aronson, “Pinker and Progress,” History and Theory 52 (May 2013): 246-64; The Darker Angels of Our Nature:
Refuting the Pinker Theory of History & Violence, eds. Philip Dwyer and Mark Micale (London: Bloomsbury, 2021).
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1 —The Origins of the Search

In September 1803, a short article entitled “Sur la perfectibilité” appeared in Journal des débats et
des décrets. In this piece, likely written by the counter-revolutionary critic Joseph Fiévée, the
author insisted that the term “perfectibility,” though in fashion, was not well understood by
contemporaries. “All human things” had a capacity for progress, he argued, but history showed
“that nations go through times of obscurity and glory, barbarism and refinement.” The idea that
human perfectibility was indefinite, as notably claimed by Condorcet in the 1790s, was therefore
“a brilliant chimera.” Further to this, Fiévée maintained that recent attempts to reform
government and education by appealing to notions derived from the exact sciences were
dangerously misguided. What he called the “true principles” of morality, politics and literature
were not “subject to calculations,” nor could they be based on the study of “physiological
phenomena.” Only those with a disregard for “man’s heart,” Fiévée insisted, could support the
idea of “separating morality from the idea of God” or that “society could do without religion.”
In his view, education thus had to encompass “moral instruction,” not simply the development

of the mind, and inculcate a taste for both “beauty and honesty.””

This critique of an important strand of late eighteenth-century social and political thought
followed the contemporary turn against the ideas and policies of the revolutionary era. The rise
to power of Napoléon Bonaparte after the coup of 18 Brumaire, in November 1799, led to the
resurgence of religious and conservative public opinion and the repudiation of philosophies
identified as republican, scientistic or both. Germaine de Staél’s De /a littérature considérée avec ses
rapports avec les institutions sociales (1800), in which she lauded the perfectibility of the human

species, notably provoked a series of attacks against theories of progress associated with the

30 [Joseph Fiévée], “Sur la perfectibilité,” Variétés, Journal des débats et des décrets, (19 fructidor, an X1 [6 september
1803]): 3-4. The claims in this article, signed only V., are repeated in his other writings: Du dix-huit brumaire, opposé an
systeme de la terrenr (Partis, an X [1802]), 13, n. 1, 44-45; “Esprit littéraire du XVIIle siécle,” Mercure de France (28
pluvidse, an XII [18 Februrary 1804]): 391-99.
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French Revolution.” Fiévée’s article came at the tail-end of this public debate, sometimes known
as the “quarrel on perfectibility,” and it followed other reappraisals of the direction of human
history. Fiévée also associated the concept of perfectibility with the project of a science of
society — a project which Condorcet had tied to the use of probability calculations and others to
physiology — and denounced attempts to regenerate human minds without regard for either the

Divine or the beautiful.

Neither perfectibility nor the science of society, however, was originally conceived to support
projects of secular or scientific reform, nor was this science initially associated with that concept.
The term perfectibilité was coined by Jean-Jacques Rousseau in his Discours sur lorigine de !'inégalité
(1755), ot Second Discourse, to describe the human capacity for individual and collective
development. Rousseau, it is well known, was highly critical of the afflictions of modern life and
he presented perfectibility not as a blessing, but as the source of human miseries. The project of
a science of society, meanwhile, was first formulated in the 1760s by /les économistes, a close-knit
group of reformers now better known as the Physiocrats. Following Fran¢ois Quesnay, a
physician in the court of Louis XV, this group promoted a programme of economic and
administrative reform that sought to return society to divinely sourced principles of harmony
and prosperity. In an exchange with Rousseau, one of Quesnay’s collaborators thus insisted that
far from promoting the perfectibility of the human mind, the Physiocrats wished “to bring it

back to what is simple, to the first notions of nature and instinct.””*

This chapter examines the development of the concept of perfectibility and of the search for a

science of society from these eatly beginnings, and it traces their reconfiguration into the tools

31 Madame de Staél-Holstein, De /a littérature considérée avec ses rapports avec les institutions sociales, 2 vols. (Paris, 1800). On
the reception to Staél’s work, see the comprehensive summary of contemporary reviews in Madame de Staél, De /a
littérature considérée dans ses rapports avec les institutions sociales, ed. Axel Blaeschke (Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2014), 543-
76. See also Florence Lotterie, “L’année 1800 — Perfectibilité, progres et révolution dans De /a littérature de Mme de
Staél,” Romantisme, no. 108 (2000): 9-22.

32 [Victor Riquetti, marquis de Mirabeau to Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 30 July 1767], in [Nicolas Baudeau], Précis de
Lordre légal (Amsterdam, 1768), 204.
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that shaped the visions of reform of Condorcet, Sieyes and others during the French Revolution.
I begin with a close reading of the passage in which the term perfectzbilité first appeared, before
relating this concept to Rousseau’s wider critique of modern society and his attempt to outline a
rustic alternative. I then turn to the ideas of Quesnay and his followers, and I explore the
relationship between physiocracy, perfectibility and the project of a science of society, bringing
to light that the term science sociale first appeared in 1767 in a work by one of Quesnay’s associates
(not, as historians until now believed, in a 1789 pamphlet by Sieyes). The final part of this
chapter investigates the redefinition of the concept of perfectibility after Rousseau, and it
outlines two of the models of human improvement that ensued: the first, advanced by Helvétius,
emphasised the convergence of minds around uniform principles of knowledge and morality; the
second, developed by d’Holbach, with the help of Diderot, centred on the social harmonisation

of divergent individual capacities and talents.”

This chapter suggests that the origins of the search for a science of society in France can be
traced back to moral and philosophical debates in the second half of the eighteenth century. In
doing so, it follows a well-established line of historical argument that associates Enlightenment
visions of progress and happiness with the ideals of the French Revolution.’ This relationship
has recently received renewed attention in the works of Jonathan Israel, who has argued that the
social and political ideology of thinkers like Condorcet and Sieyés can be traced back to what he

calls “a vanguard of philosophical republicans” that included Helvétius, d’Holbach and Diderot

33 As previously mentioned, I build hetre on the distinction between convergence and divergence-oriented
conceptions of perfectibility put forward by Michael Sonenscher in “Sociability, Perfectibility and the Intellectual
Legacy of Rousseau.”

3% On the rise of happiness as a social and political ideal in the eighteenth century, see Darrin McMahon, Happiness:
A History (London: Penguin Books, 2007); David Wootton, “Utility: In Place of Virtue,” chap. 5 in Power, Pleasure,
and Profit: Insatiable Appetites from Machiavelli fo Madison (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2018). On
Enlightenment conceptions of society, see Keith Baker, “Enlightenment and the Institution of Society: Notes for a
Conceptual History,” in Main Trends in Cultural History, eds. Willem Melching and Wyger Velema (Amsterdam:
Rodopi, 1994), 95-120; David Catrithers, “The Enlightenment Science of Society,” in Inventing Human Science:
Eighteenth-Century Domains, eds. Christopher Fox, Roy Porter and Robert Wokler (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1995), 232-70.
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(but not Rousseau and the Physiocrats).” This approach has been faulted, however, for its

reductive assumptions.”

This chapter instead follows scholarship that stresses the protracted and
often overlapping sets of arguments that shaped eighteenth-century ideas of progress and the
gradual process of transformation and reinterpretation that defined them.”” I nonetheless
highlight the significance of distinct models of human improvement in this period. I argue that
those models, which cut across the putative distinction, proposed by Israel, between moderate

and radical Enlightenment, supplied important conceptual resources to the search for a science

of society in late eighteenth-century France.

In a recent study, Florence Lotterie has outlined the intellectual context in which Rousseau
introduced the concept of perfectibility and traced the ways in which it shaped ensuing
discussions of human improvement.” This chapter builds on this study, but it provides a more
detailed analysis of the ideas of a set of thinkers who followed, at least in part, Rousseau’s
critique of modern society. Like Rousseau, the Physiocrats condemned luxury and self-interest,
Helvétius warned of the dangers of a lack of public virtue, while d’Holbach underlined the risks
of not following the general will. Unlike Rousseau, however, these theorists all put forward
proposals for regenerating modern monarchies like France. The Physiocrats developed a project
of reform centred on changes to economic, fiscal and legal arrangements. Helvétius and
d’Holbach emphasised the benefits of moral education and public enlightenment. All of them, in

different ways, derived their approaches from an account of individual human faculties and from

3 Jonathan 1. Israel, The Enlightenment That Failed: Ideas, Revolution, and Democratic Defeat, 1748-1830 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2019), 3. See also, from the same author, Radical Enlightenment: Philosophy and the Making of Modernity
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001); A Revolution of the Mind: Radical Enlightenment and the Intellectnal Origins of
Modern Democracy (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2010); Democratic Enlightenment: Philosophy, Revolution and
Human Rights, 1750—1790 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011); Revolutionary Ideas: An Intellectnal History of the
French Revolution from The Rights of Man to Robespierre (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014).

36 Antoine Lilti, “Comment écrit-on I'histoire intellectuelle des Lumiéres? Spinozisme, radicalisme et philosophie,”
Annales. Histoires, Sciences Sociales, no. 1 (Jan-Feb. 2009): 171-206.

37 See the list of works cited in footnotes 11 and 12.

38 Lotterie, Progrés et perfectibilité.
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an analysis of the capacities of individual minds, in particular. It was thus that Rousseau’s

concept of perfectibility came to be redefined as a beneficent attribute of human nature.

The ideas and perspectives of the thinkers examined in this chapter played a central role in
shaping early French social science. Notwithstanding his critique of modern society, the moral
and political arguments of Rousseau contributed to the focus on constitutional design by
revolutionary theorists like Sieyes, while his conception of human nature and views on education
influenced Condorcet’s approach. The Physiocrats’ theory on natural rights, meanwhile,
informed discussions of social and political reform in France, even if subsequent theorists usually
opposed the specific measures they put forward. It was Helvétius and d’Holbach who
nonetheless inspired, explicitly and implicitly, the models of human improvement advanced by
later proponents of a science of society. They did so because they developed conceptions of
perfectibility predicated on principles of sensationist psychology and the eighteenth-century
“science of man,” and they formulated philosophies oriented towards the secular reform of
morality and politics. In looking to the future, rather than the past, these philosophies would
shape the search for a science of society in France in significant ways. At least, until its

rearticulation in the early nineteenth century, following the “quarrel on perfectibility.”

Jean-Jacques Rousseau

The Concept of Perfectibility

The work in which the term “perfectibility” was coined, Rousseau’s Second Discourse, was an
answer to a prize essay competition set by the Dijon Academy on the origins and legitimacy of
human inequality. In the preface of this work, Rousseau highlighted the difficulty of the
question, as it brought into play the issue of the original features of human existence. Comparing
the human soul to the statue of Glaucus, “which time, sea and storms had so disfigured that it

looked less like a God than a ferocious beast,” Rousseau insisted that it had been so thoroughly

30



altered by the development of society that it was “almost unrecognisable” from its initial state.
To answer the Dijon Academy’s question, it was therefore necessary to distinguish between the
intrinsic and acquired attributes of the soul, a task that Rousseau described as “disentangling
what is original and artificial in the present nature of man.”””” He introduced the concept of
perfectibility as he looked to carry out this task: the determination of the essential and underlying
attributes of the nature of man.” The account he set out in this work was the starting point for a
series of subsequent discussions about the human capacity for improvement in France. It thus

calls for close scrutiny.

As Rousseau presented it in his reply to the Dijon Academy, there were two sides to human
nature. The first encompassed the qualities and faculties of man’s physical constitution, which
gave rise to the basic needs that humans shared with animals, such as food and shelter. The
second, he claimed, was “metaphysical and moral,” and it also had two components. The first
was freedom, Rousseau argued, since humans were capable of exercising choice over their
actions. They were “free agents,” he thus suggested, and it was in the “consciousness of this
freedom” that man displayed “the spirituality of his soul.””*' Conceding that this claim may be
subject to disagreement, Rousseau went on to propose that the second component of man’s

metaphysical and moral nature was, by contrast, incontrovertible:

But, even if the difficulties surrounding all these questions leave some room for disagreement
about this difference between man and animal, there is another very specific property that
distinguishes them, and over which there can be no debate, this is the faculty of perfecting
oneself [/a faculté de se perfectionner]; a faculty which, with the aid of circumstances, successively
develops all the others and resides in us, in the species as well as in the individual...4?

3 Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Second Disconrse [1755], in The Discourses and Other Early Writings, transl. and ed. Victor
Gourevitch (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 124-25 (I have modified the translation of this work in
minor ways throughout this section of the chapter). For the original edition, see Rousseau, Discours sur origine et les
Jondemens de Iinégalité parmi les hommes (Amsterdam, 1755). On the concept of perfectibility, see also Henti Gouhier,
“La “perfectibilité” selon J.-J. Rousseau,” Revsue de thévlogie et de philosophie 110, no. 4 (1978): 321-39.

401 employ the terms “man” and “human” interchangeably in this patt of the chapter, in keeping with Rousseau’s
tendency time to amalgamate, not unintentionally, male and universal human experience.

41 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, 140-41.

42 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, 141.
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According to Rousseau, the incontestable marker of human-animal difference was the faculty of
perfecting oneself, or what he went on to call “perfectibility” (perfectzbilité). An animal, he claimed,
was “after several months, what it will be for the rest of its life, and its species, after a thousand
years, what it was in the first of the thousand.” Drawing on the ideas of Georges-Louis Leclerc
de Buffon, the leading French naturalist of the time, Rousseau insisted that humans were

endowed with a natural capacity to transform themselves, as individuals and as a species, and to

acquire faculties and dispositions that were non-existent in their original condition.”

Although the capacity for perfectibility appeared to imply a propensity for improvement,
Rousseau argued that it was in fact a vehicle for moral degeneration. This “distinctive and almost
unlimited faculty,” he suggested immediately after introducing it, could be regarded as “the
source of all of man’s miseries™ it was the faculty that drew man “from that original condition in
which he would spend tranquil and innocent days” and which, “causing his enlightenment and
his errors, his vices and his virtues to bloom, eventually makes him his own and nature’s
tyrant.””** As Rousseau went on to explain, in a note at the end of his work, man was “naturally
good,” but the changes he had experienced in his progress had “depraved him.” Although
human society was admired, he continued, “it was no less true that it necessarily brought men to
hate each other in proportion as their interests’ clash,” and that they did each other “every
imaginable harm.”* The ills to which society gave rise, he argued, included superfluous needs,

excessive wealth and luxury, unbridled passions and the violent desire for domination. In this

4 For Buffon’s account of human specificity, see Georges-Louis Leclerc de Buffon, “Discours sur la nature de
I’homme,” in Histoire naturelle générale et particnliere (Paris, 1749), 2:438-43. On Rousseau’s use of Buffon’s ideas, see,
most recently, Emma Planinc, “Homo Duplex: The Two Origins of Man in Rousseau’s Second Disconrse,” History of
European 1deas 47, no. 1 (2021): 71-90.

44 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, 141.

45 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, note IX, 197-98.
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way, Rousseau developed his concept of perfectibility around a sharp distinction between

original goodness and acquired vice, or between the natural and the social.*

The crucial feature of Rousseau’s account was that none of the developments engendered by
perfectibility were inherent to human nature, nor were they pre-determined. The departure from
man’s original state was not the product of moral error, in his view, and it did not mean that the
human soul was in a condition of irremediable sin, in contrast to the Christian doctrine of the
Fall. In what he called the “state of nature,” Rousseau argued that human beings lived a simple,
equal existence in relative independence: they were “without industry, without speech [and]
without settled abode,” and they were guided by their instinct like animals. In this state,
perfectibility and the capacities it produced were merely “in potentiality.”*” According to
Rousseau, the exit from the natural state did not originate in human need or in the individual
inclination to develop social relations, as theorists in the natural law tradition sometimes
maintained. Rather, it was the product of external causes, such as floods and earthquakes, which
brought humans closer together and forced them to interact with each other. It was
environmental events such as these that were the starting point, he claimed, for the series of

developments that led to establishment of unequal and conflict-ridden modern societies.*

For Rousseau, perfectibility was in other words a poisoned chalice. It was the faculty that defined
humans in the natural world and allowed them to progress, individually and collectively, beyond

their original state. It also made possible, however, a set of vices and ills that had not existed in

46 Rousseau, Second Discourse, note 1X, 199. On the role of Rousseau’s works in diffusing the idea of a distinction
between “natural” and “social” man in this period, see Yair Mintzker, “““A Word Newly Introduced into Language™:
The Appearance and Spread of “Social” in French Enlightened Thought, 1745-1765,” History of European 1deas 34, n.
4 (2008): 500-13.

47 In this state, Rousseau suggested, humans could be considered as animals with simply better developed faculties.
By considering man “as he must have emerged from the hands of nature,” he wrote, “I see an animal less strong
than some, less agile than others, but on balance the most advantageously organized of all.” Rousseau, Second
Discourse, 134, 157, 159.

4 Rousseau, Second Discourse, 162-65. On Rousseau and the question of original sin, see loannis D. Evrigenis,
“Freeing Man from Sin: Rousseau on the Natural Condition of Mankind,” in Rowsseau and Freedom, eds. Christie
McDonald and Stanley Hoffmann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 9-23.
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this state. In Rousseau’s account, the concept of perfectibility served to explain the process of
denaturation by which humans had transformed themselves from a condition in which they
resembled animals, and in which they lived a uniform, independent existence, to one in which
they acquired an array of new and artificial needs, capacities and passions. This account —
Rousseau’s alternative to the doctrine of the Fall — built on mid-eighteenth-century ideas of
natural science, and it was an intervention into contemporary debates about human-animal
difference as well as of the place of humans in nature.” The concept of perfectibility was also
one component of the broader critique of modern society Rousseau developed in his works.
This critique gave this concept its full meaning and significance, and it set the terms for later

discussions of human improvement in France.

The Critique of Modern Soctety

It is well known that Rousseau’s critique of modern society was inspired by a moment of
revelation he experienced in 1749 on the way to visit Diderot, then imprisoned at Vincennes.
Having read an essay question set by the Dijon Academy — “whether the restoration of the
sciences and the arts has contributed to the purification of morals” — Rousseau came to the
realisation that this restoration had not simply failed to purify morals, it had entirely corrupted
them. This became the central argument of his first work, the prize-winning Discours sur les sciences
et les arts, or First Disconrse (1751), which launched Rousseau’s career as a writer. Notwithstanding
his revelation on the way to Vincennes, Rousseau’s attack on the technical and scientific
achievements of the day was also as a response to the works of two thinkers, who each, in
different ways, played a role in shaping evaluations of modern society in the second half of the
eighteenth century: Etienne Bonnot, abbé de Condillac and Chatles Louis de Secondat, baron de

Montesquieu. A summary description of their work will illuminate the themes behind Rousseau’s

4 Lotterie, Progres et perfectibilité, 13-25.
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critique. It also serves to provide a broader picture of the intellectual origins of the search for a

science of society in France.

Condillac was a seminarian in Paris, before becoming involved in sa/ons life in Paris during the
1740s.” Sometimes labelled “the philosopher of the philosaphes,” Condillac developed an
influential theory of knowledge founded on a rejection of innate ideas (the view that individuals
were born with pre-conceived notions or concepts). Building on the philosophy of John Locke,
he argued that sensitive experience was the sole source of human knowledge and that individuals
possessed a natural capacity to acquire ideas, develop their intellectual faculties and communicate
with each other.”’ According to Condillac, the experience of need combined with the human
inclination to help one another were the basis, to borrow Avi Lifschitz’s phrasing, for the mutual
emergence of language, mind and society.” These views rested on Condillac’s belief in God’s
providential design of the world, and they pointed to the potential for harmony of knowledge
and morality in society.” This philosophy, which Condillac subsequently appeared to bring closer
to a single-substance metaphysics in Traité des sensations (1754), was a major inspiration to
Enlightenment theories of mind and language, and it would later be adapted by Sieyes and the

Idéologues, among others.™

50 Rousseau was a close acquaintance, having tutored Condillac’s nephews in the early 1740s, and he helped
Condillac published his first work. Isabel F. Knight, The Geometric Spirit: The Abbé de Condillac and the French
Enlightenment New Haven: Yale University Press, 1968), 7-8.

51 [Etienne Bonnot, abbé de Condillac], Essai sur 'origine des connoissances humaines, 2 vols. (Amsterdam, 1746). On
Condillac’s revision of Locke, see John C. O’Neal, “Condillac and the Meaning of Expetience,” chap. 1 in The
Authority of Experience: Sensationist Theory in the French Enlightenment (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press,
1990), 13-24.

52 Avi Lifschitz, “The Mutual Emergence of Language, Mind, and Society,” chap. 1 in Language and Enlightenment: The
Berlin Debates of the Eighteentl Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 20106).

53 Condillac’s approach, it is now known, was shaped by engagement with the philosophy of Gottfried Wilhelm
Leibniz, and he composed an essay of Leibnizian inspiration in the late 1740s. [Condillac], “Les monades.
Dissertation,” in Dissertation qui a remporté le prixc proposé par I’ Académie royale des sciences et belles lettres sur le systéme des
monades avec les pieces gui ont conconrn (Betlin, 1748), 407-512; now republished in Condillac, Les monades, ed. Laurence
L. Bongie (Oxford: Studies on Voltaire and the Eighteenth Century, 1980).

>4 There is no comprehensive history of the legacy of Condillac’s philosophy the eighteenth century. On his
philosophy of language and its reception, see Hans Aarsleff, “Philosophy of Language,” in The Cambridge History of
Eighteenth-Century Philosophy, ed. Knud Haakonsen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 451-95.
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Montesquieu was a noble landowner and magistrate from Bordeaux. In his masterwork De /esprit
des lois (1748), he put forward an original typology of governments and emphasised the range of
factors, from religion to climate, that gave shape to them.” This work is often remembered for
its description of the English political system, as well as for its praise of the pacifying virtues of
commerce. Montesquieu’s De [esprit des lois nonetheless also contained an account of the French
monarchy and the set of institutions which, he believed, were essential to its continued power
and prosperity. Montesquieu argued that a monarchy required a nobility, acting as a moderating
influence on the power of the sovereign. He also claimed that a monarchical state was not
sustained by political virtue, in contrast to republics, but by self-interested forms of behaviour
and notably by personal ambition (what he called “honour”). In addition to this, he insisted that
it should favour trade in luxury goods, as this type of trade followed from the inequality of
wealth that characterised a monarchical state, and it promoted the “spring” of monarchy, self-

56

interest.” These claims, it has been shown, shaped debates over the regeneration of the French

monarchy for decades to come.”

Rousseau diverged from both Condillac and Montesquieu, and the critique of modern society he
put forward in his works connected what he took to be the mistakes of the first to the errors of
the second. As he argued in his First Disconrse, different branches of human knowledge were the
product of irrational and immoral inclinations, not, as Condillac supposed, of benign sensitive
experience. “Astronomy was born of superstition,” Rousseau claimed in this work, “eloquence

of ambition, hatred, flattery, lying; geometry, of greed; physics, of a vain curiosity; all of them,

55 [Chatles Louis de Secondat, baron de Montesquieu], De [esprit des loix: ou du rapport que les loixc doivent avoir avec la
constitution de chaque gonvernement, les moeurs, le climat, la religion, le commerce, ete., 2 vols. (Geneva, 1748). In the late 1740s,
Rousseau was hired to help Claude Dupin, a rich tax-farmer, write a refutation of Montesquieu’s work. On the
Montesquieu’s influence on Rousseau, see Michael Sonenscher, Jean-Jacques Roussean: The Division of Labour, the Politics
of the Imagination and the Concept of Federal Government (Leiden: Brill, 2020), 33-47.

56 Montesquieu, De [esprit des loix, bk. 7, ch. 4. On Montesquieu’s social and political philosophy, see Céline Spector,
Montesquien: pouvoirs, richesses et sociétés (Paris: Hermann, 2011).

57 Michael Sonenscher, Before the Deluge: Public Debt, Inequality, and the Intellectual Origins of the French Revolution
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007).
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even ethics itself, of human pride.””® The development of the arts and sciences, he further
argued, undermined the simple mores of “rustic” societies, which were less cultivated and less
knowledgeable than modern polities, but more healthy, honest and virtuous. The arts and
sciences also fostered idleness and ill-health, luxury and vanity, he claimed, and they undermined
both the love of country and the love of God. Contra Condillac, Rousseau insisted that
knowledge and morality did not go hand in hand. “Our souls,” as he put it, “have become

corrupted in proportion as our sciences and our arts have advanced towards perfection.””

If Rousseau’s First Disconrse challenged the presuppositions of Condillac’s philosophy of
knowledge, his Second Discourse contested Montesquieu’s political theory.” As mentioned,
Montesquieu emphasised the pacifying virtues of commerce as well as the stabilising effects of
certain forms of inequality. In the Second Disconrse, Rousseau countered these views by examining
the process through which humans had putatively evolved from a natural to a civilised state.
Rousseau’s account of this process — the story of the dispositions and capacities successively
engendered by the faculty of human perfectibility — was a tale of rise and decline. Although he
recognised the value of certain developments, he argued that modern societies were plagued by
inequalities of wealth, power and rank and they were, for this reason, corrupt and unstable.
Outlining what he called “the progress of inequality,” Rousseau portrayed his own time as locked
into a cycle of revolutions in which the institution of a lawful political order would invariably
give way to arbitrary power, which, in turn, would lead to the emergence of a new state of
nature. Against Montesquieu, Rousseau argued that whatever their form of government, unequal

societies would all eventually give tise to despotism and the dissolution of the state.”!

58 Rousseau, Iirst Discourse [1751), in The Disconrses and Other Early Political Writings, 16.

59 Rousseau, First Discourse, 9.

0 The First Disconrse can also be read as a critique of Montesquieu, in particular Montesquieu’s apology of
commerce: Christopher Kelly, “Rousseau and the Illustrious Montesquiew,” in The Challenge of Roussean, eds. Eve
Grace and Christopher Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 19-33.

61 Rousseau, Second Discourse, 181-86.

37



There were two turning points in the conjectural history of inequality outlined in the Second
Discourse. These represented two key stages in Rousseau’s conception of perfectibility. The first
was the transition from the state of nature to the state in which humans began to interact with
one another. Induced by external causes, those interactions prompted the acquisition of the
primary set of capacities that made it possible for individuals to sustain and deepen their
relations. According to Rousseau, these included elementary forms of reflection, the
development of language and the rise of sentiments of public esteem. These led to the
emergence of social institutions such as the family, basic ideas of morality, early forms of
industry and plant domestication and the first notions of private property. Importantly,
Rousseau suggested that individuals in this state remained relatively equal, as they retained much
of their natural independence. In Rousseau’s view, this was “the stage reached by most of the
savage peoples [si] known to us.” It was also, he crucially claimed, “the least subject to

revolutions” and therefore “the best for man.”*

The second key moment in Rousseau’s history was the invention of metallurgy. Following “some
extraordinary event,” he suggested (“such as a volcano throwing up molten metal”), humans
developed the practice of mining and smelting ore. It was less the practice itself, however, than
its effects that transformed the human species. “As soon as men were needed to melt and forge

950

iron,” Rousseau claimed, “others were needed to feed them.”” No longer able to meet their own
needs, individuals were now dependent on others to survive. The invention of metallurgy was
followed by the development of agriculture, and this contributed to a separation of tasks
between those who cultivated the land and those who paid for its products. This made it

possible for inequalities of wealth to emerge, Rousseau maintained, along with new needs and

the vices of luxury. Once these developments unfolded, human beings reached a state of near-

62 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, 162-67.
63 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, 169.
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complete moral and intellectual development, he argued, but it was a state that encouraged

23 <¢

“ostentatious display,” “deceitful cunning,” “consuming ambition” and “a black inclination to
harm one another.” For Rousseau, the full unfolding of human perfectibility gave way to the

bleak cycle of revolutions in which unequal societies were locked.**

The conjectural history in Rousseau’s Second Discourse developed the arguments of his First
Discourse. Together, they amounted to a powerful critique of modern society and the institutions
which, following Condillac and Montesquieu, were taken to define it. The putative progress of
the human condition, in Rousseau’s view, had seen the development of a set of gradual, but
seemingly irreversible processes that had destroyed natural equality and freedom and had
culminated in the establishment of a corrupt and unstable social order. The pursuit of knowledge
and the division of labour in particular had encouraged the growth of harmful and destructive
vices, including social interdependence, idleness and self-interest. Rousseau stressed the
contingency of those developments, however, and he depicted, in both of his first works, stages
of society in which humans enjoyed a happy medium of dependence and independence. As he
described it, there existed a state in which perfectibility had spawned the necessary capacities for
social life, without yet provoking the ills that undermined collective harmony. The possibility of
returning to such a state of balance would inspire a range of subsequent thinkers in France, and
none more so than the Physiocrats. For Rousseau, however, humankind had reached the

decrepitude of old age, and it could not turn back the clock.”

The Rustic Alternative

Before turning to the ideas of Quesnay and his followers, it is worth briefly detailing Rousseau’s

attempt to provide a solution to contemporary ills, as it would cast a long shadow on the search

64 “Here, then, are all our faculties developed, memory and imagination brought into play, amour propre interested,
reason become active, and the mind almost at the limit of the perfection of which it is capable.” Rousseau, Second
Disconrse, 170. For his critique of luxury, see Second Discourse, note IX, 201-02.

05 “Letter by J. J. Rousseau to M. Philopolis,” in The Discourses and Other Early Political Writings, 224-25.
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for a science of society in France. Rousseau did not propose the return to an earlier social state,
but he did consider that it might be possible to revive elements of the lifestyle associated with
humanity’s putative infancy. He also suggested that it may be feasible, under certain conditions,
to preserve and perfect societies that remained relatively undeveloped, socially and economically.
According to Rousseau, guidance on these matters could not, however, be provided by the
standard source of normative argument in the eighteenth century, the modern tradition of
natural law, because this state-centred strand of thought only served to justify existing power

relations, and absolute government in particular.®

This implied that a new form of knowledge
was required to shape contemporary efforts at moral and political reform. Rousseau did not go

as far as to articulate this new knowledge, but in a set of works, published one week apart in

1762, he outlined two possible ways of mitigating modern afflictions.”’

In Ewmile, on de léducation (1762), Rousseau provided a detailed account of how a male child could
be raised in such a way that he would become a virtuous, healthy and independent citizen.
Against the view that men and women should receive the same education, as argued by
Helvétius, Rousseau proposed a distinction between the education of boys and gitls, because of
the different roles they were to occupy in society. In tune with his critique of modern society,
Rousseau highlighted the importance of raising children in the country, in order for them to
imbibe the just and simple mores of peasants. He also outlined a plan of education attuned to
what he considered to be the stages of child development, with an emphasis on self-learning and
physical exercise, as well as on the supposedly unequal capacities of the sexes.” He insisted,

finally, on the acquisition of manual skills that fostered independence and self-reliance, and he

% For his critique of modern natural law, and the approach of Hugo Grotius in particular, see Rousseau, Of #he Social
Contract [1762), in The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, ed. and transl. Victor Goutevitch (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 42-43, 46-47, 59; Ewile, ou de I'éducation (Paris: Garnier Freres, 1964), 584-85.

67 Rousseau never completed the great work on politics he began to plan in the early 1750s and which he gave the
title Institutions politiques. On this project, see Robert Derathé, Jean-Jacques Roussean et la science politique de son temps
(Paris: Vrin, 1970), 52-55. There is a case to be made that this critique formed the basis for the later project of a
science of society, in so far as it amounted to a new way of conceptualising the law of nature and nations. For this
view, see Sonenscher, “Ideology, Social Science and General Facts.”

68 Rousseau, Ewile, 82-85; on the education of gitls, see the section on “Sophie ou la femme,” 445-514.
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praised the virtues of agricultural work, which he described as the “most honest,” “most useful”

and “most noble” of occupations.” This plan was inspired by “the simplicity of counttry life,”

Rousseau explained, and the happy lives of “primitive pattiarchs.””

In Du contrat social, also published in 1762, Rousseau detailed the principles of what he considered
to be a just and free political order, similarly conceived to foment virtuous and independent
citizens. According to Rousseau, this order had to be founded on the sovereignty of the
compound interest of the citizenry — what he called the “general will” — as well as on moral and
political equality. Rousseau set out the constitutional mechanisms that were required to sustain
this order, and he also emphasised the need to inculcate patriotic allegiance to the state in
citizens. Crucially, Rousseau followed Montesquieu in suggesting that political liberty was
contingent on particular social and economic conditions. Unlike Montesquieu, however, he
argued that those conditions were that a society be in the early stages of its development, that it
was small and that it refrained from pursuing both external commerce and war. As Rousseau
presented it in Du contrat social, only a self-sufficient society, in which its members retained a
degree of simplicity and independence from each other, could sustain a just and harmonious
politics. It also required the institution of a strict distinction between government and the
sovereignty of the general will — which could not be represented — along with the establishment
of a civil religion committing citizens to belief in God and in “the sanctity of the social

contract.””!

Rousseau in this way outlined two possible solutions to modern ills. One focused on the
individual cultivation of rustic mores, simple virtues and the skills required to practice

independent occupations such as agriculture. The second centred on the establishment of a

6 Rousseau, Fmile, 226.

70 Rousseau, Emilins, or an Essay on Edncation, 2 vols., transl. Thomas Nugent (London, 1763), 2:394.

" Rousseau, Of the Social Contract, 150-51. On the scaled-up, federal version of Rousseau’s conception of republican
government, see Sonenscher, Jean-Jacques Roussean.
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political order based on the moral and legal institutions of the social contract. Both would play
an important role in shaping the ideas of the later proponents of a science of society. These
theorists would nonetheless adapt Rousseau’s solutions in ways that cut against his own
evaluations. Condorcet, for one, would emphasise the importance of public education in
mitigating social inequalities, but he promoted the diffusion of precisely the type of knowledge
that Rousseau claimed had a corrupting influence on the public. Sieyes would pay close attention
to the constitutional provisions required for a free and stable political order. He would
nonetheless seek to extend the principle of the division of labour to the realm of government,
the principle which Rousseau had identified as a source of harmful social interdependency.
Invariably, late eighteenth-century French social science would promote the capacity for
perfectibility, conceived, contra Rousseau, as a beneficent attribute, not as a source of human

misery.

Although he put forward proposals for individual and collective improvement in his works,
Rousseau characteristically did not outline these proposals with reference to the notion of
perfectibility. In fact, after introducing the term in his Second Discourse, he never mentioned it
again in his writings. This may have been because he associated the concept with the ills of
modern life, or because his critics redefined this concept and its putative outcomes in more
positive ways as soon as it was coined, as I discuss later in this chapter. It may also have been
because Rousseau’s social and political ideal was inspired by a state of human existence that no
longer existed, at least in Europe, and that was, as he himself claimed, no longer possible.”” For

Rousseau, if a few rural nations such as Corsica or Poland could escape the self-defeating logic

72 “On traite I’age d’or de chimere, et c’en sera toujours une pour quiconque a le ceeur et le gout gatés. Il n’est pas
méme vrai qu’on le regrette, puisque ces regrets sont toujours vains. Que faudrait-il donc pour le faire renaitre? une
seule chose, mais impossible, ce serait de 'aimer.” Rousseau, Ewile, 606 (I have modernised the spelling of this and
all subsequent French citations.)
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of modern commercial society, Europe’s large and established monarchies could not.” The

search for a science of society in France began on the basis of the opposite evaluation.

Frangois Quesnay and his Followers

Mirabeau’s “Social Science”

The term “social science” (sczence sociale) first appeared in 1767 in work by Victor Riquetti,
marquis de Mirabeau, a noble landowner who had taken a close interest in moral and political
reform since the late 1740s. Unlike later iterations of the term, Mirabeau employed it to describe
what he considered to be the advanced state of knowledge in social affairs of contemporary
European societies.” The term appeared in the second of Mirabeau’s letters in the journal
Ephémérides du citoyen addressing the “depravation of the legal order,” later republished in Le#tres
sur la législation on ['ordre légal, dépravé, rétabli et perpétué (1775). This letter retraced what Mirabeau
described as “the progress of all the principles of our decadence,” and it focused on the series of
ill-advised policies taken by European societies and their leaders since the fifteenth century.” For
Mirabeau, the “social science” those societies were taken to hold did not reflect a process of
moral or intellectual improvement. The “progress” of European decadence instead underscored

the need to return society to original principles: those which had guided “the first men” who, by

73 Rousseau, Of the Social Contract, 72-78, 100-04. Rousseau later composed a draft constitution for Corsica, which
would appear only posthumously, as well as a series of proposals for the reform of the Polish state, published in
1772.

74 The passage in question reads: “Cette digression vous fait a peu pres Ihistoire fiscale de toutes les nations passées
et présentes, c’est-a-dire celle de leur constitution politique et fiscale; car encore un coup, c’est la le point
fondamental. Je prends pour exemple celles de toute 'Europe, qui, quoiqu’on en dise, sont les plus avancées dans la
science sociale et dans toutes les connaissances qui en résultent: ce n’est pas la peine de revoir les choses passées, si
nous n’en tirons quelqu’instruction pour le futur, et la présomption moderne mérite d’étre considérée du moins dans
ses principaux appuis.” [emphasis added] Mirabeau, “La dépravation de I'ordre 1égal. Seconde lettre,” 63. On
Mirabeau, see Liana Vardi, The Physiocrats and the World of Enlightenment (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012), 83-87; Auguste Bertholet, “The Intellectual Origins of Mirabeau,” History of European Ideas 47, no. 1 (2021):
91-96.

75 Those mistakes included taking inspiration from the Ancients, the development of the arts and sciences and
imperial conquest. Mirabeau, “La dépravation de I'ordre 1égal. Seconde lettre,” 5-72; Lettres sur la législation ou l'ordre
légal, dépravé, rétabli et perpétué, 3 vols. (Berne, 1775), 1:60-124.
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cultivating the land to survive, had founded society on “the natural, primitive and constitutive

law of all human associations.”’®

Mirabeau was an early convert to the economic system devised by Francois Quesnay, and his
letters on the depravation of the European legal and political order were one of several works in
which he sought to publicise this system. The personal physician of Madame de Pompadour, a
favourite of Louis XV, Quesnay was a member of the inner circle of the court in the late 1750s
and early 1760s. It was around this time that he developed his zablean économigue, in which he
presented an ideal model of the circulation of capital derived from the surplus, or “net product,”
generated by agricultural production, the only reliable source of wealth in his view. Devised
during the Seven Years’ War (1756-63), this model served as the basis of an ambitious
programme of reforms intended to restore the glory and prosperity of the French monarchy.
This programme sought the establishment of what Quesnay called an “agricultural kingdom,”
and its proposals included free trade in grain and the introduction of a single tax on the surplus
of landed income. Through his influence at the court, Quesnay’s system attracted a small and

influential group of followers, including Mirabeau and, later, Condillac, who would popularise

and develop this system.”’

The term “social science” appeared just once in Mirabeau’s work, and there is no knowing why it

was not employed again by any writer until 1789, at least in print.” One reason may have been

76 Mirabeau, “La dépravation de Pordre 1égal. Premiére lettre,” Ephémérides du citoyen 9 (1767): 82-83.

77 The scholarly literature on Quesnay and his followers is extensive. For a helpful way in, see Lois Chatles and
Christine Théré, “The Physiocratic Movement: A Revision,” chap. 2 in The Economic Turn: Recasting Political Economy
in Enlightenment Europe, eds. Sophus Reinert and Steven Kaplan (London: Anthem Press, 2019). See also Elizabeth
Fox-Genovese, The Origins of Physiocracy: Economic Revolution and Social Order in Eighteenth-Century France (Ithaca: Cornell
University Press, 19706); Catherine Latrere, L nvention de l'économie an XV 1lle siécle: du droit naturel a la physiocratie (Patis:
PUF, 1992); Loic Charles and Philippe Steiner, “Entre Montesquicu et Rousseau. La Physiocratie parmi les origines
intellectuelles de la Révolution francaise,” Firudes Jean-Jacques Roussean, no. 11 (1999): 83-160; Sonenscher, Before the
Deluge; Vardi, Physiocrats and the World of Enlightenment.

78 Mirabeau did employ the very similar descriptor “social and economic science” (science sociale et économique) once in
the same work, in the context of a discussion of the education of children. There, he presented this science as one
that would remove from children “the veil that hid from them the theatre of the existing world.” Mirabeau,
“Quinziéme lettre de M. B. a M., et la troisiéme sur la stabilité de I'ordre 1égal,” Ephémérides du citoyen 12 (1768): 8-9.
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the ambiguous meaning Mirabeau ascribed to it. As he presented it, the science of society was
the most advanced in Europe because of its lengthy fiscal and political history, yet this history
was also one of gradual ruin. “Social science,” from this perspective, was the science of failed
social experiments. More probably, the reason was that around the same time Quesnay’s
followers coined another term to promote their system: physiocracy (physiocratie). As Pierre
Samuel Dupont de Nemours, another convert to Quesnay’s system who popularised the term in
the late 1760s, explained, physiocracy was an attempt to reduce morality and politics to a
“physical science.” This science, he argued, began with the “physical needs” with which God had
endowed human beings and the “physical means” they had at their disposal to satisfy them. It
was on this basis, he added, that the science of physiocracy could infer knowledge of the “natural
social order” and devise the principles of the “most advantageous” form of government for all
humankind.” Physiocracy, following this description, would supply the antidote to Mirabeau’s

“social science.”

The Science of Physiocracy

The proponents of physiocracy followed Rousseau’s critique of modern society in several
respects. They repudiated the vices they associated with contemporary European polities,
condemning the luxury, greed and self-interest they fostered, and they emphasised the
destabilising effects of excessive inequalities of wealth and of the imbalanced growth of the
agricultural and manufacturing sectors. Like Rousseau, the Physiocrats also looked back to a
golden age before those ills had taken root and when human beings enjoyed simple, rustic lives.
While Rousseau emphasised the degree of independence individuals retained in this early social
state, however, the Physiocrats underlined the mutual interests that brought humans together

and the ability they had to meet their needs through the cultivation of land. Mirabeau, in Leffres

79 Pierre Samuel Dupont de Nemours, Physiocratie, ou Constitution naturelle du gouvernement le plus avantagens: an genre
humain (Leyden, 1768), x-xil.
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sur la législation, presented this state as one in which human beings had the capacity to work

together for common ends, without entering into conflict with one another:

In this primitive state of assembly, all associates conspire, by virtue of a common and pressing
need, to generate the necessary products to survive through agricultural work. There can be no
schemes, no artifices, no power between them that lends itself to being usurped, seeing as there
is not yet any individual ownership of wealth and that everything is oriented towards common
welfare, which induces all of them to work reciprocally to that end.8

In Mirabeau’s account, eatly society was characterised by a just balance between need and work,

survival and assistance, and it conjoined the interests of all in an orderly and harmonious way.

In contrast to Rousseau, the Physiocrats also sought to derive a programme of reforms from the
attributes of eatly society, one intended in the first instance for France and then expanded to
other states. To divine those attributes, they did not simply rely on the type of conjectural history
put forward by Mirabeau. They also appealed to the insights supplied by a particular form of
knowledge. This knowledge, which they called “evidence” (évidence), was the product of the
human capacity to receive sensations, and it supplied what the Physiocrats insisted were the
moral foundations of the social order. As Quesnay presented it in his Encyclopédie entry on the
concept of evidence, published in 1750, sensitive experience was necessarily individuated, but the
“certain and constant relations” between bodies and sensations generated the sure and definitive
principles of the rules of conduct, of the nature of individual interests and of the reasons behind
human actions. Combined with the knowledge furnished by Christian faith, he argued, evidence
provided the basis for an understanding of natural law and of the ways in which it could be

applied to human society.”

The theory of knowledge captured by Quesnay’s concept of evidence underpinned the

Physiocrats’ account of natural rights. In L ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques (1767), the

80 Mirabeau, “La dépravation de 'ordre 1égal. Premicére lettre,” 84. For a similar description of eatly society, see
Guillaume Le Trosne, De lordre social (Patis, 1777), 57-59.

81 Francois Quesnay, “Hvidence,” Encyclopédie, ou Dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers, 17 vols. (1751-72),
eds. Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, vol. 6 (Paris, 1756), 146-57.
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once colonial administrator Pierre-Paul Le Mercier de la Riviere maintained that it was “evident”
that humans were “destined” to live in society, as God had endowed them with sentiments and
faculties they could only develop in the social state. It was equally “evident,” he claimed, that
society was natural to humans because they were compelled by the “attraction of physical
pleasure” to satisfy their needs and it was “only in society that we can procure ourselves the
goods relative to these needs.”” Following Quesnay, e Mercier insisted that a set of natural
rights and duties followed from this “evidence.” These included the right to satisfy one’s needs,
the right over the products of one’s labour and the corresponding duties to respect the liberty
and property of others.” Le Mercier also made clear that, although these rights applied equally
“to all men,” they did not entail the need for a level degree of property. The “inequality of
conditions” was neither unnatural nor unjust, he explained, and it was only the social disorder

that inequality produced that needed to be corrected, not inequality itself.**

The Physiocrats’ account of natural rights would play an important role in shaping discussions of
moral and political reform in France in the second half of the eighteenth century.” So would
their original and controversial theory of government. This theory was famously associated with
the notion of “legal despotism” (/e despotisme légal), the view that the laws of the natural social
order were best enforced by a sovereign with absolute power. According to Le Mercier, in whose
work the notion was particularly prominent, the “natural despotism of evidence” supplied the
sure and definitive principles of natural law and it called for an equivalent “despotism” in public
administration. This, he claimed, required the institution of an absolute monarchy in which the

86

sovereign ruled over society in the same way as God ruled over the universe.”” Despite Le

82 Pierre-Paul Le Mercier de la Riviere, L ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politigues (London, 1767), 3, 7.

83 Le Mercier, L'ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques, 11-16. For a similar list of rights and duties see, Dupont de
Nemours, De lorigine et des progres d'une science nonvelle (Londres, Paris, 1768), 17-18. For Quesnay’s own conception of
natural right, see his Le droit naturel (Paris, 1765).

84 Le Metcier, L'ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques, 16-17.

85 Dan Edelstein, Oz the Spirit of Rights (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2019), 74-84.

86 Le Metcier, L'ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques, 166-69, 179-89.
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Mercier’s emphasis on legality, this justification of absolutism entrusted no authority to
moderating or limiting political institutions, unlike Montesquieu’s theory of monarchy, and it
thus attracted considerable criticism from contemporaries. It would also drive a wedge between
those, like Mirabeau and Dupont de Nemours, who favoured the establishment of provincial
assemblies, and those, like Quesnay and Le Mercier, who opposed any division of sovereign

power.”’

Notwithstanding internal divisions, the Physiocrats’ emphasis on strong government was
redolent of the natural law theories of Hugo Grotius and Thomas Hobbes. Their approach
nonetheless diverged from those theories. Indeed, following Montesquieu and Rousseau, the
Physiocrats emphasised the social and economic preconditions of political stability and harmony.
Unlike Montesquieu and Rousseau, however, they considered that there existed a natural social
order suited, as Dupont de Nemours described it, “to men of all climates and of all countries.”*
The Physiocrats also maintained that this natural order could be instituted in France, if not
elsewhere, through a series of legal and administrative reforms. Whatever their different
positions on legal despotism, the Physiocrats sought to supersede the traditional conflicts of
political life, and they promoted the idea that a just and powerful sovereign should oversee the
rational governance of society. Nicolas Baudeau, the editor of Ephémeérides du citoyen, suggested
that this approach implied a new conception of public policy, which he termed “the social art”
(l'art social). Later adopted by revolutionary thinkers with different political philosophies, in
Baudeau’s definition the term would refer to the simple responsibilities of a physiocratic

government: “instruction, protection and administration.”®

87 Bernard Herencia, “L’optimum gouvernemental des physiocrates: despotisme 1égal ou despotisme légitime?”” Revue
de philosophie économigque 14, no. 2 (2013): 119-49; Vardi, “Representative Assemblies,” chap. 5 in Physiocrats and the
World of Enlightenment.

88 Dupont de Nemours, De lorigine et des progres d'une science nonvelle, 78.

89 Nicolas Baudeau, “Premicre introduction 4 la philosophique économique, ou analyse des états policés,”
Ep/)émérz'def du citoyen 9 (1770): 141; Premiére introduction a la philosophigue économique, ou analyse des états policés (Patis,
1771), 22.
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Perfectibility or its Antithesis

Despite attracting a small coterie of followers, Quesnay would encounter difficulties in
convincing a wider range of actors of his system. This would alter the focus of his approach.
Having initially emphasised the reform of economic processes, fiscal arrangements and the legal
order, in the mid-1760s he would come to place greater emphasis on the diffusion of
physiocratic principles in society.” The “first positive law,” he declared in the second edition of
Le droit naturel (1765), was the “institution of public and private instruction in the laws of the
natural order.” Without this, he argued, “government and human conduct would only be led by
obscurity, confusion and disorder.”””! As signalled by Baudeau’s definition of the “social art,”
public instruction would, along with protection and administration, thus become one of the key
components of physiocratic policy in the late 1760s. The Physiocrats were nonetheless divided
over whether this simply called for the inculcation of the laws of the natural order or the
education of the public in general. Related to this, there was also debate as to whether
physiocracy presumed a human capacity for perfectibility, or whether the success of its reforms

in fact relied on its antithesis.

The ambiguity in the Physiocrats’ approach to social improvement was the source of a famous
epistolary exchange between Mirabeau and Rousseau in 1767, subsequently published in
Baudeau’s Précis de ordre legal (1768).”” The exchange was prompted by Mirabeau sending
Rousseau a copy of Le Mercier’s recently published L ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques. In
response, Rousseau wrote a trenchant critique of the notion of legal despotism, along with the
concept of “evidence” on which it was predicated. Rousseau also maintained that Le Merciet’s
conception of physiocracy resembled the “system of the Abbé de Saint-Pierre,” the earlier

proponent of a plan for perpetual peace, who had “claimed that human reason was forever

% On this shift, see Charles and Steiner, “Entre Montesquieu et Rousseau,” 96-99.
o1 Cited in Chatrles and Steiner, “Entre Montesquieu et Rousseau,” 99.
92 Baudeau, Précis de lordre legal, 190-234.
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perfecting itself.”” In his reply, Mirabeau maintained that Rousseau had misunderstood the
project of physiocracy in general and the concept of “evidence” in particular. “You think that we
are pursuing the perfectibility of the human mind and want to extend its limits,” Mirabeau
remarked. “Far from it,” he argued, “we only want to bring it back to what is simple, to the first

. . . g
notions of nature and instinct.””*

This exchange between Mirabeau and Rousseau serves to illuminates the divergent models of
human improvement and, specifically, the divergent conceptions of public education developed
by Quesnay’s followers in the late 1760s and early 1770s. As his reply to Rousseau indicated,
Mirabeau considered that physiocracy was not contingent upon the perfectibility of the human
mind, and it looked instead to simplify its conceptions and inclinations. Following this view,
Mirabeau maintained that once the knowledge of the natural laws of the social order was
sufficiently developed and organised, it would simply be a question of propagating the “cult” of
those laws through public instruction.” In a similar way, Le Mercier claimed that, just as
“evangelical predication” was required to disseminate religious beliefs, so was it necessary to
publicise knowledge of the natural order to “all the men born to be submitted to this order,” and
that everyone possessed “sufficient natural understanding” to acquire this knowledge.” For both
Mirabeau and Le Mercier, the science of physiocracy had the authority of a religious doctrine,
and the purpose of public instruction would be to convert individuals to this science, not to

promote the perfectibility of minds.”

93 Rousseau to Mirabeau, 26 July 1767, in Rousseau, The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, 269.

94 Mirabeau to Rousseau, in Baudeau, Précis de ordre legal, 204.

9 Mirabeau, Lettres sur la législation, 3:460.

% Le Metcier, L ordre naturel et essentiel des sociétés politiques, 55.

97 This view aligned with the claim that, in so far as the natural laws of the social order derived from God, every
government that followed its principles amounted to a “theocracy.” Mirabeau, Philosophie rurale, on économie générale et
politique de Lagriculture, 3 vols. (Amsterdam, 1763), 3:8-9; Quesnay, “Le despotisme de la Chine,” Ephénérides du citoyen
5 (1767): 22.
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Dupont de Nemours advanced a different approach. In his prospectus of the physiocratic
system, published in 1768, he insisted that public magistrates needed to have “an exact,
profound and complete knowledge” of the laws of the natural order. Since the nation at large
needed to judge the capacity of those magistrates in fulfilling their functions, he also argued that
the public needed to be “very enlightened” about its rights and duties. A system of “general and
public instruction” was therefore necessary, he argued, which ensured that even “the last of
citizens” had some knowledge of natural laws.” In a work composed in the mid-1770s, he went
further and proposed to the new French king, Louis XVI, the creation of a Conseil de I'instruction
nationale whose goal would be to establish an education system to “form, in all classes of society,
virtuous and useful men, ethical souls, pure hearts and zealous citizens.” As Dupont de Nemours
presented it, this new system would serve to create “a virtuous and learned people” and it would
“disseminate, in the hearts of all children, principles of humanity, justice, benevolence and of the
love of the state.” After just a few years, he claimed, the French nation would thus become “a

9599

new people.

The work in which Dupont de Nemours put forward this plan, Ménoire sur les municipalités (1775),
was commissioned by Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, baron de ’Aulne, a fellow traveller of the
Physiocrats who, at the time, was Controller-General of Finances. Turgot intended to correct
and revise Dupont de Nemours’s work, which proposed the political renewal of the French
monarchy through the creation of municipal assemblies along with the moral and intellectual
regeneration of the citizenty.'” Dupont de Nemours did not mention the notion of perfectibility
in his draft, but it may well have appeared in the finalised version composed by Turgot, which

never eventuated. As Condorcet later claimed, Turgot was a firm believer in the indefinite

%8 Dupont de Nemours, De Lorigine et des progrés d’une science nouvelle, 38.

% [Dupont de Nemours|, “Mémoire sur les municipalités,” in Zuvres posthumes de M. Turgot (Lausanne, 1787).

100 Anne Robert Jacques Turgot, (Envres de Turgot, new ed., ed. Eugéne Daire (Paris, 1844), 2:502, n. 2 (Dupont de
Nemours). This strand of thought has been described as a form of “neo-physiocracy.” Richard Whatmore,
Republicanism and the French Revolution: An Intellectnal History of Jean-Baptiste Say’s Political Economy (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2000), 61-65.
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perfectibility of the human mind, and it was a belief “from which he never wavered.”'"" Turgot
had indeed outlined an expansive philosophy of progress in his set of lectures at the Sorbonne in
1750 in which he argued that the course of human history revealed a linear process of

improvement.'”

If physiocracy, to some, was antithetical to human perfectibility, for others,
therefore, the ambitious reforms that it set out, or which it inspired, may not have been possible

without it.

Social Science and the Science of Man

Perfectibility After Rousseau

In Esquisse d’un tablean historigue des progrés de esprit humain (1795), Condorcet penned the most
famous work ever dedicated to the idea of human perfectibility and notoriously claimed that it
was indefinite in scope. One of Condorcet’s surprising remarks in this text, however, was that
the “first and most brilliant apostles” of this idea had been his mentor Turgot, the Welsh
dissenting minister Richard Price and the Unitarian natural philosopher Joseph Priestley.'” This
genealogy did not self-evidently align with the arguments in the Esguisse. Although Price and
Priestley were prominent advocates of intellectual and moral improvement, and while Turgot
may have expressed a belief in indefinite human perfectibility in private, none of them employed
this concept in their works. More significantly, all three conceived of progress within a Christian
idiom."* Condorcet, in contrast, rejected the virtues of Christianity and his work was, among

other things, an attempt to show that religion was a source of moral evil. As I discuss in the next

101 [Condotcet], Ve de M. Turgot (London, 1786), 11.

102 Turgot, “Premier discours”; “Second discours,” in Euwres de M. Turgot (Paris, 1808), 2:19-51, 52-92. These
lectures circulated in manuscript form in the eighteenth century, but they were only published in this nineteenth-
century edition of his works. Dupont de Nemours is thought to have considerably revised these lectures and
removed some of its more religious content. Gustave Schelle, Turgot (Paris: F. Alcan, 1909), 34-36.

103 Condorcet, The Sketch [1795], in Political Writings, ed. Nadia Urbinati (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2012), 102; originally published as Esquisse d’un tablean historique des progres de lesprit humain (Patis, an 111 [1795]).

104 Price and Priestley were patt of a common Dissenting tradition, and the first promoted the establishment of a
purer form of Christianity, while the second considered that political developments in his time presaged the Second
Coming of Christ. Turgot, for his part, articulated a vision of progtess that highlighted the virtues of Christian
beliefs and emphasised their importance in improving human conduct in history. Jack Fruchtman, Jr., “The
Apocalyptic Politics of Richard Price and Joseph Priestley: A Study in Late Eighteenth-Century English Republican
Millennialism,” Transactions of the American Philosophical Society 73, no. 4 (1983): 1-125; Turgot, “Premier discours.”
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chapter, Condorcet’s genealogy reflected his unique synthesis of eighteenth-century ideas of
human improvement, not the history of the concept of perfectibility after Rousseau. It was this

history that nonetheless served to make the concept a central part of early French social science.

Indeed, as soon as the Second Discourse was published in May 1755, critics contested Rousseau’s
account of the origins and development of human society. They did so by highlighting the
apparent contradiction within his concept of perfectibility.'”” One writer remarked that Rousseau
“insisted a lot on the perfectibility of man” without realising that this capacity “undermined his
system,” since it meant that the development of society was “as natural as the growth of a
tree.”'" In an article published in October 1755, the Genevan natural philosopher Chatrles
Bonnet made a similar point. If society was, as Rousseau suggested, a human construct, then it
was “natural to man,” Bonnet insisted, and it was perfectibility that had “led man to the state in
which we see him today.”"" In the Second Discourse, Rousseau had introduced the concept of
perfectibility to account for the human capacity for individual and collective development, but he
had emphasised that it remained “in potentiality” in the state of nature and that society was
neither natural nor necessarily advantageous. Bonnet and others disputed this evaluation, and

they did so by turning the concept of perfectibility against Rousseau’s system.

Not long after, a new conception of perfectibility was also developed by Claude-Adrien
Helvétius, a wealthy tax farmer whose wife, Anne-Catherine de Ligniville, Madame Helvétius,
hosted one of the major salons of the French Enlightenment. Helvétius put forward this
interpretation in De /’Esprit (1758), a controversial but widely read work in which, drawing on the

ideas of Locke and Condillac, he argued that the faculties of the human mind all derived from

105 For a helpful survey of the critical reception to Rousseau’s thought, see Jared Holley, “Rousseau’s Reception as
an Epicurean: From Atheism to Aesthetics,” History of European Ideas 45, no. 4 (2019): 553-71.

106 [Francois Le Prévost d’Exmes], La revue des fenilles de Mr. Fréron (London, 1755), 295.

107 Philopolis [Chatles Bonnet|, “Lettre au sujet du discours de M. J. J. Rousseau de Geneve, sur l'origine et les
fondements de I'inégalité parmi les hommes,” Mercure de France (October 1755), 72-73.
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the operations of physical sensibility."”® As Helvétius explained at the start of his work, human
beings were equipped with similar faculties to animals, but they were distinguished in several
ways and, most significantly, by the “perpetual motion” impelled in them by the desire for new
impressions. “It is this necessity of being put in motion, and the kind of inquietude produced in
the mind by the absence of any impression,” he argued further on in De /’Esprit, “that contains,
in part, the principle of the inconstancy and perfectibility of the human mind.”"” Perfectibility,
for Helvétius, originated in the human inability to stay still, and it was driven by an aversion to
boredom, or what he called ennui. It was not therefore activated by external causes, as Rousseau

maintained; it was the product of in-built human psychology.

Condorcet did not explicitly mention this interpretation of perfectibility in his Esquisse, nor did
he refer to Helvétius. Whilst they diverged on several crucial issues, however, they shared the
same sensationist theory of the human mind, and they both rejected notions derived from
Christian theology, in contradistinction to Turgot, Price and Priestley. So would the other
proponents of a science of society examined in the late eighteenth century, such as Sieyes and
the Idéologues, who drew more explicitly on Helvétius in their works. Like Condorcet, these
thinkers considered that the ability to receive and process sensory impressions played a
foundational role in shaping human understanding. They also maintained that this ability was an
immanent human capacity, which did not require a belief in an immaterial or spiritual soul, and
that understanding the operations of physical sensibility was crucial to determining the nature of
human interests and desires. In eighteenth-century France, this way of conceptualising human

experience was closely associated with the strand of medical thought known as the “science of

108 On the populatity of De /’Esprit, see Robert Darnton, The Forbidden Best-Sellers of Pre-Revolutionary France New
York: W. W. Norton, 1996), 63-67. On the salons of M Helvétius, which became an important meeting point for
the Idéologues during the French Revolution and was later taken over by Cabanis, see Antoine Guillois, Le salon de
Madame Helvétins. Cabanis et les 1déolognes (Patis, 1894).

109 [Helvétius|, De /’Esprit (Paris: Durand, 1758), 2-3, n. (a), 291. This description of the mind drew on Locke’s
concept of “uneasiness”; Locke, An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (London, 1690), bk. 11, ch. XXI, para. 31-
34. On the French reception of this concept of Locke’s, see Paul Rahe, Soff Despotism, Democracy’s Drift: Montesquien,
Roussean, Tocqueville and the Modern Project New Haven: Yale University Press, 2009), 40-46.
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man.”""" Tt was this strand of thought, I would like to suggest, along with the broader principles
of sensationist psychology, that contributed to the redefinition of the concept of perfectibility in

the second half of the eighteenth century.

Two models of human improvement articulated in these idioms would shape early French social
science. The first, advanced by Helvétius, posited that individuals were born with the same
intellectual abilities and, therefore, with an equal capacity for learning. Following Helvétius,
individuals were nonetheless compelled to pursue their own interests, because of their natural
desire to seek pleasure and avoid pain. According to this model, collective prosperity and
happiness thus required shaping individual inclinations through the reform of laws, public
education and by ensuring that every person could meet their needs through moderate work.
The other model, developed by d’Holbach, likely with Diderot’s assistance, emphasised the
natural inequality of individual talents and capacities, but it stressed their potential for
harmonisation in a society structured by a hierarchy of rank and function. Like Helvétius,
d’Holbach conceived of human beings as driven by self-interest, and he promoted public
education as well as a more equitable distribution of wealth. Social stability and happiness, in his
view, nonetheless primarily required a just equilibrium of divergent yet symbiotic human
interests and desires, not, as Helvétius proposed, the convergence of minds around uniform

principles of knowledge and morality.

These two models built on Rousseau’s critique of modern society. They also drew on some of
the ideas of the Physiocrats. Helvétius and d’Holbach nonetheless developed alternative visions
of human improvement in their time. Although they condemned the inequities of contemporary
society and the vices generated by luxury, they did not look to the ideal of an early social state.

They also all rejected the Christian foundations of the Physiocrats’ moral philosophy, along with

110 On this strand of thought see Vila, Enlightenment and Pathology, Williams, The Physical and the Moral.
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their political and economic principles. Crucially, while Quesnay’s followers were divided over
the concept of perfectibility, Helvétius and d’Holbach had few doubts of the benefits of human
improvement, and of the benefits of the perfection of knowledge in particular. They nevertheless
conceived of perfectibility in different ways. Helvétius emphasised the innate equality of minds
and the potential for convergence of individual interests and pleasures in society. D’Holbach, in
contrast, stressed the natural inequality of individual capacities and the social benefits of human
divergence. These two approaches laid the foundations for the models of human improvement
developed by the later proponents of a science of society in France, who would revise,

reconfigure and combine them in various different ways.

Helvétius and the Art of the Legislator

It is likely that Helvétius wrote De /’Esprit as a response to Montesquieu.'"" As previously
discussed, in De /esprit des lois Montesquieu outlined what he took to be the conditions for
collective liberty and prosperity in different states. Those conditions were local in character, he
claimed, and they encompassed a range of social and economic factors. Helvétius opposed this
view. There were universal principles of good government, he insisted, and public policy and
legislation in all polities had to have a single objective: “the greatness and happiness of a people,”
ot what he also called “public utility.”'"* According to Helvétius, the purpose of every
government could be reduced to this goal because human conduct was itself driven by a single
impulse. As he argued in De /’Esprit, individual passions and desires were all the product of
interest, which he also termed “self-love,” because the sole source of human ideas and opinions
was physical sensibility and the basic inclination it engendered, the desire to avoid pain and seek

pleasure. The art of the legislator, for Helvétius, thus consisted in forging the “union” of

111 Helvétius critically annotated his copy of De /’Esprit des lois and implicitly referred to Montesquieu throughout his
own work. Diderot, in his critique of De /’Esprit, would suggest that it amounted to “la préface de U'Esprit des lois,”
despite the fact that “Iauteur ne soit pas toujours du sentiment de Montesquieu.” Diderot, “Réflexions sur le livre
de Esprit par M. Helvétius” (1758), in (Euvres complétes de Diderot, ed. J. Assézat (Paris, 1875), 2:273.

112 Helvétius, De /’Esprit, 80, 157.
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individual and collective interests. This was, he maintained, implicitly alluding to Montesquieu,

the “true spirit of the laws.”'"

Helvétius based his moral and political arguments on the principle of physical sensibility, and he
conceived of this philosophy as an extension of the eighteenth-century “science of man.”"'* His
approach nonetheless adapted contemporary understandings of the human mind. Driven by
medical research, the nature and operations of sensibility had become a central focus of moral
and philosophical discussions in the mid-eighteenth century.'” Condillac and Quesnay had both
in different ways argued that sensibility shaped human experience, but they sought to reconcile
this process with the existence of a spiritual and immortal soul. Helvétius was more sceptical. In
De I’Esprit, he declared that his own philosophy could accommodate the idea of a spiritual soul,
but he noted that this idea was not itself “capable of demonstration.” Suggesting an approach
later adopted by Condorcet, he maintained that metaphysical questions, just as moral and
political issues, were best resolved with “the assistance of the calculation of probabilities.”'"* In
De I'homme, published posthumously in 1773, Helvétius was less equivocal and argued that, if a
human soul existed, it would be the same as the faculty of sensibility. According to Helvétius,

therefore, there was no metaphysical difference between mind and body.""”

Aside from its materialistic implications, the distinctive feature of Helvétius’ philosophy of mind

was his claim that every individual had an equal capacity for knowledge and, hence, for

113 Helvétius, De /'Esprit, 409, n. (a).

114 For the reference to the science of man: Helvétius, De /homme, de ses facultés intellectuelles et de son education, 2 vols.
(London, 1773), 1:1-3. On his theory of the mind, see O’Neal, “Helvétius’s Seminal Concept of Physical
Sensibility,” chap. 3 in Authority of Experience.
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An Enguiry Concerning Human Understanding (London, 1748), sect. VI; Keith M. Baker, Condorcet: From Natural
Philosophy to Social Mathematics (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), 138-55.
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perfectibility.'"* One of the commonplace views of the medical science of man in this period was
that innate or in-built physical differences played a significant role in limiting individual abilities.
As Elizabeth Williams has argued, physicians associated with the Montpellier school of medicine
developed a doctrine of human “types,” based on differences of temperament, sex and race,
which put constraints on the individual capacity for intellectual and physical perfectibility.'”’
Helvétius argued that such differences had little, if any, effect on mental capabilities. “Well-
organised” human beings, to use his terms, were born with the same ability to sense, he claimed,
and they therefore possessed the same capacity to acquire knowledge. Differences or inequalities
of mind were all acquired, according to Helvétius, and they were the product of what he called
“education,” by which he meant all the sensitive impressions individuals experienced from birth
onwards."” In contradistinction to mainstream contemporary beliefs, and in contrast to
Rousseau in particular, Helvétius therefore insisted that, despite their physical differences, men

and women had an equal capacity for learning.'”'

As mentioned, Helvétius’ philosophy of mind involved a redefinition of Rousseau’s concept of
perfectibility, and he associated this concept with the human desire for new impressions. It was
this desire, Helvétius argued in De /’Esprit, that induced in humans the need to be in constant
motion and perfect the tools at their disposal to pursue their interests. In De /homme, a work that
included a lengthy rebuttal of Rousseau’s philosophy of education, Helvétius added a further

element to this account.'”” Human perfectibility was possible, he argued here, because all true

118 On the significance of philosophical materialism in Helvétius’ moral and political thought, see Sophie Audidiere,
“Philosophie moniste de I'intérét et réforme politique chez Helvétius,” in Matérialistes frangais du XV 1lle siccle: Ia
Mettrie, Helvétius, d’Holbach, eds. Sophie Audidiére, Francine Markovits and Jean-Claude Bourdin (Paris: Presses
universitaires de France, 2006), 139-65; Ann Thomson, “Matetialistic Theoties of Mind and Brain,” in Between
Leibniz, Newton, and Kant: Philosophy and Science in the Eighteenth-Century, ed. Wolfgang Lefevre (Dordrecht: Springer,
2011), 149-73.

119 Elizabeth A. Williams, .4 Cultural History of Medical VVitalism in Enlightenment Montpellier (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2003),
5.

120 Helvétius, De /’Esprit, 251-89; De Ihomme, 152-62.

121 Helvétius, De /’homme, 1:153-54, n. (c).

122 On Helvétius and Rousseau’s different educational philosophies and their context, see Natasha Gill, Educational
Philosophy in the French Enlightenment: From Nature to Second Nature (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010).
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knowledge, “once simplified and reduced to their plainest terms,” could be converted into
“facts” that were intelligible to all. Although he mentioned contemporary debate over the
concept of “evidence,” Helvétius did not follow the Physiocrats in suggesting that such simple,
universal facts derived from individual experience. Rather, he claimed that this process of
simplification was the principle behind the historical progress of knowledge. This principle was
at work in all forms of thought, he maintained, including, crucially, in the science of morality.
After a long period of obscurity and ignorance, this science was now reaching a state of certainty,
according to Helvétius, and it could thus be reduced to simple facts and diffused in society, in

the same way as the “systems of Locke and Newton.”"*’

This conception of perfectibility pointed to the objective of Helvétius’ science of government —
the union of individual and collective interests. To bring those interests together, he argued, it
was necessary to shape the habits and inclinations of citizens in such a way as to dispose them to
act in the general interest (the definition, in his view, of virtuous conduct). There were two ways
of achieving this according to Helvétius. The first involved the reform of public legislation. Since
interest was the only sure and consistent motivation behind human conduct, he claimed, laws
needed to systematically reward virtue and punish vice, and the legislator should rely on the
desire for glory and the aversion to shame to motivate citizens to act in the general interest. As
Helvétius put it, it was by “pitting passions against one another” that legislators could encourage
public morality. He also maintained that the best legislative system was one in which all laws
followed “the uniformity of views of the legislator’”” and could be brought back to the single
principle of “public utility.” No one had yet fully appreciated the extent or fecundity of this

principle, he remarked, yet it encompassed “all morality and legislation.”"**

123 Helvétius, De /'homme, 220-25. He also conjectured that, in their final state, all branches of knowledge would be
reduced to “simple and general principles” that could be summarised in a “small compendium of principles”; De
I’Esprit, 501. On the historical obstacles to the progress of morality, see De /’Esprit, 222-27.

124 Helvétus, De I’Esprit, 159, 175, 220-21.
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The second way of promoting virtue was through public education. Ignorance was one of the
main sources of human vice, Helvétius insisted, as it contributed to moral corruption and
servility. It was therefore necessary to enlighten citizens and free them from submission to the
harmful teachings of the Church.'” This included creating and perfecting the types of specialised
instruction that were required for different professions and occupations, as well as promoting

physical education.'*

The most important part of education, however, was instilling a love of
justice and public utility in the citizenry through the diffusion of what Helvétius described as the
“true principles of morality.” These were simple and few in number, he claimed, and they were
that “pain and pleasure are the only movers of the moral universe” and that “the sentiment of
self-love is the only basis on which we can place the foundations of a useful morality.”*” For
Helvétius, those principles were “the only true religion,” and they should be “engraved” in the
minds of children through a “moral catechism.” By re-founding public education in this way, he
suggested, it would be possible to supplant the traditional authority of the Church and

encourage, as he described it, the union of “temporal and spiritual powers.”'**

Like Mirabeau and Le Mercier, Helvétius presented the diffusion of moral principles as a process
of conversion and implicitly drew inspiration from religious instruction. While the Physiocrats
promoted a moral doctrine that aligned with Christian faith, however, Helvétius sought to reduce
human morality to the principles of physical sensibility and self-love, and he presented these
principles as antithetical to the doctrine of the Church, whose authority needed to be curtailed.'”
Mirabeau and Le Mercier also described the inculcation of physiocratic precepts as a process of

recovery, either of the knowledge humans had possessed in the first stage of society or of the

125 Helvétius, De /'homme, 2:73-82 (on the corrupting effects of ignorance), 2:406-09 (on the advantages of public
over domestic education), 1:36-42 (on the harmful teachings of the Church).

126 Helvétius, De /'homme, 2:409-10. On the need for specialised forms of instruction, see De /’Esprit, 635.

127 Helvétius, De /’Esprit, 230.

128 Helvétius, De /'homme, 1:53-57, 93, 2:418.

129 Helvétius argued that the power of the Church should be curtailed through religious toleration, as this would
allow the coexistence of multiple faiths and thereby weaken the authority of any single one of them. Helvétius, De
Lhomme, 2:374-80.
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natural light individuals had access to through évidence. For Helvétius, this process instead
involved the convergence of minds around the simple and uniform principles, or facts, towards
which moral science had historically advanced. The ideal Helvétius promoted in his works did
not, therefore, simply look to the union of individual and collective interests. It also sought to
bring into line the capacity for individual perfectibility with the collective progress of the science

of morality.

Further to this, the impulse that underpinned Helvétius’ conception of perfectibility, the human
need to be in constant motion, also worked against the economic presuppositions of Quesnay’s
system. Indeed, physiocracy was a transitional programme with a defined end-state: the ideal of a
happy and prosperous agricultural kingdom."" If, as Helvétius supposed, individuals had a
ceaseless desire for new impressions, however, this ideal was a mirage. Happiness, Helvétius
maintained in De /’homme, required being able to fill “the infinity of separate instants” that
comprised human life in a manner that was “equally pleasant.” To experience this, he claimed,
individuals needed to engage in continuous, moderate activity to meet their needs and be neither
idle nor overburdened. What Helvétius described as the “prodigy of universal felicity” was not
therefore contingent on maximising agricultural production, as the Physiocrats suggested. It
required a political economy in which every citizen could own “some property,” live with “some
ease” and, “by seven- or eight-hours labour, abundantly satisfy his needs and those of his
family.” “Without being equal in wealth or power,” Helvétius insisted, individuals would thus be

“equal in happiness.”"" In place of iniquitous forms of luxury, but also in contradistinction with

130 T borrow the description of physiocracy as a “transitional programme” from Michael Sonenscher, “French
Economists and Bernese Agrarians: The Marquis de Mirabeau and the Economic Society of Berne,” History of
European 1deas 33, no. 4 (2007): 426.

131 Helvétius, De /homme, 2:199-205. “La condition de 'ouvrier qui, par un travail modéré, pourvoit a ses besoins et a
ceux de sa famille est de toutes les conditions peut-étre la plus heureuse. Le besoin, qui nécessite son esprit a
P'application, son corps a I'exercice, est un préservatif contre ennui et les maladies. Or, 'ennui et les maladies sont
des maux, la joie et la santé des biens.”” De /homme, 2:260, (b).
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physiocracy, Helvétius therefore promoted the ideal of a uniform distribution of pleasures

through the advent of an industrious society.'*

Helvétius ended his works with perorations to the power of education and the art of the
legislator. He was nonetheless despondent about the prospects for reform of the French
monarchy.'” It was also unclear, in his view, whether any government could escape the cycle of
rise and fall afflicting societies with unequal distributions of wealth, in line with Rousseau’s
diagnosis. This reflected, at least in part, the restlessness of human desires. Perfectibility was “an
indefinite quality,” according to Charles-George Le Roy, a contributor to the Encyclopédie who
had taken the defence of Helvétius after De /’Esprit was condemned and banned by public
authorities. The human need for new impressions, Le Roy also suggested following Helvétius,
produced “a progression of desires which... project themselves to infinity.”"** If this was the
case, human perfectibility could be the source of improvements, in the arts and sciences, as well
as in morality and politics, and it could further collective happiness. Since it was driven by the
need for constant motion, however, it would inevitably undermine the stability of any society,

even one characterised by the convergence of individual interests and the equality of pleasures.

Whatever his outlook on the future may have been, Helvétius’ critique of modern states
paralleled and resonated with Rousseau’s. Like his counterpart, Helvétius was a virulent critic of
the vices and inequities of eighteenth-century European societies. He also highlighted the
corrupting effects of political representation in large polities, and he promoted the virtues of

small, republican states.””” Whereas Rousseau emphasised the need to attune society to human

132 Helvétius described this society as one that would enjoy “national” rather than private luxury. De Zhonmme, 2:85.
133 In the preface to De /homme, Helvétius lamented that France had fallen under the “yoke of despotism” and that
its political ills were now incurable.

134 Chatles-Geotge Le Roy, Lettres philosophiques sur Uintelligence et la perfectibilité des animanx avec quelgues lettres sur I'homme
[1768], 27d ed. (Paris, 1802), 89, 175.

135 He praised, like Rousseau, the idea of federal republican government, though he suggested, unlike Rousseau, that
large states like France could be subdivided to establish such a system. Helvétius, De /homme, 2:445. For his critique
of political representation, see De /homme, 2:99-103.
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nature, however, Helvétius proposed attuning human nature to society. The art of the legislator,
in his view, was nothing other than the refashioning of individual minds and conduct."
Although he has sometimes been seen as a democrat, because of his commitment to human
equality, he has also been condemned for his apparent disregard for individual liberty and for
paving the way for the evils of modern utilitarianism."””” Notwithstanding these interpretations,
Helvétius provided a compelling alternative in his time to reform project of the Physiocrats, one
which, drawing on the science of man, was premised on the universal and uniform potential for

human petfectibility."” This was not the only approach, however, that would shape the search

for a science of society in late eighteenth-century France.

D’Holbach and the System of Nature

Paul-Henri Thiry, baron d’Holbach, like Helvétius, was a member of the social and intellectual
elite in France in the second half of the eighteenth century. Born in the Palatinate, he studied law
in Leyden before moving to Paris in the late 1740s. Bequeathed a vast fortune, he held a regular
salon from the 1750s to the 1780s, hosting many Enlightenment luminaries."”” Over this period,
d’Holbach wrote articles for Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopédie in tields ranging from
chemistry to history, and he translated scientific and philosophical texts from German and
English. In the tightened state of censorship that followed the backlash against Helvétius” De
[’Esprit, as well as the withdrawal of the royal privilege of the Engyclopédie in 1759, d’Holbach also

penned a series of works attacking the Church, published anonymously or under a pseudonym.

136 “Similar to the sculptor who, from the trunk of a tree, can make a God or a bench,” he wrote, “the legislator
forms, at his will, heroes, geniuses and virtuous people.” Helvétius, De /’Esprit, 220.

137 For classic iterations of these divergent interpretations, see Irving Louis Horowitz, Clande Helvétins: Philosopher of
Democracy and Enlightenment New York: Paine-Whitman, 1954); Isaiah Berlin, “Helvétius” (originally broadcast on
BBC radio, 1952), in Freedom and its Betrayal: Six Enemies of Human Liberty, 204 ed., ed. Henry Hardy (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2014), 11-27.

138 For one scholar, Helvétius’ entite philosophy derived from his conception of perfectibility. Jean Dagen, L bistoire
de lesprit humain dans la pensée frangaise de Fontenelle a Condorcet (Paris: Klincksieck, 1977), 478.

139 On d’Holbach and his circle, see Pierre Naville, D 'Holbach et la philosophie scientifigne an X1V 11le siecle, new ed. (Paris:
Gallimard, 1967); Alan Chatles Kors, D’Holbach’s Coterie: An Enlightenment in Paris (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1970).

63



These culminated in Systeme de la nature (1770), a work that d’Holbach is thought to have written
with the help of Diderot, and in which he virulently denounced all religious systems and rejected
the idea of God. It was also in this work that he developed the principles of a moral philosophy

predicated on the self-organising properties of matter.

In a similar way to Helvétius, d’Holbach maintained that there was no metaphysical difference
between mind and body. “Man,” as he put it in Systeme de la nature, “is a purely physical being,”
and his moral and intellectual attributes were only “this physical being considered from a certain
point of view.”"*” Unlike Helvétius, d’Holbach explicitly based his science of man on a vitalist
cosmology of nature. Nature was “an acting, living whole,” he argued, and it was permeated by
immanent, purposive forces. These forces operated in different ways at different levels,
according to d’Holbach, and in living beings they manifested themselves in a desire for
conservation which he called “self-gravitation.” In humans this desire was expressed as a “desire
for happiness,” a “love of well-being and pleasure” and “a marked aversion to all that disturbs
their happiness or menaces their existence.” D’Holbach described these as “primitive
sentiments” which were “common to all beings of the human species,” which “all their faculties
are striving to satisfy”” and which “all their passions, their wills and their actions have continually
as their object and their end.”"*! For d’Holbach, human beings were thus compelled — by force

of nature — to seek pleasure and avoid pain.

Like Helvétius, d’Holbach conceived of humans as pleasure-secking creatures, without spiritual

or immaterial attributes. He also similatly reduced the operations of the human mind to physical

140 [D’Holbach), Systeme de la nature, ou Des loix: du monde physique et du monde moral, 2 vols., 224 ed. (London, 1775), 1:16.
141 I’Holbach, Systene de la nature, 1:28-29, 65-66, 71. On eighteenth-century vitalism, see Roselyne Rey, Naissance et
développement du vitalisme en France de la denscieme moitié du 18° siécle a la fin du Premier Empire (Oxford: Voltaire
Foundation, 2000); Peter Hanns Reill, 172alizing Nature in the Enlightenment (Berkeley: University of California Press,
2005); Ann Thomson, Bodies of Thought: Science, Religion and the Soul in the Early Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2008); John H. Zammito, “French Vital Materialism,” chap. 4 in The Gestation of German Biology:
Philosophy and Physiology from Stabl to Schelling (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2018).
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sensibility, instating that sensibility was the soutce of all intellectual and moral faculties."* In
contrast to Helvétius, however, d’Holbach insisted that physical differences played an important
role in determining the capacities and attributes of individuals. This line of argument built on the
critique of Helvétius developed by Diderot, who argued that variations in individual intellect
could be brought back to variations in temperament, age and health, among other factors.
Diderot, it is well known, had a close interest in contemporary ideas of physiology and medicine,
and he was familiar with the wotks of Montpellier physicians in particular."* In his critique of De
I’Esprit, Diderot praised Helvétius for striking “a furious blow to all kinds of prejudice” but
insisted that he had overlooked the effects of physical organisation and had therefore overstated
the powers of education.'** As Diderot remarked in his rebuttal of De /’homme, there were natural
limits to an individual’s intellectual abilities, such as was the case, he claimed, with women.

“Education can do a lot,” he declared, “but it does not and cannot do everything.”'*

D’Holbach advanced a similar view. But while Diderot built on the ideas of Montpellier
physicians, d’Holbach developed an account of human variability based on a reinterpretation of

Leibnizian metaphysics. With reference to “the profound and subtle Leibniz,” he argued that:

... there are no two individuals of the human species who have exactly the same traits, who sense
in precisely the same manner, who think in a uniform way, who see through the same eyes, who
have the same ideas or by consequence the same system of conduct.!46

This divergence was the source, he explained, of the “striking diversity” of human minds,

faculties, tastes and opinions. It was also, according to d’Holbach, the foundation for “the

142 D’Holbach, Systéme de la nature, 1:146.

143 On Diderot’s reappropriation of Montpellier medicine and its broader context, see Charles T. Wolfe, La
philosophie de la biologie avant la biologie. Une histoire du vitalisme (Patis: Classiques Garnier, 2019). On the links between
medical thought and philosophical materialism more generally, see Pascal Charbonnat, Naissance de la biologie et
matérialisme des Lumieres (Patis: Kimé, 2014).

144 Diderot, “Réflexions sur le livre de PEsprit par M. Helvétius,” 274.

145 Diderot, “Réfutation suivie de 'ouvrage d’Helvétius intitulé de "'Homme” (1783-1786), (Euvres complétes de Diderot,
2:455.

146 I’Holbach, Systeme de la nature, 1:138-39, 44, n. 8 (on Leibniz). On Enlightenment views of human diversity, see
Henry Vyverberg, Human Nature, Cultural Diversity, and the French Enlightenment (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1989).
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harmony that maintains and conserves the human race.” In a materialist reinterpretation of
Leibniz, he proposed that the natural variation, or inequality, of individual experience was the
source of human sociability and it provided the key to collective happiness, since “the weak”
sought protection from “the strong,” while the latter relied on “the knowledge, talents and
industry of the weak.” For d’Holbach, the inequality of which contemporaries often complained
was “the support of society,” not the agent of its ruin, and every individual’s “true interests” lay
in the reciprocal assistance society could afford.'” It was inequality not equality, he suggested,

that provided the true cement of the social order.

D’Holbach’s “system of nature” informed his model of social improvement. This model, which
he set out in a series of works in the 1770s, presumed a human capacity for individual
perfectibility. “It is evident,” he argued in Essai sur les préjugés (1770), “that nature has made man
capable of experience and, consequently, more and more perfectible.” This capacity was “an
eternal law pushing him forward,” he claimed, and it was thus crucial to realising the harmony of
the social order."*® According to d’Holbach, the corruption, misery and conflict afflicting
contemporary societies all originated in human ignorance and, especially, in ignorance of the
“true principles” of morality and politics. In line with his natural philosophy, he argued that
these simple and universal principles were that the pursuit of happiness was the foundation of
morality, that individuals had mutual and complementary interests and that it was the
responsibility of government to further collective well-being. D’Holbach insisted that “ministers
of religion” had nonetheless misled societies for centuries and propagated beliefs and values

antithetical “to reason, science and truth.” In his view, therefore, the remedy for social ills lay in

147 D’Holbach, Systéme de la nature, 1:138-40, 352.
148 [D’Holbach)|, Essai sur les préjugés, ou De Uinfluence des opinions sur les manrs et sur le bonbheur des hommes (London, 1770),
97.
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the destruction of the prejudices of religion and superstition and the enlightenment of citizens

about their true interests through public education.!*

D’Holbach thus followed Helvétius in linking social happiness to the diffusion of simple and
uniform moral principles.”’ He also similarly suggested that it was in the interests of society to
encourage a more equitable distribution of wealth and to make it possible for every citizen to
meet their needs through moderate work."! Unlike Helvétius, however, d’Holbach argued that
social harmony did not so much require the level distribution of pleasure, as the proper
distribution of rank and function in society. The “subordination” of particular classes of citizens
to others was “just and reasonable,” he claimed in Systéme social (1773), because it reflected the
natural divergence of human capacities. The authority and superiority of “big over small, rich
over poor, fathers over their children, husbands over wives and masters over servants” was
nonetheless legitimate, according to d’Holbach, only to the extent that those in in superior
positions protected or looked after those under their tutelage. Without this provision, he insisted,
society would be ruled by “tyrants and oppressors.”** For d’Holbach, social inequality was just

only if it aligned with the collective good.

These views had important implications for d’Holbach’s approach to public education and, more
generally, for his conception of human perfectibility. While he promoted the diffusion of a
uniform system of morality, he also emphasised the need to attune instruction to the varied
responsibilities of different classes in society. Education should “shape body, heart and mind,”

he argued, but it did not have the same purpose in every child:

149 I’Holbach, Essai sur les préugés, 9-10, 46-50, 350.

150 T ike Helvétius, he would evoke the idea of inculcating those principles through a “moral catechism,” or what he
also called a “social code.” [D’Holbach], Ethocratie, ou 1. gonvernement fondé sur la morale (Amsterdam, 1776), 191.

151 [D’Holbach)|, Politique naturelle, ou Disconrs sur les vrais principes du gouvernement, 2 vols. (London, 1773), 2:152.

152 [D’Holbach), Systeme social, ou Principes naturels de la morale et de la politique, 3 vols. (London, 1773), 1:204-07.
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Education should teach princes how to rule, the great how to distinguish themselves by their
merits and their virtues, the rich how to make good use of their wealth and the poor, how to
subsist by an honest industry.!53

Women, he added further on, should be taught the virtues that were required for their role in
society: “domestic care and the education of their children.”"** Unlike Helvétius, therefore, and
contra Jonathan Israel’s depiction of a unitary and homogenous Radical Enlightenment,
d’Holbach gave greater priority to cultivating the variegated skills and talents required to uphold
what he described as the “hierarchical order in society.”"> Following this view, the human
capacity for perfectibility was neither uniform nor universal. While collective improvements in
knowledge may reflect the workings of an “eternal law,” as d’Holbach described it, perfectibility

at an individual level was variegated and variable.

D’Holbach also diverged from Helvétius’ political philosophy, and he diverged from his
evaluation of representation in particular. Although he argued that sharing political power more
widely had benefits, as it had in ancient republics, Helvétius insisted that elected officials in large
states tended to abuse their authority and that representation often paved the way to

despotisrn.“’(’

D’Holbach, in contrast, maintained that political society was founded on a tacit
pact between its members, who, despite the inequality of rank and function, had an equal right to
liberty, property and security.””’ In the Encyclopédie article “Représentans” (1765), sometimes
attributed to Diderot, d’Holbach also argued that political representation lessened the

antagonism between different social classes and it made possible “a just equilibrium” between

them."® In La Politique naturelle (1773), he built on this view and suggested that, although there

153 D’Holbach, Systéme social, 3:117.

154 D’Holbach, Systéme social, 3:127.

155 I’Holbach, Essas sur les préugés, 377. Israel maintains that human equality, including sexual equality, was one of
the basic principles of the Radical Enlightenment. For just one iteration of this claim, see Israel, Revolution of the
Mind, vii-viii.

156 Helvétius, De /'Esprit, 407; De ['homme, 2:99-103.

157 D’Holbach, Politigue naturelle, 1:125. On d’Holbach as a social-contract theorist, see Charles Devellennes, “A
Fourth Musketeer of Social Contract Theory: The Political Thought of the Baron d’Holbach,” History of Political
Thonght 34, no. 3 (2013): 459-78.

158 [D’Holbach], “Représentans,” Encyclopédie (1765), 14:143-40.
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was no perfect form of government, the best way of preventing tyranny was to ensure that
sovereign power “always remained subordinated to the power of the people’s representatives”
and that those representatives were subject, in turn, to “the will of their constituents.” The reign
of what he called here a “general will led by reason” nonetheless necessitated the education of
citizens. Public enlightenment was therefore the condition not only for social harmony, but also

for a just and balanced political life."”

Condorcet was inspired by these ideas, and he publicised them during the French Revolution. In
Bibliothéque de I'homme public (1790), Condorcet praised d’Holbach’s La Politique naturelle (though he
did not reveal the name of its author) and insisted that it was one of the works “best suited to
introduce minds to the revolution that is now regenerating France.”'*’ This appraisal arguably
reflected the affinity between d’Holbach’s moral and political philosophy and that of the
Physiocrats, whose views shaped Condorcet’s early thought. Like the followers of Quesnay,
d’Holbach invoked the idea of a natural order and, despite his emphasis on social hierarchy, was
a prominent advocate of equal rights.'”" Unlike the Physiocrats, however, d’Holbach did not
conceive of social reform as a process of recovery, nor did he promote the ideal of an
agricultural kingdom. Instead, he presented collective improvement as a condition of public
enlightenment and general, if variegated, human perfectibility. The path to social happiness, he
nonetheless admitted in Systéme social, was circuitous and it would be “the work of centuries, of

the continuous efforts of the human mind and of repeated social experirnents.”l(’2 This future-

159 I’Holbach, Politigue naturelle, 73.

160 “T ’ouvrage dont nous parlons est un de ceux que nous croyons le plus faits pour préparer les esprits a la
révolution qui régénere la France.” Condorcet, “La Politique naturelle, ou Discours sur les vrais principes du
gouvernement,” Bibliothéque de I'homme public 6 (1790): 62. Jonathan Israel mistranslates this passage, suggesting that
Condorcet believed d’Holbach’s work as having “prepared minds” for the Revolution prior to its outbreak; Israel,
Enlightenment That Failed, 209.

161 On the influence of the Physiocrats’ theory of natural rights on d’Holbach, see Edelstein, Spirit of Rights, 87-89.
162 ID’Holbach, Systme social, 303.
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oriented vision of human improvement was arguably closer to the one outlined in Condorcet’s

Esquisse than anything Quesnay or Mirabeau ever wrote.

kokok

Neither of the models of improvement developed by Helvétius and d’Holbach amounted to a

' Both, however, provided conceptual resources to the search for a science

script for revolution.
of society after the fall of the Bastille. They did so, in part, because they supplied accounts of
human nature couched in the language of sensationist psychology and the science of man, and
they set out a series of proposals for bettering society and government that looked to further,
rather than reverse, the perfected state of knowledge of modern society. They would also shape
early French social science because they envisioned societies free from subordination to
traditional orders, and free from the authority of the Church in particular. While Helvétius
emphasised the need to institute a new moral order predicated on the uniformity of human
experience, d’Holbach stressed the potential for harmony of individuals’ naturally unequal talents
and capacities. Both of these models presupposed a human capacity for perfectibility, and they
called on reformers to harness this capacity to advance the common good. In developing their
moral and political philosophies, Helvétius and d’Holbach thus contributed to writing Rousseau

out of his own concept. They also gestured towards the possibility of a science of society

without physiocracy and, more controversially, towards a society without Christianity.

163 On the notion of a script for revolution, see Keith M. Baker, “A script for a French Revolution: The Political
Consciousness of the abbé Mably,” chap. 4 in Inventing the French Revolution: Essays on French Political Culture in the
Eighteentlh Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
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2 — Social Science in the French Revolution: Sieyes and Condorcet

The search for a science of society in eighteenth-century France was driven by the ongoing
difficulties of the monarchy in reforming public finances and the repeated political crises that
ensued. The Physiocrats, who hoped to stabilise the French state and economy, were able to
shape certain aspects of government policy in the 1760s and early 1770s. The downfall of
Turgot’s administration in 1776 nevertheless eroded faith in the ideal of enlightened monarchy
favoured by those reformers. New momentum in the search for a science of society was then
given by a young mathematician, Nicolas de Condorcet. Close to Turgot, Condorcet supported
the proposals for political regeneration and educational reform outlined in the Mémoire sur les
municipalités (1775), and he promoted the preservation of the natural rights of individual liberty
and property, in line with the Physiocrats. He was nonetheless a virulent critic of the Church and
had affinities with the more secular philosophies of Helvétius and d’Holbach, discussed in the
previous chapter. More originally, Condorcet developed a new approach to the science of society
in which the epistemological bedrock of physiocracy, the concept of “évidence,” was replaced
with a probabilistic theory of human knowledge and behaviour. It was by applying this theory,
he claimed, that morality and politics would be able to reach the same level of certainty as the

physical sciences.'*

The other major innovation behind Condorcet’s approach was his unwavering belief in the
capacity for individual perfectibility. This belief was shaped by Turgot’s own commitment to
human perfectibility, but it also built on the rearticulation of the concept effected by Helvétius.
In a similar fashion to the author of De /’Esprit, Condorcet maintained that perfectibility was a
universal capacity with which all individuals and — significantly for his time — both sexes were

endowed. He nonetheless added a crucial element to this concept. As previously discussed,

164 Condorecet first articulated this view in his reception speech at the Académie francaise in 1782; see “Reception
Speech at the French Academy,” in Selected Writings, ed. Keith M. Baker (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merill, 1976).
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Helvétius argued that the only reliable motive behind human conduct was self-interest.
According to Condorcet, humans followed their interests, but they also had a natural ability to
sympathise with the pain and suffering of others. This ability was the source of moral
sentiments, he argued, and these were first acquired and developed in the family, the original site
of human sociability. Condorcet maintained that individuals were therefore endowed with a
capacity for intellectual and moral perfectibility, and that these were both indefinite in scope.
This claim was at the heart of his social science, and it was the central argument of his most
influential work, the Esquisse d’un tablean historigue des progrés de l'esprit humain, published

posthumously in 1795.

Condorcet’s approach to the science of society was not the only such project, however, to
emerge in the late eighteenth century. The other main attempt to develop a science of this kind
was undertaken by Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes, the revolutionary theorist who was the first to

165 Sjeyes, like Condorcet, wished to provide a
yes, ) p

employ the term sczence sociale after Mirabeau.
reliable foundation to morality and politics, and his approach was similarly grounded in an
analysis of individual capabilities. Whereas Condorcet promoted the idea of a “social
mathematics” and emphasised the historical progress of knowledge and morality, Sieyes
developed a metaphysics of the self and advanced a “science of the social order” centred on the
benefits of an industrious society and a representative constitution. For Condorcet, human
improvement involved cultivating the moral sentiments with which individuals were naturally
endowed, and one of the main ways of achieving this was through education. For Sieyes, human

happiness was a condition of functional differentiation, occupational specialisation and political

institutions that made possible free and reciprocal exchange between its members. Condorcet

165 Sjeyés employed the term in the first edition of Qu'est-ce gue le Tiers-Ftat? published in January 1789.
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promoted the convergence of individual capacities through the diffusion of knowledge; Sieyes

advocated the harmonisation of human divergence through the division of labour.

These two models would shape subsequent attempts to construct a science of society in France.
Following Condorcet, the concept of perfectibility and the reform of public education were
central features of the social science of the Idéologues after the Terror. Saint-Simon, whom I
examine in chapter four, turned against the concept of perfectibility, but he would draw heavily
on one of Condorcet’s other ideas: predicting the future based on the seemingly irreversible
progress of human society. Sieyes’ approach also had a significant impact on these thinkers. His
metaphysics of the self inspired the scientific projects of the Idéologues, who extended and
adapted his account of individual faculties in their works. Although Saint-Simon abandoned the
political dimension of his thought, Sieyes’ economic philosophy also informed the ideas Saint-
Simon developed after the Restoration, and those of his followers in turn. As the focus shifted
from individual to collective patterns of development, the search for a science of society in eatly
nineteenth-century France would thus be shaped by visions of improvement that combined
Condorcet’s future-oriented philosophy of history with Sieyes’ model of a society organised

around the division of labour.

Both of the thinkers examined in this chapter have been the subject of extensive scholarly
analysis. The divergence in their approaches has not, however, been sufficiently explored.'*
Condorcet has long been considered a key figure in early French social science, in part because
of the reception of the Esguisse. Neglected for a time, Sieyes’ thought has been the subject of a

number of studies since the acquisition of his papers by the Archives nationales in 1967, and he

166 Only two short studies have examined the similarities and differences in their approaches: Jacques Guilhaumou,
“Condorcet-Sieyes: une amitié intellectuelle,” in Condorcet: Honmme des Lumiéres et de la Révolution, eds. Anne-Marie
Chouillet and Pierre Crépel (Saint-Cloud: ENS Editions, 1997), 223-39; Jean-Louis Morgenthaler, “Condorcet,
Sieyes, Saint-Simon et Comte: Retour sur une anamorphose,” Socio-logos (online) 2 (2007),
https://doi.otg/10.4000/socio-logos.373.
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has come to be seen as one of the central theorists of the modern representative state.'”” This
chapter provides a new window into each of their works, and the relationship between them, by
examining the distinct models of improvement they developed in the late eighteenth century. I
adapt Michael Sonenscher’s typology of perfectibility theories to bring to light the hitherto
unexamined distinction between Condorcet and Sieyes” models. Whereas Condorcet promoted
the convergence of individual capacities, through the diffusion of the simple notions and
sentiments in the grasp of every human being, Siey¢s focused on harmonising the divergence of
those capacities through the development of the division of labour and its extension to the realm

of governrnent.l(’8

Drawing on the philosophies of Helvétius and d’Holbach among others, Sieyes and Condorcet
both sought to articulate alternatives to physiocracy in the late eighteenth century. Although they
were allies in the French Revolution and they collaborated on several projects, they conceived of

' In the first section of this chapter, I outline the nature of

society and politics in different ways.
this divergence by exploring their distinct conceptions of the general will, juxtaposing these to
the earlier conceptions of Rousseau and Diderot. I then consider their social scientific projects in
turn. In section two, I outline the metaphysics of self that formed the basis of Sieyes’ science of
the social order, before detailing the innovative, and sometimes intricate, proposals for

constitutional reform he put forward during the Revolution. Turning to Condorcet, in section

three, I reconstruct his conception of human perfectibility through an analysis of manuscript

167 On Condorcet, see Baker, Condorcet, Emma Rothschild, Economic Sentiments: Adan Smith, Condorcet and the
Enlightenment (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001); David Williams, Condorcet and Modernity (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004). On Sieyes, see Murray Forsyth Reason and Revolution: The Political Thonght of the
Abbé Sieyés (Leicester: Leicester University Press, 1987); William H. Sewell, A Rbetoric of Bourgeois Revolution: The Abbé
Sieyes and What Is the Third Estate? (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1994); Pasquale Pasquino, Sieyés ez linvention
de la constitution en France (Paris: Odile Jacob, 1998); Jacques Guilhaumou, Séeyes ez l'ordre de la langue: invention de la
politigue moderne (Paris : Kimé, 2002); Sonenscher, Before the Deluge; Pierre-Yves Quiviger, Le principe d'immanence:
Métaphysique et droit administratif chez Sieyés (Paris: Honoré Champion, 2008).

168 As previously mentioned, Michael Sonenscher develops the distinction, in his own work, between convergence
and divergence-oriented conceptions of perfectibility to differentiate between Condorcet’s approach and that of the
German philosopher Friedrich Schlegel; “Sociability, Perfectibility and the Intellectual Legacy of Rousseau.”

169 Sieyes and Condorcet notably collaborated in editing the short-lived publication Journal d'instruction sociale (1793).
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texts surrounding the Esquisse, and then investigate the principles of his educational philosophy
and social mathematics. I return to the Esqguisse at the end of this chapter and uncover the

original vision of human improvement he set forth in this work.

Social Science and the Politics of the General Will

The Search for Political Legitimacy

The French Revolution, it is well known, grew out of the financial crisis of the French state but
was driven by a variety of social and political forces. The question of which of these forces was
the most salient, and how they overlapped and fed into each other, has been the source of
lengthy historiographical debate. Whatever its causes, however, historians agree that, following
the first calling of the Estates General since 1614, French reformers had no clear and obvious
model to follow to resolve the crisis they faced."” The American Revolution was a source of
inspiration to a number of reformers, but they were cognisant of the differences between France
and North America and, thus, of the limited applicability of its political and constitutional
models. Although some looked to Britain, most considered its patliamentary system corrupt and
the level of British public debt, a precursor to the death of the state.'”! Finally, a range of
reformers looked to classical times, but many, including Sieyeés and Condorcet, emphasised the
distinct features of modern life and therefore the futility of any attempt to replicate the
Ancients.'”” It was in this context that the search for a science of society became a source of

debate and discussion in the early years of the French Revolution.

170 For a recent account of the eatly months of the Revolution, see Robert H. Blackman, 7789: The French Revolution
Begins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019). On the historiographical debate on how to interpret the
French Revolution, see, most recently, “The French Revolution is Not Over,” ed. Jack R. Censer, Special Forum,
Journal of Social History 52, n. 3 (2019).

171 Michael Sonenscher, “The Nation’s Debt and the Birth of the Modern Republic: The French Fiscal Deficit and
the Politics of the Revolution Of 1789. Part 1, History of Political Thought 18, no. 1 (1997): 64-103. For the classic
account of the impact of the American revolution on French and other late eighteenth-century revolutionary
movements, see R. R. Palmer, The Age of Democratic Revolution: A Political History of Enrope and America, 1760-1800, 2
vols. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1959-64).

172 On the influence of the Ancients, see Harold Talbot Parker, The Cult of Antiguity and the French revolutionaries. A
Study in the Development of the Revolutionary Spirit (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1937); Claude Mossé,
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Condorcet and Sieyes had both long been concerned with the need to reform the French
monarchy. Condorcet, a mathematician by training, moved into Enlightenment society in the
1760s on the back of his precocious talent. Elected to the Académie royale des sciences in 1769,
he became close to Turgot and, inspired by the Physiocrats, developed an interest in economic
issues.'” After the fall of Turgot’s administration, Condorcet turned his attention to developing a
probabilistic science of human knowledge and conduct, and he published works which
developed this science and outlined his approach to the moral and political regeneration of the
French state.'™ Sieyes, for his part, chose a career in the clergy, despite his personal misgivings
about religion, and was ordained a priest in the early 1770s. Alongside his clerical duties, he
devoted himself to the study of philosophical ideas and penned lengthy manuscript
commentaries on eighteenth-century sensationist psychology and metaphysics, as well as critical
analyses of the political economy of the Physiocrats. It was in this period of self-focused

reflection that he began to articulate the foundations of his social science.'”

Following the outbreak of the Revolution, Condorcet and Sieyes promoted the project of a
science of society, both independently and together. Sieyes linked the arguments of his most
influential work, Qu'’est-ce gue le Tiers-Ftar? (1789), to the principles of “the science of the social
order,” or what he called in the first edition of the text, “social science” (/a science sociale). The
principles of this science, as I discuss in further detail below, were the basis for his claim that the

Third Estate were the only rightful members of the nation, and that the orders of the nobility

L Antiquité dans la Révolution francaise (Patis: Albin Michel, 1989); Keith M. Baker, “Transformations of Classical
Republicanism in Eighteenth-Century France,” The Journal of Modern History 73, no. 1 (March 2001): 32-53; Ariane
Viktoria Fichtl, Ia radicalisation de l'idéal républicain: Modeles antiques et la Révolution francaise (Paris: Classiques Garnier,
2021).

173 On his eatly engagement with physiocracy, see Jean-Claude Gaudebout, “L’influence de la pensée physiocratique
dans les écrits pré-révolutionnaires de Condorcet,” (PhD diss., Université de Nanterre - Paris X, 2019).

174 On Condorcet’s life, see Williams, “Profile of a Political Life,” chap. 1 in Condorcet and Modernity.

175 For these aspects of Sieyes’ biography, 1 rely on Sewell, Rbezoric of Bourgeois Revolution, 8-15. Although he typically
avoided discussion of religion in his works, Sieyes outlined the idea of a natural and “sentimental” religion in one of
his later manuscript notes. Jacques Guilhaumou, “Fragments d’un discours sur Diev,” in Mélanges Michel 1 ovelle: Sur
la Révolution, approches plurielles, ed. Jean Paul Bertaud (Paris: Société des études robespierristes, 1997), 257-65.
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and the clergy had no legitimacy.'” In 1790, Sieyes joined forces with Condorcet and others to
found the Société de 1789, a political club devoted to the development and diffusion of social
science as a way of furthering national “felicity” and the principles of a “free constitution.”"”’
Justifying the objectives of the club, Condorcet maintained that the “social art” — employing the
term earlier popularised by the Physiocrats — was “a true science founded, like other sciences, on
facts, experiment, reasoning and calculation.” This new branch of knowledge nonetheless
needed to be developed, he argued, and it called for “a society of men” to occupy itself with

“accelerating” its progress, “hastening its development and disseminating its truths.”'”®

One of the central issues in the search for a science of society in the early years of the French
Revolution was how to combine, in a just and orderly way, the collective wishes, interests and
desires of a large and diverse citizenry. The events of 1789 were famously defined by the call to
restore the sovereignty of the nation and the associated invocation to base political decisions on

the “general” or “common” will."”

How to meet those calls gave rise to a lengthy, protracted
debate between revolutionary reformers that spanned the course of the entire 1790s. Sieyes and
Condorcet each made important contributions to this debate. Aligned with the par# patriote, they
both sought a middle path between the more moderate agenda of those who sought to preserve
the sovereign power of the King, and those who called for the people’s direct participation in

politics. They nonetheless developed different ways of thinking about the legitimacy of the

general will, and they disagreed over the obligation of citizens to submit to the decisions of the

176 [Sieyes|, Qu'est-ce que le Tiers-Etat? 34 ed. (N.p., 1789), 60. On his use of the term science sociale and its place in his
moral and political thought, see Michael Sonenschet’s introduction in Sieyes, Political Writings, including the Debate
between Sieyes and Tom Paine in 1791, ed. and trans. Michael Sonenscher (Indianapolis: Hackett, 2003), esp. vii-xxii.
177 [Sieyes], Ebauche d’un nouvean plan de Société patriotigne (N. p., 1790; Réglemens de la société de 1789 et liste de ses membres
(Patris, 1790). On this club, see Keith M. Baker, “Politics and Social Science in Eighteenth-Century France: The
Société de 1789,” in French Government and Society 1500-1850: Essays in Memory of Alfred Cobban, eds. Alfred Cobban
and J. F Bosher (London: Athlone Press, 1973), 203-30; Mark Olsen, “A Failure of Enlightened Politics in the
French Revolution: The Société de 1789,” French Revolutionary Studies vol. 6, no. 3 (September 1992): 303-34.

178 Condorcet, “On the Society of 17897 [1790], in Selected Writings, 93.

179 A variety of political actors, with different agendas, appealed to the principle of the “general will” throughout the
course of the French Revolution, and elsewhere. For a recent examination of these uses, see Jeffrey Ryan Harris,
“The Struggle for the General Will and the Making of the French and Haitian Revolutions” (PhD diss., University
of North Carolina, 2020).

77



political majority.'” The ways in which they diverged reflected their distinct models of

improvement.

The divergence in their views can best be measured by turning to a pamphlet written by
Condorcet on the nature of political power published in November 1792, the arguments of
which Sieyes would vigorously oppose. Condorcet opened this work by insisting that men had
become so used to obeying other men that they had developed an imperfect understanding of
liberty. Responding to the widespread claim that the general will, as expressed by the decisions
taken on the basis of the majority opinion of French legislators, should command political
obligation, Condorcet insisted that citizens were only bound to follow those decisions if they
followed what he called “collective reason.” According to Condorcet, political decisions were
illegitimate if they oppressed a minority of citizens, violated individual rights or, as he put it,
“evidently contradicted reason.”™" In the turbulent months that followed the deposition of the
King, the September massacres and the institution of the first French Republic, Condorcet
wanted to emphasise the limits of political power. He did so by suggesting that the legitimacy of
political decisions should be evaluated, on the basis of universal principles of right, by an

independent and enlightened citizenry.

Sieyes, who was acutely concerned with precision in language, opposed Condorcet’s approach.

“What is your intention,” he asked, in marginal notes to his copy of the pamphlet, “do you wish
to give a lesson to the legislator, or do you want to give the governed an enduring pretext to rise
up?” “Does the legislator,” he went on, “express the product of his reason in any other way than

through his will, and do you want everyone, before obeying, to judge whether the law is the work

180 Sieyes was cautious about the notions of popular or national sovereignty and rarely employed them, promoting
instead the distinction between “constituent” and “constituted” power. Lucia Rubinelli, “How to Think beyond
Sovereignty: On Sieyes and Constituent Power,” Ewurgpean Journal of Political Theory 18, no. 1 (January 2019): 47-67;
“Sieyes and the French Revolution,” chap. 1 in Constituent Power: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020).

181 Condorcet, “De la nature des pouvoirs politiques dans une nation libre” [1792], in Buwvres de Condoreet, eds. A.
Condorcet O’Connor and M.F. Arago, vol. 10 (Paris, 1847), 589-90.
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of reason, or of the will? Marat! Where are you?””'* Comparing Condorcet’s ideas to those of
one of their political foes, Sieyes derided his distinction between collective reason and collective
will. The ambiguity of the audience to which Condorcet was addressing his arguments
compounded the absurdity and danger of this distinction, Sieyes suggested, and it paved the way
to popular insurrection. In the conditions of political turmoil and unrest that characterised the
eatly years of the French Revolution, especially following the fall of Louis X VI, Sieyes intimated

that these arguments would incite the same spirit of revolt as Jean-Paul Marat’s fiery radicalism.

Although Sieyés may have made the comments later in the 1790s, they pointed to the principles
that underpinned his own conception of the general will.'" In a modern polity, he claimed, the
sole members of the political association were those who contributed through their work to
collective prosperity, which excluded the “idle” class of the nobility. The size of a country like
France, however, meant that the general will had to be expressed “by proxy” through
representatives. According to Sieyes, they could do so only if certain procedures were in place.
These included a graduated system of election, the separation of political functions and of
powers and the ability for legislators to arrive at decisions through independent discussion,
deliberation and majority vote.'™ Sieyes agreed with Condorcet that public authorities had to
guarantee individual rights, but he did not suggest that citizens should evaluate political decisions
on the basis of “collective reason.” In his view, the legitimacy of those decisions, and thus the

obligation they commanded, was a function of the procedural mechanisms by which those

182 Sjeyes papers, Archives nationales, 284 AP/5, Dossier 2, folder 3, ff. 15. It is worth noting that this is one of only
two texts in which Sieyes and Condorcet explicitly took issue with each other’s approach. The other is a manuscript
letter from July 1791 in which Condorcet outlined his divergent views on the question of the monarchy; republished
in Guilhaumou, “Condorcet-Sieyes: une amitié intellectuelle,” 235-39.

183 The pamphlet with Sieyés’ marginal notes is archived in a folder with the title “Notes concernant la Constitution
de I'an VIII” (1799). Andrew Jainchill reads these notes as a evidence of the rejection by Sieyes of “any sense of
individual political autonomy in a nation’s political life.”” Reimagining Politics After the Terror: The Republican Origins of
French Liberalism (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2008), 222.

184 Sieyes, On'est-ce que le Tiers-Etat? 107-9, 149-50; Vates sur les moyens d'excécution dont les représentants de la France pourront
disposer en 1789, 204 ed. (N.p.: 1789), 21-22, 91-94; Dire de I'abbé Sieyes sur la question du véto royal, a la séance du 7
Septembre 1789 (Versailles, 1789), 14-19.
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decisions were made.'” Political liberty, for Sieyes, was less a question of public enlightenment

than of constitutional design.

The Legacies of Rousseau and Diderot

It is instructive to juxtapose Sieyes and Condorcet’s argument to an earlier disagreement between

1. This disagreement touched on

Rousseau and Diderot on the concept of the general wil
several of the same issues, but it underscores the extent to which Sieyes and Condorcet
reconfigured earlier moral and philosophical ideas. In a series of recent articles, Michael
Sonenscher has uncovered the Rousseauian origins of the search for a science of society in
France, highlighting the links between Rousseau’s critique of modern natural law and Sieyes’
political thought.'®” This search was also shaped in crucial ways by Rousseau’s critics, however,
who, as I discussed in chapter one, supplied different ways of thinking about the relationship
between society and politics. I trace the legacies of their arguments in more detail when I
examine Sieyes and Condorcet’s social scientific projects in further detail below. The
juxtaposition with Rousseau and Diderot here serves to elucidate the intellectual origins of the
moral and political principles at the heart of those projects. It also elaborates the distinction,

suggested by Keith Baker, between a discourse of will and a discourse of reason during the

French Revolution.'®®

185 Despite his contribution to the Declaration of Rights of 1789, Sieyes had an aversion to the enumerative style of
such declarations, which he described as an American fashion; see his remarks in Prélininaire de la Constitution.
Reconnoissance et exposition raisonnée des droits de homme et du citoyen. Lu les 20 et 21 juillet 1789, an Comité de Constitution
(Paris, 1789), 41, n. 1. Sieyes also argued that such declarations were unnecessary once a political society was
propetly instituted; “Fragments politiques” and “Droits de ’homme,” in Des manuscrits de Sieyés, ed. Christine Fauré,
2 vols. (Paris: Honoré Champion, 1999-2007), 1:462, 499. On his conception of the unity of action, see Opinion de
Sieyes, sur plusienrs articles des titres IV et 1 du projet de constitution (Paris, 1795), 3-4, 9.

186 T would like to thank Michael Sonenscher for pointing to the possible significance the row between Diderot and
Rousseau in the genesis of Condorcet’s political thought.

187 On his reading, Rousseau’s concept of the general will provided part of the inspiration behind Sieyes’ social
science, in so far it this science described the “meta-political body of knowledge that justified the idea of majority
rule.” Michael Sonenscher, “Jean-Jacques Rousseau and the Foundations of Modern Political Thought,” Modern
Intellectual History 14, no. 2 (2017): 320; “Ideology, Social Science and General Facts,” 28.

188 Baker, Inventing the French Revolution, 26-27; “Political Languages of the French Revolution,” in Cambridge History of
Eighteenth-Century Political Thought, 627-28.
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The initial disagreement was prompted by Diderot’s Encyclopédie article “Droit naturel,” published
in 1755. Adapting theological accounts of the concept, Diderot suggested in this piece that the
“general will” derived from the “general and common interest” of the human species, and it was
to be found in the variety of social customs, legal codes and moral norms behind all forms of
human action. The “general will is always good” and “never erred,” he maintained, and for every
individual it was “a pure act of understanding” accessible through reason. On this basis, Diderot
argued that the general will was the source for principles of natural right and that it should serve
as a guide to individual conduct. Any person who followed their particular will, without regard
for the general will, he maintained, could be considered “an enemy to the human race.”'®
Although he did not develop the implications of these claims in this article, they informed the
views he put forward in his later works. This included his critique of European imperialism and
the institution of slavery, his support for the American Revolution — which he praised by
drawing on the works of the English radical Thomas Paine — and his calls for sovereign power to

be limited by consent of the people."”

Rousseau opposed this account of the general will and developed an alternative definition of the
concept.” In the Geneva manuscript, an eatly draft of Du contrat social (1762), he argued that

Diderot’s account presumed the existence of a “general society of mankind,” but that this was a

189 Denis Diderot, “Droit naturel,” in Encyclopédie (1755), 5:115-16. On eatlier theological conceptions of the general
will, see Patrick Riley, “The General Will before Rousseau: The Contributions of Arnauld, Pascal, Malebranche,
Bayle, and Bossuet,” in The General Will: The Evolution of a Concept, eds. James Farr and David Lay Williams
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 3-71. On the origins and use of the notion of an “enemy of the
human race” in this period, see Dan Edelstein, The Terror of Natural Right: Republicanism, the Cult of Nature, and the
French Revolution (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2009), 30-32, 38-41, 154-58.

190 Diderot, Political Writings, eds. John Hope Mason and Robert Wokler (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1992).

191 This is despite Rousseau initially appearing to follow Diderot’s approach. Robert Wokler, “The Influence of
Diderot on the Political Theory of Rousseau: Two Aspects of a Relationship,” Studies on 1 oltaire and the Eighteenth
Centnry 132 (1975): 55-111. On Rousseau and Diderot’s relationship, see also Marian Hobson, “Jean-Jacques
Rousseau and Diderot in the Late 1740s: Satire, Friendship, and Freedom,” in Roussean and Freedom, eds. Christie
McDonald and Stanley Hoffmann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 58-76; Céline Spectort,
“Rousseau and Diderot: Materialism and its Discontents,” in The Rousseanian Mind, eds. Eve Grace and Christopher
Kelly (London: Routledge, 2019), 107-18; Joanna Stalnaker, “Rousseau and Diderot,” in Thinking with Roussean: From
Machiavelli to Schmitt, eds. Helena Rosenblatt and Paul Schweigert (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017),
175-91.
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philosophical abstraction. With reference to Hobbes, Rousseau insisted that states were, by
definition, in a state of war with each other and that individuals derived their notions of right
and duty not by consulting “the species in general,” but from their “particular societies.”'”
Building on these views, he argued in Du contrat social that the “general will” should be conceived
as the product of the reciprocal union of individual citizens in the body of the state. For this
reason, he claimed, the general will was not the source of universal principles of right, but rather
the inalienable source of sovereign power. As long as proper procedures of deliberation were
followed, Rousseau argued, the general will would unerringly express the common interest, and
if someone refused to follow its orders they could be constrained to do so. This meant that they

could, as he famously declared, “be forced to be free.””

From one perspective, Condorcet and Sieyes’ approaches appeared to respectively align with
those of Diderot and Rousseau. Following Diderot, Condorcet presented the legitimacy of
political decisions as contingent upon their conformity with universal principles of right. He also
suggested that those principles should guide human conduct, although his focus was the conduct
of the general will, not that of individuals. Despite not usually referring to him in his works,
Condorcet subscribed to a similar discourse of reason as Diderot."”* Along with supporting the
American Revolution and being a long-time abolitionist, Condorcet was personally close to
Paine, who likely converted him into a proponent of republican government in the French

Revolution.'” Recalling Diderot, Condorcet also justified the 1792 French declaration of war by

192 Rousseau, “Geneva Manusctipt,” in The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, 155-58.

195 On Rousseau on the general will, see Patrick Riley, “Rousseau’s General Will,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Roussean, ed. Patrick Riley (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), 124-53; David Lay Williams, “The
Substantive Elements of Rousseau’s General Will,” in The General Will: The Evolution of a Concept, 219-46; Stanley
Hofftmann, “The Social Contract, or the Mirage of the General Will,” in Roussean and Freedom, 113-41.

194 In a manuscript note, unpublished in his time, Condorcet defended Diderot, who he likely met in the 1760s,
against an attack by Jacques Mallet du Pan. Anne-Marie Chouillet and Jean-Nicolas Rieucau, “Une “Note” inédite de
Condorcet sur Diderot,” Recherches sur Diderot et sur I'Encyclopédie (online) 43 (October 2008),
https://doi.otg/10.4000/1de.3542.

195 On the likely influence of Paine’s notion of “common sense” on Condotcet’s conception of the general will, see
Kathleen McCrudden Ilert, “Judging a Declaration: Condorcet, Rights and the General Will in 1789, French History
(2022), https://doi.otg/10.1093/th/crab058.
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denouncing noble éwigrés and their supporters as “the enemy of the human race.”"* More
tellingly, as mentioned in the previous chapter, in the early 1790s Condorcet lauded the political
ideas of the baron d’Holbach, Diderot’s close collaborator, and heaped praise on La Politique
naturelle, a work in which its author called for limiting sovereign power by a “general will led by
reason.” From this perspective, Condorcet’s concept of “collective reason” can be interpreted as

a rearticulation of Diderot’s general will of mankind.

Sieyes, for his part, reiterated Rousseau’s critique of appealing to universal moral principles to
determine individual rights and duties. Sieyes, who shared a similarly Hobbesian view of political
legitimacy, emphasised the national framework of legal and political decisions."”” Following
Rousseau, Sieyes thus defined the general will as the expression of the combined interests of
citizens, so long as these were the equal members of the political association. Like Rousseau,
Sieyes also conceived of the general will, not as the source of normative principles accessible
through reason, as Diderot had suggested, or as one whose content ought to be evaluated by
individual citizens, as Condorcet proposed, but as the product of specific and elaborate political

procedures, which required technical precision and sophistication.” In a similar way to

196 Condorcet, “Projet d’'une exposition des motifs qui ont déterminé I’Assemblée nationale a décréter, sur la
proposition formelle du roi, qu’il y a lieu a déclarer la guerre au roi de Bohéme et de Hongrie” [1792], in (Bnvres
complétes de Condoreet, eds. Sophie Grouchy, A. A. Barbier, P. G. Cabanis and D.J. Garat, vol. 16 (Brunswick, 1804),
280. On the history of the term “enemy of the human race,” see Edelstein, Terror of Natural Right, 26-42. On
Condorcet and Paine, see Carine Lounissi, “Paine and the Abolition of the French Monarchy,” chap. 4 in Thomas
Paine and the French Revolution (Cham: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018). On Condorcet’s critique of slavery, see Joseph Jurt,
“Condorcet: I'idée de progres et 'opposition a 'esclavage,” in Condorcet, mathématicien, économiste, philosophe, homme
politigue, eds. Pierre Crépel and Christian Gilain (Paris: Minerve, 1989), 385-95.

197 Sieyes, “Hobbes,” in Pasquino, Sigyés et linvention de la constitution en France, 165-66. On the Hobbesian foundations
of Sieyes’ political thought, see Istvan Hont, “The Permanent Crisis of a Divided Mankind: “Nation-State” and
“Nationalism” in Historical Perspective,” chap. 7 in Jealousy of Trade: International Competition and the Nation-State in
Historical Perspective (Cambridge, MA: Hatrvard University Press, 2005).

198 Sieyes notably developed the system of graduated promotion Rousseau put forward in his proposals on the
constitution of Poland. Sonenscher, “Introduction,” Iv-lvi. On the link between the two thinkers, see also
Sonenscher, Jean-Jacques Roussean, 71-72. What’s more, the famous opening lines of Sieyes’ Qu'est-ce que le Tiers-Eitat?
appear to have drawn from a passage on this subject from Rousseau’s work: “There you have, it seems to me, a
rather well graduated progression for the essential and intermediate part of the whole, namely, the nobility and the
magistrates; but we ate still lacking the two extremes, namely, the people and the King. Let us begin with the first,
which until now bas connted for nothing but which it is important finally to connt for something if one wants to give Poland a
certain force, a certain stability.” Rousseau, Considerations on the Government of Poland [1782], in The Social Contract and
Other Later Political Writings, 243 (emphasis added). This similarity has not, to my knowledge, been commented on by
scholars until now.
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Rousseau, finally, Sieyes presented the general will as providing the sublime unity of a just
political society. It was the immanent, but metaphysical compound that supplied political

legitimacy and obligation within a particular state, whatever its forms of government.'”

From another perspective, the alignhment went the other way, however. Although Sieyes shared
aspects of Rousseau’s discourse of the will, he was critical of revolutionary appeals to the
sovereignty of the people and he argued that the general will, in a modern polity like France,
could only be expressed through political representation. For Rousseau, representation was a
sign of moral corruption and it foreshadowed the end of the state.”” For Sieyes, the nature of
modern societies, which were defined by occupational specialisation and more focused on the
pursuit of riches than on virtue, meant that legitimate government was impossible without it.*"!
In this respect, his approach was closer to Diderot’s. As I discussed in chapter one, in the article
“Représentans” (sometimes attributed to d’Holbach and sometimes to Diderot), political
representation was described as a means of harmonising the interests of a diverse,
interdependent society.””” In the 1770s, around the time Sieyés turned his attention to questions

of political economy, Diderot also promoted the benefits of commerce and industry in a work

that included a pointed critique of physiocracy.”” Sieyés, in this context, could be said to have

199 This was one reason why Sieyés opposed Paine and Condorcet’s conception of republican government. See the
public exchange between Sieyes and Paine, which took place shortly after the King’s flight to Varennes, in Variétés,
Supplément a La gazette nationale, on Le monitenr universel 197 (16 July 1791); a translated version of this exchange can
now be found in Sieyes, Po/itical Writings, 163-73. On Condorcet’s disagreement with Sieyés on this question, see
Condotcet to Sieyes, in Guilhaumou, “Condorcet-Sieyes: une amitié intellectuelle,” 235-39. For a different
interpretation, see Stephanie Frank, “The General Will Beyond Rousseau: Sieyes’” Theological Arguments for the
Sovereignty of the Revolutionary National Assembly,” History of Eurgpean ldeas 37, no. 3 (2011): 337-43.

200 Rousseau, Social Contract, 114.

201 As Sieyes remarked, Rousseau maintained that the will could not be represented — but “why not?”” he asked: “Il
ne s’agit pas ici de la volonté entiere de ’'homme, et les exemples sont nombreux, de particuliers et de puissances,
qui traitent sur tel ou tel point, par voie de procuration.” “Bases de 'ordre social,” Manuscrits de Sieyés, 1:510.

202 The inspiration provided by Diderot and d’Holbach’s political thought may be the reason why Sieyes, in one
place, described the process of political “assimilation” required in representative government as akin to “a sort of
éthocratie,” employing the term d’Holbach had eatlier introduced to describe the project of a morally based
government. Sieyes, “Discussion sur la Constitution de 'an 111 in Manuscrits de Sieyes, 2:544-45.

203 Diderot, “Observations sur le Nakaz” [1774], in Euvres politiques, ed. Paul Verniére (Paris: Garnier Freres, 1963)
(this edition includes the article “Représentans”); Graham Clure, “Rousseau, Diderot and the Spirit of Catherine the
Great’s Reforms,” History of European Ideas 41, no. 7 (2015): 883-908.
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combined Rousseau’s emphasis on constitutional design with Diderot’s evaluation of modern

political economy.

Condorcet, meanwhile, diverged from Rousseau’s neo-Hobbesian theory of politics, yet he
followed Rousseau’s emphasis on individual moral independence. As Rousseau argued in Dx
contrat social, the general will could only be expressed when each citizen separately gave voice to
the common interest, without communicating with one another. The rule of the general will, in
this account, required citizens not only to be ethically bound to each other, but also sufficiently
independent of mind to separate their interests from those of the political whole.””* Condorcet
was less emphatic than Rousseau about the need for patriotic allegiance to the state, but he was
similarly concerned with the capacity for citizens to reach independent evaluations of the
collective good. If Rousseau argued that those evaluations were internal to the expression of the
general will, however, Condorcet insisted that they could provide an external check on power.
Condorcet thus transformed Rousseau’s injunction on the general will into a call for “the
submission of the will of the people to reason.” That is, “to force [the people], by enlightening
them, not to bend before the law, but to want to submit to it.”*” In this way, Condorcet
redefined the nature of political obligation and tied it to public enlightenment, the central axis of

his model of human improvement.

204 Although he did not develop this aspect of his political philosophy in D contrat social, in his other works
Rousseau made clear that the institution of a civic form of education was crucial to the viability of a free polity.
Rousseau, “Discourse on Political Economy” [1755], in The Social Contract and Other Later Political Writings, 15-16, 20-
23; Considerations on the Government of Poland, 189; Riley, General Will before Roussean, 212. On the ambiguity of
Rousseau’s approach, however, see Edelstein, Terror of Natural Right, 75-82.

205 Condorcet, “De la nature des pouvoirs politiques,” 612. For a recent examination of the parallels between their
political projects, see Guillaume Ansart, “Rousseau and Condorcet: Will, Reason and the Mathematics of Voting,”
History of Political Thought 41, no. 3 (Autumn 2020): 450-63. For a more detailed examination of Condorcet’s theory
of representative government, see Nadia Urbinati, “A Republic of Citizens: Condorcet’s Indirect Democracy,” chap.
6 in Representative Democracy: Principles and Genealogy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2006); Minchul Kim,
“Condorcet and the Viability of Democracy in Modern Republics, 1789-1794,” Eurgpean History Quarterly 49, no. 2
(April 2019): 179-202.
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The Science of Improvement

Sieyes and Condorcet each in different ways adapted the moral and political approaches earlier

206

developed by Rousseau and Diderot.” Ultimately, however, they both diverged in a
fundamental sense from their predecessors. Although he promoted various reforms in his time,
Diderot subscribed to a cyclical view of political life and considered that societies were locked in
“a regular circle” of progress and decline.””” Rousseau, as discussed in the previous chapter, saw
no potential for improvement in large modern states, and he thought that political reform was
feasible only in a few limited settings. Neither Sieyes nor Condorcet was so dejected. In the
space for political discussion and debate that opened up in 1789, they put forward ambitious
plans to transform both state and society in France. They did so based on the belief that
revolutionary reformers had the power to lead and inspire the regeneration of a modern polity,
previously held back by the interests of privileged orders, the traditionalism of the Church and
the unlimited authority of the monarch. Their respective conceptions of society and politics were

therefore predicated on models of improvement that put them at odds with their predecessors’

assessments of contemporary prospects for reform.

Although revolutionary events shaped the arguments Sieyes and Condorcet developed in the
1790s, they began to articulate their models of improvement before the French Revolution. They
each did so as part of an attempt to construct a post-physiocratic social science. If they diverged
on the politics of the general will, they also diverged on the nature and content of this science.
As indicated by their disagreement over the foundations of political legitimacy, Sieyes would
promote a science of society oriented towards the reform of economic and political institutions,

and of the French constitution in particular. Condorcet, by contrast, developed an approach that

206 This juxtaposition further underscores the limited purchase of Jonathan Israel’s thesis. According to Israel, the
political thought of Sieyes and Condorcet was the product of a “radical” wing of Enlightenment philosophy that
included Diderot and d’Holbach, among others, but not Rousseau.

207 Didetot, extracts from the Histoire des Deux: Indes [1783), in Political Writings, 170, 207.
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gave priority to the education of the citizenry, that is, to the perfectibility of individual minds. In
the remainder of this chapter, I examine the origins and development of these two models of
improvement in the context of Sieyes and Condorcet’s respective attempts to forge a new social
science, and I explore the ways in which they reconfigured the eatlier projects of the Physiocrats
and their contemporaries. In doing so, I outline two of the approaches that would shape, in
crucial and defining ways, the search for a science of society in late eighteenth and eatly

nineteenth-century France.

The Science of the Social Order

A Novel Invention

Sieyes introduced the concept of a “science of the social ordet” in the series of pamphlets he
Yy p pamp
published at the outbreak of the French Revolution. He argued in these works that this science —

) ¢

which he also sometimes called “social science,” “the science of the state of society” and the
science of the “social art” — provided the key to the reform of the French state, for it showed the
course of action legislators should follow.”” As mentioned above, Sieyés first referred to this
science in Qw'est-ce que le Tiers-Etar? to support the claim that the Third Estate were the only
legitimate members of the nation. In [ues sur les moyens d'exécution dont les représentants de la France
pourront disposer en 1789, published in May 1789, he suggested that the “fundamental principles of
the social order” also pointed to the need for “a good constitution.” This would be one, he
argued, that could “give and guarantee citizens the enjoyment of their natural and social rights,”

“confer stability on everything that may be done for the good” and “progressively extinguish all

that has been done for the bad.”*” For Sieyés, the science of the social order supported the

208 Sieyes coined an even greater range of descriptors in his manuscript texts. He notably alluded in one place to the
idea of writing a “treatise on socialism” that would encompass “the goal given by man to himself in society and of
the means he has to attain it.” Sieyes appears to have been the first to employ the term socialisme in France. Jacques
Guilhaumou and Sonia Branca-Rosoff, “De “société” a “socialisme”: 'invention néologique et son contexte
discursif. Essai de colinguisme appliqué,” Langage et société 83, no. 1 (1998): 39-77.

209 Sieyes, Views of the Executive Means Available to the Representatives of France in 1789 [1789)], in Political Writings, 5. The
pamphlet was written in July or August 1788 and it circulated in manuscript form, under a different title, until it was
published in 1789. Sonenscher, introduction to Sieyes, Political Writings, xxii.
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project of political emancipation of the French nation and of securing individual rights and the

pursuit of the common good by means of a new constitution.

Sieyes promoted his science of society as an alternative to the search for legal and political
principles in the annals of history. Drawing on earlier discussions of the origins of the French
constitution, a range of thinkers in the early years of the French Revolution were appealing to
the historical rights of the Gauls, the supposed ancestors of the modern nation, against the
conquering Franks, the alleged forefathers of the French nobility.”"’ Sieyeés opposed those
appeals to history. Reason, he maintained in ues sur les moyens d'exécution, was of all time, and it
was as ridiculous for the clockmaker to consult the history of clock making, as it was to look to
“barbarous centuties” for the laws appropriate to “civilised nations.”*"' The science of society
was a novel invention, he also remarked in Qu’est-ce que le Tiers-Etat? as it was “not the sort of
thing that despots and aristocrats could have been expected to encourage.” Revolutionary
reformers should therefore not be discouraged to find little guidance from history; “for a long

time,” as he put it, “men built huts before they were able to build palaces.”*

Sieyes also distinguished his approach from other recent attempts to construct a science of
morality and politics. In a lengthy digression in [Vues sur les moyens d’excécution, he admonished the
“crude pedantry” of those who disparaged the project of going back “to the first principles of
the social art.” As he explained, eighteenth-century efforts to reduce morality and politics to
human experience or to simple facts of the physical order, in the manner of the natural sciences,

had nonetheless been misguided.*”> He therefore warned his contemporaries:

210 Marina Valensise, “The French Constitution in Prerevolutionary Debate,” The Journal of Modern History 60 (1988):
S22-57. For a broader examination of this trend, see Matthew d’Auria, “Debating the Nation’s History,” chap. 6 in
The Shaping of French National 1dentity: Narrating the Nation’s Past, 1715-1830 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2020).

211 Sieyes, Views of the Excecutive Means, 4-5.

212 Sieyes, What is the Third Estate? [1789], in Political Writings, 133.

213 “Unhappily, philosophers themselves, who during the course of this century have given such signal services to
the physical sciences, appear to have set the stamp of their authority upon this absurd belief and seem to have lent
the force of their genius to blind declamation. Rightly disgusted by the systematizing mania of their predecessors,
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Beware of the influence on your representatives’ minds of the idea, disseminated all-too-widely
by modern scholars, that morality, like physics, can be given a foundation based on experience.
Men in this century have been restored to reason by way of the natural sciences. This has been a
real service. But we must still beware of allowing a false sense of gratitude to confine us within a
narrow circle of imitation and instead must make an unimpeded inquiry into the new instauration
that awaits us at the journey’s end. It is of course the case that genuine policy and genuine
politics involve combinations of facts, not combinations of chimeras, but they still involve
combinations.?!4

The natural sciences had provided valuable inspiration to the development of knowledge, Sieyes
maintained, but their method was not suited to the study of human morality, nor could it supply
the “combinations” required for political action. The legislator, he explained, was “like an
architect” who developed the plans and designs that were “fit for a people.” The science of the
social order, according to Sieyes, was a creative form of knowledge concerned with establishing
the legal and constitutional institutions of the state, and it should not aspire to replicate pre-

existing models of nature or history.

Sieyes thus presented his science of society as a new and original way of conceptualising the
organisation and regulation of a modern polity. He did so by casting aside the quest for the
historical origins of the French constitution, as well as opposing naturalistic trends in eighteenth-
century thought. Citing attempts to derive moral and political principles from the physical order
and from experience, Sieyes specifically took issue with the approaches developed by the
Physiocrats, on one hand, and by theorists, like Helvétius, who drew on the principles of the
science of man.*"” The simple notions to which each of set of thinkers had reduced morality and
politics, according to Sieyes, were insufficient to provide direction to the reform and
regeneration of the French monarchy. If social science dealt with “combinations of facts,”

however, it was necessary to know what those facts were. Sieyes alluded to these in his

they devoted themselves to the study of facts and prosctibed every other method. In the area in question, this
deserves nothing but praise. But in moving beyond the physical order and in recommending the use of this method
in the moral order, they are mistaken.” Sieyes, 1Zews of the Excecutive Means, 15.

214 Sieyes, Vews of the Executive Means, 16.

215 One of Quesnay’s followers earlier suggested that the “plan of the social order” could be found “with the
greatest precision” in the “physical order.” [Jean-Nicolas-Marcellin Guérineau de Saint-Péravi|, De Sordre des
administrations provinciales déterminé par les loix physigues (N.p: 1782), 3.
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revolutionary works, but they were the product of a series of detailed reflections that he began to
develop in the 1770s. Those reflections laid the conceptual foundations of his science of the
social order and supplied the organising principles of the model of improvement he advanced

during the French Revolution.

From Simple to Complex

In his revolutionary pamphlets, Sieyées justified his approach by appealing to the distinction
between the study of facts, which he associated with the natural sciences, and the combination of
those facts, which he presented as the method of social science. This distinction pointed to the
principle underlying Sieyes’ philosophy: the duality, in all realms of life, between the simple and
the complex. This duality underpinned the philosophical reflections he developed in his pre-
revolutionary writings, where he developed an account of human experience that combined
principles derived from the philosophy of Leibniz and from sensationist psychology. The
outcome of those reflections was a dynamic and purposive metaphysics of the self in which the
simple “fact” that defined human conduct, the pursuit of pleasure, became the foundation for
the structures, or “combinations,” of social and economic life. Though this approach resonated
with the philosophy of Helvétius, Sieyes did not promote the convergence of human interests
through the regeneration of minds, and he looked instead to the creation of institutional
mechanisms to harmonise those interests. It was the progression from the simple to the
complex, not the reduction of morality to pleasure, that informed Sieyes’ conception of the self

and society.

The first component of Sieyes’ metaphysics of the self was the account of liberty he put forward
in his manuscript notebook L e grand cabier métaphysique (c. 1773-75). As part of a lengthy
commentary on the sensationist philosophies of Quesnay, Condillac and Bonnet, Sieyes
suggested that passive, sensitive experience was the source of human knowledge about the

world, but that individuals also possessed the immanent power to generate ideas and deliberate
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over their actions. This power was the definition of liberty, he argued, and it was “perfectible
through experience.” The first level of human understanding involved simple sensations,
according to Sieyes, and those sensations shaped the emotive forms of action that dominated the
lives of “less perfected men.” Humans, however, could also form ideas out of what he called
“composite” sensations, which were compounds of simple sensations. The ability to judge and
deliberate on the basis of those ideas made it possible for individuals to pursue actions guided by

95216

“the lights of reason,” he argued, and this is what allowed “liberty to grow.”*"® For Sieyes, liberty
was therefore proportionate to knowledge, that is, proportionate to the ability to develop

combinatory arrangements of simple sensations.

Notwithstanding this capacity for liberty, Sieyés maintained that humans were primarily driven
by the desire for happiness. In tune with eighteenth-century sensationist philosophy, he argued
that this impulse manifested itself in the physical desire to pursue pleasure and avoid pain. As
Sieyes presented it in e grand cahier métaphysique, there were two facets to the pursuit of pleasure,
in the same way as there were two levels in the order of human sensations. The first involved the
satisfaction of primary needs which derived from the needs of self-preservation, such as food
and clothing. The second consisted in the steps taken to satisfy those needs, such as work or the
search for knowledge. Siey¢s called these “means” and argued that those “means” could become
sources of pleasure in themselves that could be met “through further means.”*'"” Like liberty,
human happiness could therefore grow through experience. While primary needs were universal,
however, the specificity and natural diversity of individual experience meant that the steps taken
to satisfy them were not. ““The happiness to which each man aspired,” according to Sieyes, was

therefore “different according to the position and the relations in which he finds himself.”*"®

216 Sieyes, “Le grand cahier métaphysique,” in Des manuserits de Sieyes, 1:78, 81, 141-42.
217 Sieyes, “Le grand cahier métaphysique,” 96-97.
218 Sieyes, “Le grand cahier métaphysique,” 97.
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This account of human experience was original and distinctive. Although Sieyés drew on the
ideas of Quesnay, Condillac and Bonnet, he put forward a theory of mind that sought to account
for individual liberty without appealing to the existence of a spiritual soul. At the same time,
however, he did not reduce human behaviour to the primary impulse to seek pleasure and avoid
pain, in the manner of Helvétius. For Sieyes, physical sensibility was the foundation for the more
developed aspects of individual experience. His approach was thus structured around a set of
dualities, between simple and composite sensations, between needs and means and between
happiness and liberty. These dualities were not the product of a dualism of substance but of the
duality between the simple and complex in the composition of reality. Adapting Leibnizian
principles, Sieyes conceived of this duality as dynamic and progressive: it was the simple that
engendered the complex, whose development allowed the expansion and perfection of the
simple. Sieyeés” metaphysics of the self pointed to the capacity for incremental progress — of
mind, of means and of freedom — out of the simple sensations, needs and impulses that

underpinned human experience.m

According to Sieyes, there were nonetheless limits to what individuals could achieve on their
own, and it was only in society that human liberty and happiness could flourish. As he described
it in Le grand cahier métaphysique, it was in the social state that individuals could “reinforce and
multiply their means,” and this, he added, pointed to the need to “develop the true social
order.”” In the unpublished essay “Sur les richesses,” written a few years later in the 1770s,
Sieyes began to sketch out the nature of this order by describing what he took to be the true
source of prosperity in human society. Contesting the views of the Physiocrats, he argued in this

essay that the original source of wealth was not land, but labour. The “simple” products of

219 Sieyes would later turn this metaphysics of the self into a broader metaphysics of forces. “Des forces simples,” in
Des manuserits de Sieyes, 2:573-698. On the Leibnizian foundations of Sieyes’ philosophy, see Jacques Guilhaumou,
“Sieyes et la métaphysique allemande,” Annales historiques de la Révolution frangaise 317 (July-September 1999): 513-35;
Quiviger, Métaphysique et droit administratif chez Sieyés, 96-127.

220 Sieyes, “Le grand cahier métaphysique,” 141.
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nature were not sufficient “to raise the edifice of pleasures,” according to Sieyes, and it was only
through “the concourse of works” that the reproduction and multiplication of goods could be
achieved. As he described it, the perfection of human happiness therefore called for the union of
“a life force” whose different elements produce more together than apart. This “life force,” he

maintained, was “the sum of works of all citizens.”**!

The emphasis Sieyes put on the value of labour followed the approach of a range of earlier
thinkers, from Locke to Rousseau.””” He nonetheless developed an innovative argument about
the relationship between individual labour, the production of wealth and the perfection of
human happiness, one that anticipated the account later articulated by Adam Smith in The Wealth
of Nations (17706). The “progress” of the social order, Sieyes suggested in “Sur les richesses,” was

as follows:

First, each man satisfies by himself nearly all his pleasures. These increase with the means [at
their disposal], and as they become more complicated, divisions of tasks [les divisions des travanx|
establish themselves. The common good necessitates this, because workers are less distracted by
tasks of the same nature than by different types of occupations and always tend to produce
greater effects with lesser means. All tasks and their division always increase by virtue of this law:
to perfect the effect, and diminish the costs.223

Although individuals could initially satisfy their needs by themselves, according to Sieyes, the
development of their “means,” or social and economic activities, multiplied and developed their
sources of pleasure. That is to say, it broadened their interests and desires. This spurred the
division or separation of tasks, which, in turn, made it possible to increase the overall level of
pleasure (“to perfect the effect”) while reducing the range of activities individuals had to perform

(“diminishing the costs”). For Sieyes, the vehicle for enhancing collective prosperity and

221 Sieyes, “Premicre lettre. Sur les richesses,” Lettres anx économistes sur lenr systéme de politique et de morale [c. 1775], in
Ecrits politiques, ed. Roberto Zapperi (Paris: Editions des archives contemporaines, 1985), 32, 35.

222 Catherine Larrere, “Sieyes, lecteur des physiocrates: droit naturel ou économie?” in Figures de Sieyés, eds. Pierre-
Yves Quiviger, Vincent Denis and Jean Salem (Paris: Publications de la Sorbonne, 2008), 201. On Rousseau’s
approach see Istvan Hont, Politics in Commercial Society: Jean-Jacques Roussean and Adam Smith (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2015), 100-01.

223 Sieyes, “Sur les richesses,” 33.
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happiness was the institution that would come to be known, after Smith, as the division of

labour.**

The political economy Sieyes developed in the 1770s built on the principles of his metaphysics
of the self and followed a similar logic.”” As Sieyés presented it, there was an order of
progression between the simple, individual pursuit of pleasure and the complex structures of
production, consumption and exchange. This order pointed to the compatibility of individual
ends in the collective social order. Unlike Helvétius, Sieyes did not assume that the “fact” that
humans were pleasure-seeking creatures meant that their interests had to be made to artificially
converge. Rather, through a reinterpretation of Leibnizian principles, he argued that the
interdependence that resulted from functional differentiation and occupational specialisation
generated a system that could enhance the pleasures of all. This approach evoked the ideas of
d’Holbach, who, as I discussed in chapter one, promoted the harmony of interests in society on
his own reworking of Leibniz. For Sieyes, however, the perfection of human happiness did not
call for a system of social hierarchy alighed with capacity, as d’Holbach had suggested, nor the
inculcation of public virtue, as Helvétius maintained. It required the combination of individual
activities through the division of labour, that is, the transformation of the simple into the

complex.

The Representative System

Sieyes’ pre-revolutionary writings informed the model of social improvement he put forward
during the French Revolution. Building on his early ideas, this model centred on what he came

to call the “representative system.” In Sieyes’ conception, this descriptor referred to both the

224 Sieyes claimed to have established the principle of the division of labour before Smith and to have “gone farther”
than him by identifying the importance of this division both within and between trades. Sieyes, “Travail ne favorise
la liberté qu’en devenant représentatif,” in Eerits politigues, 62. For a helpful comparison of Sieyés and Smith’s
conceptions of the division of labour, see Sewell, Rhbetoric of Bourgeois Revolution, 94-102.

225 At an individual level, the impulse to satisfy primary pleasures impelled the growth of the multiple activities, or
“means,” undertaken to satisfy them. In economic society, the production of wealth required the enhancement of
the simple products of nature through the combinatory arrangement of human labour.
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character of modern government and the nature of a society organised around the division of
labour. The delegation of any task or activity could be described as an act of representation, and
this meant that individuals could be said to “represent” each other when they exchanged services
or traded goods in an interdependent economic system. Representation thus made it possible for
individuals to enter reciprocal relationships with one another, and this was “the instrument of

the progress of society.”**

For Sieyes, the advent of the representative system nonetheless called
for a series of reforms that extended the harmonising principles of economic society to the realm

of government. In contrast to Condorcet, Sieyes’ science of society would thus be focused on

the institutional, rather than moral or intellectual, levers of social improvement.

Equal Rights

The first element of a just and legitimate constitution, according to Sieyes, was the equality of
rights. In a way that remained close to the Physiocrats, he argued that if the goal of society was
maximising collective happiness, then its individual members each had an equal right to satisfy
their needs and expand their sources of pleasure.””” As Sieyes presented it in the introduction to
his draft Déclaration des droits de 'homme, published in 1789, every citizen possessed a set of
elementary rights, and their only restriction was to not infringe on the equivalent rights of others.
The first and most important, he maintained, were the right to property over one’s person
(“personal property”) and over the product of one’s labour (“real property”), which included
immovable property. These rights reflected the obligation for individual to satisfy their needs,

and they were a continuation of each other, since “real property” was only “a consequence and

226 Sieyes, “Droits de 'homme,” 501. “In society everything is representation. Representation is found in the private
realm as much as in the public one; it is the mother of trade and production as well as of social and political
progress. Indeed I claim that it is the very essence of social life.” Sigyes’s 17ews Concerning Several Articles of Sections I
and V" of the Draft Constitution [1795], in The Essential Political Writings, eds. Oliver W. Lembcke and Florian Weber
(Leiden: Brill, 2014), 154.

227 According to Mirabeau fils, Sieyes’ account of individual rights founds its origins in the physiocratic principles of
Quesnay and his father; cited in Larrere, “Sieyes, lecteur des physiocrates: droit naturel ou économie?”” 195. On the
similarities and differences between the two, see Edelstein, Spirit of Rights, 97-98, 185-86.
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an extension of personal property.” These were followed by the series of rights that supported
the individual pursuit of happiness in society, and they included the right “to come and go as
[one] wishes; to think, speak, write, print and publish; and to work, produce, save, transport,

exchange and consume, etc.”***

The purpose of individual rights, according to Sieyes, was to ensure that citizens could freely
meet their needs and engage in mutually beneficial relationships with each other. These rights
were also intended to protect individuals from the undue influence of the natural inequality of
talents and abilities. As Sieyes described it, “society does not establish an unjust inequality of
right alongside the natural inequality of means; instead, it protects the equality of rights against
the natural, but harmful, influence of unequal means.” This meant that political society had an
obligation not simply to ensure individual liberty, but also to support and assist its members in
pursuing their ends. Sieyes argued that citizens therefore had a right “to all the benefits of
association,” and this included a right to public assistance as well as a right to take advantage of
public works and property. It also included a right to public education, which he presented as
one of the best ways of ensuring the moral and physical development of citizens.”” These
additional set of privileges would enhance the freedom of citizens and further the harmonisation

of human divergence in a society organised around the division of labour.

According to Sieyes, equal rights did not, however, imply the participation of every citizen in
political life. There was a necessary distinction between civil and political rights, or what he also
called “passive” and “active” rights. While all members of society were entitled to the former,

the second could be exercised only by a limited number of citizens. In contrast to Condorcet,

228 Sieyes, Préliminaire de la Constitution, 26-28.

229 Sieyes, Préliminaire de la Constitution, 25, 32; “Reasoned Exposition of the Rights of Man and Citizen,” in Essential
Political Writings, 122, 125. Sieyés also argued that public education should teach the basic principles of rights to
citizens and consolidate public mores; “Projet de Constitution soumis a I’Assemblée nationale par M. Abbé Sieyes,”
Abrchives parlementaires de 1787 a 1860. Premiére série (1787 a 1799), eds. M. J. Mavidal and M. E. Laurent (Paris, 1875),
8:424-27.
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who promoted the equal rights of men and women, Sieyes maintained that “active” political
rights belonged to men who owned a certain minimum of real property. Although he decried
traditional forms of privilege as “unjust, odious and contrary to the true purpose of society,”
Sieyeés maintained that property-ownership was a necessary requirement for political participation
as it was the condition for citizens’ attachment to public affairs. Those who enjoyed active rights
were, as he described it, the “true shareholders of the great enterprise of society,” for they
possessed both an “interest” and a “capacity” to contribute to public life.””” This distinction,
which would become enshrined in law in December 1789, followed the logic of Sieyes’
representative system, and it extended what he took to be the salutary division of tasks and

activities to voting rights.*

Division with Unity

The second component of Sieyes’ project of constitutional reform was the establishment of a
political system that combined what he termed “division with unity.” According to Sieyes, this
system had to be organised in such a way that power was distributed across different institutions,
but which were adequately coordinated to enable just and effective government. This part of
Sieyes’ project was an attempt to replicate the organising processes behind the division of labour
within the institutions of politics, and it involved constructing a machinery of government
around the harmonising principles of functional differentiation and occupational specialisation.
If the division of labour, in his view, was self-generating, the political part of the representative

system was not.””> Furthermore, achieving the balance of division with unity required of political

230 Sieyes, Préliminaire de la Constitution, 36-37. On Sieyes’ property-qualifications, see Erwan Sommerer, “Le nom
sacré de la propriété. La figure du propriétaire révolutionnaire chez Sieyes,” Corpus 66 (2014): 117-132. See also
Jacques Guilhamou, “Sieyes, les femmes et la vérité d’un document inédit,” Annales historigues de la Révolution francaise
306 (1996): 693-98.

231 It also followed long-running proposals for tying political participation to property qualifications, as suggested,
for instance, in Dupont de Nemours” Mémoire sur les municipalités (1775).

232 As Sieyes remarked in one his manuscript texts, “the division of works, of professions, etc. is simply the
representative system establishing itself spontaneously.” Sieyes, “Bases de 'ordre social,” 510.
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institutions involved a series of reforms that were as elaborate as they would be difficult to
implement under the pressure of revolutionary events. Those reforms were nonetheless the most
innovative aspect of Sieyes’ model of improvement, and they would shape other conceptions of
social science in the 1790s.* They would also come to be seen by later scholars as significant

contributions to the theory of the modern representative state.”

Sieyes put forward a number of proposals for constitutional reform over the course of the
French Revolution. Three of these were particularly significant to his conception of the
representative system. The first and most influential in its time was the idea that the general will
of the French nation could only be expressed “by proxy.” As discussed above, Sieyes developed
this view in the context of revolutionary discussions over how to restore national or popular
sovereignty. According to Sieyes, it was necessary for citizens to entrust political power to
representatives because of the size and distribution of the French population. Representation
was also necessary, he claimed, because of the nature of modern society. As he argued in 1789,
“modern European peoples” were unlike the Ancients and entirely preoccupied “with
commerce, agriculture and manufacturing.” Alluding to the benefits of the division of labour,
Sieyés maintained that “the common interest and the improvement of the social state” therefore
called for “making government a particular profession.”*” In place of the demanding and
unrealistic requirements of a “pure democracy” or, as he would later claim, of the dangerous

aspiration to create a ré-fotale in which the people retained complete and absolute sovereignty,

233 They notably informed the ideas of the revolutionary thinker Pierre-Louis Reederer. On Reederet’s social science,
see Ingrid Rademacher, “La science sociale républicaine de Pierre-Louis Roederer,” Revue francaise d’histoire des idées
politigues 13, no. 1 (2001): 25-55. For another reiteration of Sieyes’ approach, Jean-Jacques-Régis Cambacéres,
“Discours sur la science sociale,” Mémoires, Mémoires de ['Institut national des sciences et des arts. Sciences norales et
politiques, vol. 3 (Paris, Prairial an IX [1801]), 1-14.

234 Colette Clavreul, “Sieyes et la genese de la représentation modern,” Droits. Revue frangaise de théorie juridique 6
(1986): 45-56; Utrbinati, “’A Nation of Electors: Sieyes’ Model of Representative Government,” chap. 4 in
Representative Democracy: Principles and Genealogy. See also Pasquino, Sieyeés et invention de la constitution en France; Quiviger,
Meétaphysique et droit administratif chez Sieyes.

235 Sieyes, Dire de l'abbé Sieyés sur la question du véto royal, 11; Observations sur le rapport du comité de constitution, concernant la
nonvelle organisation de la France (Versailles, 1789), 35.
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modern citizens needed to delegate political and administrative responsibilities to elected

officials.?*

Sieyes’ second proposal was the need to institute a graduated system of elections. Sieyes
described this system as a “circulatory mechanism” operating in two directions.”’ The upward
direction comprised the system by which the people elected its different representatives. This
system had to involve a hierarchy of bodies. The first level would be the “primary assemblies”
established in local districts across the country, where citizens could meet in person. Those
assemblies would vote for a list of candidates, who would then be eligible to higher political
offices. This “ascending” system of indirect election operated according to a process that Sieyes
termed adunation, and it would serve to manage and filter the expression of the desires and
wishes of the French citizenry.”® The downward direction, meanwhile, consisted in the process
of nomination of selected individuals to various public and administrative offices by political
representatives. Together, the two parts of the system of graduated election would replicate the
processes of selection, distribution and differentiation that emerged organically in the non-
political part of the representative system.”” This system would, in other words, provide an

institutional solution to the natural divergence of individual interests and desires.

The last of Sieyes’ proposals was the separation of powers and functions. Establishing and
maintaining this separation was crucial to ensuring collective liberty and happiness, he claimed,
but it required, as in the other elements of the political system, a careful balance between division

and unity.”*’ As he explained in a seties of remarks on the newly proposed French Constitution

236 On the distinction between a ré-totale and république, see Opinion de Sieyés, sur plusieurs articles des titres IV et 1, 7,
Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 14-15.

237 For this description, see Opinion de Sieyés, sur plusienrs articles des titres IV et 17, 3.

238 Sieyes, “Du nouvel établissement public de I'instruction en France,” in Journal d'instruction sociale 5 (1793), 146.
239 Sieyes® graduated system of election was publicised by Mirabeau in constitutional debates in late 1789, where he
noted that it followed the ideas earlier developed by Rousseau. On the origins and fate of this system during the
French Revolution, see Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 77-78, 314-17; Sans-Culottes, 301-04.

240 “In politics, mixing up and conflating power is what constantly makes it impossible to establish social order on
carth. Inversely, by separating what should be distinct, it will be possible finally to solve the great problem of
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in 1795, the necessary system of balance in a political constitution could be compared to the way

in which the faculties of the human mind operated:
It does not charge several different representative bodies with constructing — or reconstructing —
the same piece of work. Rather, it assigns different tasks to different representatives, so that their
distinct activities together reliably yield the desired outcome. This system does not place two or
three heads onto the same body, expecting that the defects of one will somehow correct the
harm caused by the defects of the other. It carefully separates within a single head the different
faculties whose distinct operations have to come together in order to produce wise decisions, and

it coordinates these faculties through rules which naturally unify all the different legislative
activities into the action of a single mind.24!

Like the human mind, the different powers and functions of government needed to be
distinguished from one another yet come together to produce political action. This distinction
did not simply involve the division of legislative and executive powers, but also the separation of

1.*** The outcome

different functions within those powers; it was both horizontal and vertica
would be a coordinated system of government, or what Sieyes called “the system of concerted
action, or organised unity.” “This should become the French system,” he insisted, for it was the
one towards which “the social art directs us with each step along the path of human
perfectibility.” It was reasonable to hope, he added, “that it will one day be the system of all free

95243

and enlightened peoples.

The end-product of the science of the social order, for Sieyes, would be a system of government
that was both the outcome of human perfectibility and one that gave space to further
improvements through the development of economic society. Although he presented this
“French system” as one that would become diffused and adopted by all free societies, he did not

conceive it as fixed and invariable. In one of the later developments of his political theory, he

establishing a human society arranged for the general advantage of those who compose it.”” Sieyes, What is the Third
Estate? 143.

241 Sieyes, Views Concerning Several Articles of the Draft Constitution, 158.

242 Sieyes, for instance, praised the distinction, in the draft constitution of 1794, between “the authority to propose
legislation from the authority to decide on legislation”; Vzews Concerning Several Articles of the Draft Constitution, 159. On
the distinction between a horizontal and vertical separation of powers, see Sonenscher, Before the Deluge, 57-58. The
most well-known component of Sieyes’ theory of the separation of powers was the distinction he proposed between
“constituent” and “constituted” powers. On this theory, see Rubinelli, “Sieyes and the French Revolution.”

243 Sieyes, VViews Concerning Several Articles of the Draft Constitution, 159.
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thus proposed the institution of an independent advisory body, or “constitutional jury,” that
would periodically suggest improvements to the existing constitution. As Sieyes described it, this
body would provide an “organic” way of perfecting political institutions that would
accommodate “the right of future generations to choose their own political order.” In this way,
the constitution would be guided “by a principle of unlimited perfectibility” and “adaptable to
the needs of different eras.”*** Social stability and harmony, for Sieyes, were less conditions of
the regeneration of minds or the cultivation of moral conduct, than the establishment of ever-

perfectible institutions of government.

Unlimited Perfectibility

The proposals for constitutional reform Sieyes put forward during the French Revolution were
designed to further the advent of a properly combined political machine, underpinned by the
principle of equal rights (at least in the “passive” sense) and endowed with a capacity for
“unlimited perfectibility.” Those reforms, as he conceived them, called upon the wisdom of
social science, and they involved extending the principles behind the division of labour to the
organisation of government. Although he built on the Physiocrats” emphasis on economic
reform, Sieyes substituted their ideal of an agricultural kingdom for that of a representative state
whose power and authority ultimately derived from the citizen-members of an industrious,
commercial society. Several of the proposals and conceptual innovations Sieyes developed as
part of this project were adopted and taken on by fellow reformers, particularly at the outset of
the French Revolution. His more elaborate ideas, however, such as his system of graduated
elections, were difficult to follow or straightforwardly opposed by revolutionaries with different
visions of moral and political regeneration. In a twist of fate, when Sieyes was finally given the

chance to reshape the French constitution in the late 1790s, his efforts were overshadowed by

244 The Opinion of Sieyes Concerning the Tasks and Organisation of the Constitutional Jury, Submitted on the Second Thermidor
[1795], in Essential Political Writings, 177. On Sieyes’ conception of the constitutional jury, see Lucien Jaume, “Sieyes
et le sens du jury constitutionnaire: une réinterprétation,” Droits 36, no. 2 (2002): 115-34.
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the unrivalled ambition of Napoléon Bonaparte, the young general he had sought to help

implement his reforms.**

The model of improvement Sieyés advanced in his works would not be adopted, in the same
form, by later thinkers. His approach nonetheless shaped and inspired the subsequent search for
a science of society in a number of ways. As I show in chapter three, the Idéologues Destutt de
Tracy and Cabanis followed his interest in grounding moral and political principles in a
sensationist analysis of individual faculties. Hoping to stabilise and consolidate the existing
system of government, under the Directory, they nonetheless retreated from his more
metaphysical conceptions and developed approaches more focused on the perfectibility of those
faculties, than on the perfection of political institutions. Although Saint-Simon repudiated Sieyes’
political ideas, as I argue in chapter four, he built on Sieyes’ theory of the division of labour in
his Restoration works. Unlike Sieyes, however, Saint-Simon derived his model of improvement,
not from a metaphysics of the self, but from a philosophy of history inspired by the other major

proponent of a science of society in the eatly years of the French Revolution, Condorcet.

The Project of a Social Mathematics

Like Sieyes, Condorcet’s science of society was tied a model of social improvement. While Sieyes
focused on constitutional reform and the development of the division of labour, however,
Condorcet gave priority to perfecting individual mind and behaviour. Although constitutional
change was important for Condorcet, it was the reform of public education that was key, in his
view, to furthering liberty and happiness in society. By the same token, Condorcet did not
conceive of social science like Sieyes as a specialised and distinct branch of knowledge whose
chief purpose was to guide legislators and shape public policy. For Condorcet, the science of

society was the result of the gradual and cumulative development of all forms of knowledge, and

245 On this episode, see Andrew Jainchill, “Liberal Authoritarianism and the Constitution of the Year VIII,” chap. 5
in Reimagining Politics After the Terror.
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it was one whose content should be made available to the wider citizenry. This science, in his
view, rested on a probabilistic theory of knowledge and behaviour, and it was based on
mathematical rather than metaphysical principles. Its ultimate outcome would be, not an account
of the complex structures of a political constitution, but a future-oriented philosophy of history

that looked to the global spread of simple sentiments of virtue.

There was a somewhat circular relationship between Condorcet’s science of social mathematics
and his vision of human improvement. This science was made possible by the progress of
knowledge, he argued, but its development would itself be the source of further advancements,
notably the capacity to predict the future. While Sieyes conceived of his science of the social
order as a tool for perfecting society and politics, Condorcet presented social mathematics as
both an effect and a cause of human improvement. This partly reflected his belief in the
connection between intellectual and moral progress, or between the acquisition of knowledge
and the capacity for virtuous conduct. More fundamentally, it pointed to the circularity
underlying Condorcet’s model of improvement: men and women possessed a natural inclination
for pity and compassion, this inclination had been corrupted by error and prejudice, but the
diffusion of knowledge would revive and stimulate the moral sentiments that this natural
inclination inspired. Condorcet’s model thus looked to the recovery of the elementary
dispositions of the human mind and the convergence of individual capacities in time. This
model, in contradistinction to Sieyes’, envisaged a transformation of the complex into the simple,

and it rested on a new conception of perfectibility.

Human Perfectibility Reconstructed

In Esquisse d’un tablean historigue des progres de l'esprit humain, Condorcet provided a clear and
seemingly unambiguous genealogy of the concept at the heart of his work. As he described it, the
“first and most brilliant apostles” of what he called “the doctrine of the indefinite perfectibility

of the human species” were “Turgot, Price and Priestley.” As mentioned in the previous chapter,
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this genealogy did not self-evidently match onto the claims developed in the Esguisse. All three
thinkers conceived of human improvement in a religious idiom, and their approaches did not
appear to align with Condorcet’s secular philosophy of history. The origins of Condorcet’s
concept of perfectibility were therefore less transparent than this genealogy implied. Although
Condorcet followed the aforementioned thinkers in several respects, as I come back to below,
his approach built on eighteenth-century attempts to articulate an account of human
improvement that did not require belief in the active and beneficent powers of God, and it drew
on the ideas of Rousseau and Helvétius in particular. The originality of Condorcet’s concept of
perfectibility, in this context, was that it would provide a synthesis of naturalistic and

providential theories of human improvement. This synthesis requires careful reconstruction.

Condorcet gave the fullest account of his concept of perfectibility not in the Esquisse, but in a
draft of the section of the Tablean historigue detailing the first stage of history, one of the texts
that formed a part of the larger corpus of works that he composed while he was in hiding in
1793-94.%* This text began, in a similar way to Rousseau’s Second Disconrse, with a discussion of
human-animal difference.”’” In contrast to Rousseau, however, Condorcet did not ascribe the

faculty of perfectibility solely to humans:

We do not object to the individual perfectibility of animals, which is born of instruction, and
with regards the perfectibility of entire species, it seems to be confirmed by the difference in the
industry of beavers when they are isolated or in small groups compared to when they live
together in larger colonies. To develop [their perfectibility], animals need areas where they enjoy
the liberty and security which man has taken away from them in the places where he extends his
empire. It is contained in much narrower bounds than human perfectibility. But its existence is
no less real. Hence, everything proves that, placed at the top of the animal scale, without ceasing
to be of the same nature, we have simply been more favourably treated in the distribution of the
common faculties that are its product.24

246 This draft is included, under the title “Esquisse de la premiere époque” in Condorcet, Tablean historique des progres
de lesprit humain: Projets, Esquisse, Fragments et Notes, 1772-1794, eds. Jean-Pierre Schandeler and Pierre Crépel (Paris:
Institut national d’études démographiques, 2004). It was first published as “Fragment de I’histoire de la I** époque,”
in Euvres de Condorecet, vol. 6 (Patis, 1847), 289-381. This is the version I refer to here.

247 Condorcet was a close reader of Rousseau’s Second Disconrse, and, in one of his eatly manuscript texts, he
conjectured that the art of forging metals may have played a crucial role in the development of human knowledge
and passions. This claim was not repeated, however, in his later works. Condorcet, “Sur le role historique de I'art de
trouver des métaux et de les employer,” [c. 1768-1782], in Tablean historigue des progrés de lesprit humain, 199.

248 Condorcet, “Fragment de histoire de la I époque,” 294-95.
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According to Condorcet, animals had a capacity for both individual and collective improvement,
and he cited, as an example of this, the varying levels of “industry” that could be observed in
beaver populations. Humans had restricted the ability for animals to perfect their faculties, he
argued, but this did not reflect a distinction of kind between them. Rather, the difference
between humans and animals was one of scale, and the greater perfectibility of the former was

simply the result of their more favourable natural endowments.*”

Condorcet thus emphasised the natural continuity of species in a way that recalled Helvétius’
earlier description of the similarity between humans and animals. As discussed in the previous
chapter, Helvétius associated human perfectibility with the desire for new impressions.
Condorcet, in contrast, maintained that it reflected the particular combination of natural
advantages humans enjoyed.”” Those advantages were three-fold, he argued. Firstly, humans had
a set of attributes that were beneficial to their physical development, which included bipedalism,
the variety of their diet and their lengthy maturation. Secondly, they possessed greater capacities
of mind, as a result of the “disposition of the organs of memory and thought” of the human
brain.”*' The final and most significant human advantage, however, was their ability to
sympathise with the suffering of others. This ability, which originated in the “painful
sensations” that individuals experienced when they saw others suffer, sustained the social bonds

that emerged within and between human families, and it was the source of elementary principles

249 As noted by the editors of 2004 edition of the text, Condorcet drew here on the arguments continuity developed
by Buffon in Les Perroguers (1779) and Le Roy in Lettres philosophiques sur lintelligence et la perfectibilité des animanx (1768);
“Esquisse de la premiere époque,” 484, n. 30.

250 ““Si aucun de ces avantages de espéce humaine ne lui est exclusivement réservé, si chacun d’eux appartient a
quelques especes, aucune ne les réunit; et en considérant ce qui doit résulter de leur combinaison, nous trouverons
une explication suffisante de cette distance immense qui sépare aujourd’hui ’homme du reste des animaux.” “Cette
primauté de ’'homme parait consister bien plus dans un développement plus entier, dans une perfection plus grande
des facultés semblables, que dans la possession exclusive de quelques-unes, qui, dépendant d’organes communs a
diverses especes d’animaux, auraient cependant été refusées a toutes les autres.” Condorcet, “Fragment de Phistoire
de la Irc époque,” 292.

251 Condorcet, “Fragment de histoire de la It époque,” 290-92.

252 Condorcet suggested that animals likely possessed this capacity, but to a lesser extent. Condorcet, “Fragment de
I’histoire de la I époque,” 294. Condorcet first articulated this view in a letter to Turgot, in which he criticised
Helvétius for denying the existence of natural sentiments of compassion in humans. Condorcet to Turgot, 13
December 1773 in Correspondance inédite de Condorcet et de Turgot, 1770-1779, ed. Chatles Henry (Paris, 1883), 148-49.
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of justice, equality and rights. According to Condorcet, it was this capacity for fellow-feeling that
underlay the perpetuation of society, and it created the setting in which human faculties

developed and flourished.”

These views drew implicitly on Rousseau’s moral philosophy. They also followed ideas
developed by Adam Smith. Rousseau, in his Second Discourse, insisted that men were “naturally

b

good,” and he ascribed to them the basic sentiment of “pity,” which he associated with the
“innate repugnance to see his kind suffer.” For Rousseau, this natural sentiment was prior to all
reflection, however, and it did not induce an inclination to form social bonds.”* Smith, by
contrast, argued in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) that humans naturally experienced “pity
or compassion” when faced with “the misery of others.” He maintained that this experience
turned into a sentiment, which he called “sympathy,” and this sentiment, which was the product
of humans’ imaginative capacities, shaped the “fellow-feelings” individuals acquired and
developed in society.”” Although Condorcet followed Smith’s emphasis on the social
implications of sympathy, he argued that this sentiment, which he would also call a “moral

256

sense,” derived from the experience of painful sensations, not from the faculty of imagination.

In tune with the ideas later developed by Sophie de Grouchy, his wife, who went on to translate

253 “I Jlhomme ne pouvait ni perpétuer ni former une société de famille sans que la sensation pénible qui nait a la vue
des douleurs des étres souffrants, se transformat en un sentiment de malaise lorsqu’il leur voyait éprouver des
besoins, sentiment duquel a dd naitre bientdt et le désir de soulager ces besoins, et lorsqu’il les aidait a y poutvoir, un
mouvement de plaisir, récompense naturelle de cette bienfaisance presque machinale. Un attachement plus vif pour
ceux a I’égard desquels il éprouvait journellement ces sentiments, en était une conséquence infaillible, et ils sont
devenus a leur égard de premieres habitudes morales.” Condorcet, “Fragment de Ihistoire de la I'* époque,” 298 and
326-27 (on the link between sympathy and individual rights).

254 Rousseau, Second Disconrse, 127, 152.

255 Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments, 24 ed. (London, 1761), 1-3. These ideas built on the moral sense
theory of Francis Hutcheson and Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third earl of Shaftesbury. James A. Harris,
“Shaftesbury, Hutcheson and the Moral Sense,” in The Cambridge History of Moral Philosophy, eds. Sacha Golob and
Jens Timmermann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 325-37. On the question of the relationship
between Rousseau and Smith’s moral theories, see Pierre Force, “Rousseau and Smith: On Sympathy as First
Principle,” in Thinking with Roussean: From Machiavelli to Schmitt, eds. Helena Rosenblatt and Paul Schweigert
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2017), 115-31.

256 Condorcet, “Troisieme mémoire. Sur I'instruction commune pour les hommes,” Bébliothégue de I'homme public, 204
year, vol. 3 (1791): 8§, n. 1.
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Smith’s work, Condorcet brought human morality back to physical sensibility.”” In doing so, he

aligned his theory of moral sentiments with the principles of eighteenth-century sensationist

psychology.

Condorcet’s conception of human perfectibility thus rested on an account of individual faculties
that combined a sensationist theory of the mind, in the tradition of Helvétius, with Rousseau’s
empbhasis on the natural goodness of man, by way of Smith’s notion of sympathy.”® The
originality of his approach is best illustrated by the significance he gave to the institution of the
family. As Condorcet described it, this institution was the site in which humans first acquired
and developed their moral sentiments. The family was the product of need, but it produced
intense ties of interest and duty, both between parents and their offspring and between the
parents themselves.”” Those ties led to the sharing of work between men and women, and their
distinct abilities allowed them to contribute to their common subsistence in complementary
ways.” Although family bonds could sometimes lead to self-interested behaviour, Condorcet

maintained that the first human societies grew out of the union of different families.?*! Thus

257 Adam Smith, Théorie des sentimens moranx, transl. Sophie de Grouchy, 2 vols. (Patis, an VI [1798]). De Grouchy
attached a series of letters to her translation, likely addressed to Cabanis, in which she developed her own account of
moral sympathy; “Lettres sur la sympathie,” 2:355-507. On these letters, see Sophie de Grouchy’s Letters on Sympathy: A
Critical Engagement with Adam Smith’s the Theory of Moral Sentiments, eds. Sandrine Berges and Eric Schliesser (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2019). On the reception of Smith’s ideas during the French Revolution, see Richard
Whatmore, “Adam Smith’s Role in the French Revolution,” Past and Present 175 (2002): 65-89; Ruth Scutr,
“Inequality and Political Stability from Ancien Régime to Revolution: The Reception of Adam Smith’s Theory of
Moral Sentiments in France,” History of Enropean Ideas 35, no. 4 (2009): 441-49. On Sophie de Grouchy’s political
thought, see Kathleen Theodora McCrudden, “Fraternité, Liberté, Ega]jté: Sophie de Grouchy, Moral
Republicanism, and the History of Liberalism, 1785-1815” (PhD diss., Yale, 2021).

258 For a different window into the relationship between Condorcet and Helvétius’ philosophies, see Emmanuelle de
Champs, “Happiness and Interests in Politics: A Late-Enlightenment Debate,” in Happiness and Utility: Essays
Presented to Frederick Rosen, eds. Georgios Varouxakis and Mark Philp (London: UCL Press, 2019), 20-39.

259 “Condorcet, “Fragment de I’histoire de la I'* époque,” 295-96. In another of the texts he composed in 1793-94,
he argued that the loving bonds of the family were crucial for encouraging sentiments of sympathy and compassion
in children. Condorcet, “Fragment de I’histoire de la X¢ époque,” 546-47.

260 T Jhomme et la femme commencent a se partager les travaux. Les dangers auxquels expose le soin de la défense
commune, les occupations qui exigent une plus grande intensité de force, furent réservés a 'un. L’autre fut chargée
des travaux qui ne demandaient que du temps, de la peine, de la patience.” “La femme peut, presque autant que
’lhomme, contribuer a la subsistance commune; la dépendance des enfants n’y est enticre que pendant les premicres
années; ils deviennent plus tot capables de chercher, de recueillir, de transporter leur nourriture.” Condorcet,
“Fragment de Phistoire de la I époque,” 303, 324.

201 “Nous pouvons regarder ces familles séparées comme la source premicre des nations entre lesquelles 'espece
humaine s’est partagée.” Condorcet, “Fragment de histoire de la It époque,” 297.
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obviating the claim that humans were naturally independent, as Rousseau had argued, or that
their unchecked individual interests came into conflict with each other, as Helvétius maintained,
Condorcet argued that humans were predisposed to form social bonds, and that this

predisposition grew out of the innate sentiments and inclinations that developed in the family.**®

This conception of human perfectibility was the foundation for the ideas Condorcet developed
in the Esquisse, where he outlined, in abbreviated form, what he took to be the successive stages
of the history of the human mind. Condorcet’s crucial claim in this work, however, was that this
history did not simply confirm the human capacity for perfectibility, it was evidence that “nature
has set no term to the perfection of human faculties.” As he declared at the start of his work,
this history showed that human perfectibility was “truly indefinite,” that its development had “no
other limit than the duration of the globe upon which nature has cast us” and that the
improvements so far witnessed in the course of human events would “never be reversed.””*’
According to Condorcet, human perfectibility was boundless and no power could halt or undo
its achievements. Although Condorcet’s account of the origins of human perfectibility drew on

an analysis of the past, it was ultimately oriented towards the future.

It was in articulating this future-oriented vision of human improvement that Condorcet drew on
Turgot, Price and Priestley. Each of these thinkers had indeed conjectured that humans
possessed a capacity for betterment that appeared to be without limits, “everlasting” or

“unbounded.””* In these conceptions, this capacity was associated with the workings of the

262 On the importance of the family in Condorcet’s moral and political philosophy, see Rothschild, Economic
Sentiments, 209-11. It has recently been shown that Sophie de Grouchy likely edited the manuscript of Condorcet’s
Esquisse before its publication in 1795 and that her views, in all probability, contributed to the emphasis Condorcet
gave to moral sympathy and to family life in this and his other works. Sandrine Berges, “Family, Gender, and
Progress: Sophie de Grouchy and Her Exclusion in the Publication of Condorcet’s Skezeh of Human Progress,” Journal
of the History of 1deas 79, no. 2 (April 2018): 267-83.

263 Condorcet, Sketeh, 2. For the original articulation of this view, see Condorcet, “Plan détaillé d*un Tablean historigue
des progrés de lesprit humain” |c. 1780s), in Tablean historigue, 163-64.

264 See, respectively, Turgot, “Second discours,” 54; Richard Price, A Review of the Principal Questions and Difficulties in
Morals (London, 1758), 149; Joseph Priestley, An Essay on the First Principles of Government, and on the Nature of Political,
Civil and Religions Liberty, 204 ed. (London, 1771), 1-2.
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guiding hand of Providence. For Price, God was not “an indifferent spectator” to the events in

2326

the wotld and he was compelled “to direct them agreeably to the ends of goodness.”** Priestley

likewise suggested that it seemed “to be the uniform intention of divine providence to lead

mankind to happiness” in a progtessive manner.”*

Turgot, meanwhile, argued that providence
had “engraved in all hearts” the sentiments “of the good and the honest” and suggested that the
order of the universe showed “the imprint of the hand of God.”*” Condorcet, by contrast, gave
no place to spiritual or supernatural forces in accounting for human improvement, and he
rejected what he dismissively described as “those chimeras” derived from “the imagination of

9526

theologians and philosophers.””*® His faith in human petfectibility reflected his belief, not in the

grace of God, but in the capacity for indefinite improvement of individual faculties.

Condorcet gave voice to this belief in the tenth and last chapter of the Esguisse. As he explained
in this section of his work, the “strength and limits” of human intelligence might remain
unchanged over time, but the perfection of the intellectual tools at one’s disposal made it

29 He also insisted that the

possible for individuals to unceasingly expand their knowledge.
development of the science of morality would not only serve to further efforts at social and

political reform, but that it would facilitate the perfection of individual moral sentiments and

265 Price, Four Dissertations (London, 1767), 5-6.

266 Priestley, Essay on First Principles, 260.

267 Turgot, “Second discours,” 71; “Plan des discours sur I'histoire universelle,” [c. 1751] in Buvres de M. Turgot,
2:213. On Turgot’s “Christian humanism,” see Catherine Larrere, “Histoire et nature chez Turgot,” in Sens du devenir
et pensée de histoire au temps des Lumieres, eds. Bertrand Binoche and Franck Tinland (Seyssel: Champ Vallon, 2000),
186-96.

268 “On verra [que ’'homme] peut connaitre la bienfaisance et la justice sans qu’un dieu ou descende lui-méme sur la
terre, ou charge un individu privilégié de I'y représenter. La formation des sociétés, l'invention des premiers arts, la
ressemblance qu’on observe dans 'usage des nations qui sont parvenues au méme degré de civilisation, est la suite
naturelle du développement des facultés semblables, et ne suppose ni une tige commune dont les chefs auraient regu
une instruction céleste, ou un peuple primitif dont on conserve les traditions, mais dont il faudrait expliquer les
progres d’une autre maniére. Ainsi I'on voit disparaitre ces chimeres de 'imagination des théologiens et des
philosophes...” Condorcet, “Fragment de I’histoire de la I époque,” 380-81.

269 “The strength and the limits of man’s intelligence may remain unaltered; and yet the instruments that he uses will
increase and improve, the language that fixes and determines his ideas will acquire greater breadth and precision and,
unlike mechanics where an increase of force means a decrease of speed, the methods that lead genius to the
discovery of truth increase at once the force and the speed of its operations.” Condorcet, Skezh, 135.
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dispositions.”” By detailing the nature of these improvements in the larger history of progtess of

which the Esqguisse was but the draft, Condorcet famously asked,

... do not all all these observations which I propose to develop further in my book, show that
the moral goodness of man, the necessary consequence of his constitution, is capable of
indefinite perfection like all his other faculties, and that nature has linked together in an
unbreakable chain truth, happiness and virtue??7!

I examine these claims in more detail below, when I come back to the Esguisse, but what is
important here is that Condorcet reconfigured the “doctrine” of Turgot, Price and Priestley. He
severed their accounts of human improvement from their relationship to Providence, and
emphasised instead individuals’ natural capacity for intellectual and moral perfectibility.
Condorcet sought to harness this capacity during the French Revolution through two main

instruments: public education and social mathematics.

Public Education and Social Mathematics

The early years of the French Revolution saw a range of proposals for the reform of public
education, as revolutionaries sought to carry out a programme of social regeneration that went
beyond the mere transformation of the legal and political system.””> Condorcet was one of the
most prominent advocates of educational reform in this period, and he put forward an ambitious
plan that built on his conception of perfectibility. Public education, in his view, had to be
adapted to people’s abilities and the time they could spend in formal schooling, but every citizen
had to acquire the basic tools that were required to enjoy their rights and pursue different
occupations. Condorcet also argued that education involved the diffusion of knowledge as well
as the cultivation of moral sentiments, in both children and adults and, crucially, both men and

women. The development of a social mathematics would, in his view, further and complement

270 Condorcet, Sketch, 139-40.

21 Condorcet, Sketch, 140.

272 Robert R. Palmer, The Improvement of Humanity: Education and the French Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1985); Adrian O’Connor, 1n Pursuit of Politics: Edncation and Revolution in Eighteenth-Century France Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 2017).
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those objectives. A tension would nonetheless emerge between the democratic aspirations of his
educational proposals and his elitist conception of politics.”” This tension pointed to the
difficulty of reconciling the sovereignty of reason with the principle of political consent. It also

foreshadowed the emphasis, by later theorists, on rule by an enlightened elite.

Condorcet outlined his proposals for educational reform in a series of “memoirs” published in
1791, and likely co-authored with Sophie de Grouchy.””* In these, he argued for the creation of a
tiered system of public education that would be free and open to both sexes. He proposed that
there should be primary schools in every village, teaching children basic skills and knowledge as
well as fostering the development of simple sentiments of benevolence by presenting them with
“short moral tales” or by encouraging them to exercise “pity towards animals.”*”” Condorcet
expected that most children would attend only primary school, but he proposed that secondary
and tertiary schools should be established and provide students with more advanced forms of
learning across a range of subjects. Meanwhile, he suggested that the dissemination of textbooks,
dictionaries and the creation of public libraries would encourage the diffusion of knowledge in
the adult population. Virtuous conduct in the citizenry could also be bolstered by promoting
habits of conscience and reasoned judgement. This could be achieved by creating “simple tables”
setting out basic moral principles alongside the various forms of conduct they entailed. Those
tables would serve as heuristic devices and assist those with even little instruction, he claimed, to

“make progtess in practical morality.”””

273 1 build here on Baker, Condorcet, 263; “Scientism, Elitism and Liberalism: The Case of Condorcet,” Studies on
Voltaire and the Eighteenth-Century 55 (1967): 129-65.

274 These would form the basis of the legislative project he submitted to the Assemblée Nationale in 1792. For the
initial statement of his educational philosophy, see “Premier mémoire. Nature et objet de Iinstruction publique,”
Bibliothéque de I’bonmme public, 274 year, vol. 1 (1791): 3-80. For the legislative project, see “Rapport et projet de décret
sur I'organisation générale de Iinstruction publique, présentés a I’Assemblée nationale au nom du Comité
d’instruction publique” [1792], in (Euvres de Condoreet, 7:449-573. For the claim of co-authorship, see McCrudden,
“Sophie de Grouchy, Moral Republicanism, and the History of Liberalism.”

275 Condorcet, “Second mémoire. Sur Pinstruction commune pour les enfans,” Bibliothéque de I'homme public, 204 year,
vol. 2 (1791): 10-12. He made the same proposals in his legislative plan: “Rapport et projet de décret sur I'instruction
publique,” 459-60, n. 1. See also Condorcet, “Fragment de I’histoire de la X¢ époque,” Eupres de Condorcet, 6:545-49.
276 Condorcet, “Sur I'instruction commune pour les hommes,” 12-13.
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Another important aspect of Condorcet’s proposals was the idea that public education should
encourage vocational learning but prevent the pernicious effects of occupational specialisation.
Echoing Sieyes, he praised the benefits of the division of labour and insisted that “common
utility” required that professional occupations become “more and more specialised.” Condorcet
nonetheless insisted that specialisation could lead to a narrowing of individual minds, as Smith
had earlier signalled in The Wealth of Nations, and he warned of the risk that “people will contract
that stupidity which is natural to men who are limited to a small number of ideas of the same
kind.” In contrast to Siey¢s, he also maintained that public functions could not become a
specialised profession, as it would threaten public liberty and lead to “a form of aristocracy.” For
Condorcet, it was therefore imperative that, along with preparing students for different
occupations, public education impart them with the general knowledge they required to
contribute to public life. “The freest country,” he declared, was the one in which “the greatest
number of public functions can be exercised by those who have received simply common
instruction.”””” The convergence of basic intellectual capacities, according to Condorcet, was
therefore critical to preserving political liberty and equality in a society organised around the

division of labour.

The convergence of capacities of mind was particularly important when it came to the equality of
the sexes. According to Condorcet, women needed to have access to the same education as men.
This was becausethey had the same basic rights and, although they did not currently take on
public or political functions, they requited the same basic knowledge to participate in society.””®

Condorcet also argued that equality of instruction was necessaryso that mothers could support

277 Condorcet, “The Nature and Purpose of Public Instruction” [1791], in Selected Writings, 118-19; “Nature et objet
de l'instruction publique,” 31-34. As he described it elsewhere, this general knowledge included an understanding of
individual rights and of the general principles of social science, politics and political economy. Condorcet,
“Fragment de Phistoire de la X¢ époque,” 582-83.

278 For Condorcet’s defence of the rights of women, see his “On the Emancipation of Women. On Giving Women
the Right of Citizenship” [1790], in Po/itical Writings, 15-62; originally published as “Sur I'admission des femmes au
droit de cité,” Art social, Journal de la société de 1789 5 (3 July 1790): 1-13.
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the education of their children and in order to prevent the rise of inequality within the family.
Consistent with the significance he gave to the institution of the family in shaping individual
sentiments, Condorcet maintained that equal instruction was crucial to avoiding the emergence
of “a pronounced inequality, not only between husband and wife, but also between brother and
sister, and even between mother and son.” “Equality was everywhere,” he declared, “but
especially in the family,” which was the first site “of happiness, peace and virtue.””” The
education of men and women was thus essential, according to Condorcet, to sustaining both a

felicitous society and a just politics.

The last significant element in Condorcet’s plan was the idea that, while public instruction
should promote the diffusion of virtuous conduct in society, it also needed to encourage
freedom of thought. To support this approach, Condorcet distinguished between what he called
“education” and “instruction.” The first described the model of the Ancients, in which children
received a form of teaching that sought to instil submission to pre-existing moral dictates. The
second was a system in which knowledge was taught without dogmatism. This was the model
suited to contemporary societies, according to Condorcet, as it aligned modern principles of
right and with the freedom of opinion, in particular.”® Though Condotcet’s own approach to
moral instruction seemed to imply the inculcation of particular precepts, he insisted that public
education needed to subject all opinions to “free examination.” This was especially important in
political matters. The principles of a political constitution should be taught simply as positive

facts and not as a doctrine, he argued, to ensure that citizens were “capable of evaluating and

279 Condorcet, “The Nature and Purpose of Public Instruction,” 134-40; “Nature et objet de Iinstruction publique,”
64-77.

280 Condorcet, “Nature et objet de I'instruction publique,” 40-49. On the importance of the diversity of opinions in
Condorcet’s moral and political philosophy, see Emma Rothschild, “Condorcet and the Conflict of Values,” The
Historical Jonrnal 39, no. 3 (1996): 677-701.
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correcting it” and so that each generation could become “more and more worthy of governing

itself by its own reason.”*'

Condorcet thus set up his plan for educational reform against those who wished to establish a
system that would encourage patriotic devotion to the state. In the early 1790s, this included the
proponents of a system of “national education” which, drawing inspiration from the Ancients,
would cultivate republican virtue in the French citizenry through ritualised expressions of public
morality.”* Condorcet’s emphasis on individual freedom also distinguished his approach from
the earlier philosophies of Helvétius and the Physiocrats Mirabeau and Le Mercier. Although
they pursued different projects, these thinkers explicitly built on religious models of education.
Condorcet agreed with Helvétius on the equal capacity for education of both sexes, and, through
Turgot, he followed the physiocratic emphasis on diffusing principles of natural right in society.
In his view, however, public education could not be modelled on religious forms of instruction:
it had to provide citizens with the tools to decide for themselves which course of action to
follow, or, as he described it, “to render universal, in a people, the independent use of

enlightened reason.”?® This is where social mathematics came in.

The project of a social mathematics originated in Condorcet’s desire to place moral and political
science on a more secure epistemological footing. Over the course of its development, he would
come to give greater emphasis, however, to its use in guiding human conduct.” In the first

iteration of this project, in the 1780s, Condorcet proposed that mathematical calculations could

281 Condorcet, “Nature et objet de Iinstruction publique,” 47-48, 58-59. In his legislative plan, Condorcet specified
that the “absolute freedom of opinion” was required only in teaching above the primary level. “Rapport et projet de
décret sur Pinstruction publique,” 523-24.

282 Baker, Condorcet, 316-20; Palmer, Education and the French Revolution, 129-34.

283 “Ce ne sont point des dogmes philosophiques ou politiques qui sont 'objet d’une instruction conforme aux vrais
principes de la raison, aux intéréts, aux droits de ceux qui la regoivent; on ne doit y connaitre aucune espéce de
catéchisme.” Condorcet, “Fragment de ’histoire de la X¢ époque,” 575, 579.

284 The best account of the origins and development of this project remains Baket’s Condoreet. See also Eric Brian,
“Mathematics, Administrative Reform and Social Sciences in France at the End of the Eighteenth Century,” in The
Rise of the Social Sciences and the Formation of Modernity, eds. Johan Heilbron, Lars Magnusson and Bjérn Wittrock
(Dotdrecht: Springer, 1998), 207-24.
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be brought to bear on a range of social and political questions, and he published a study applying
the calculus of probabilities to collective decision-making procedures.”® By 1793, Condorcet
proposed that social mathematics could inform both public policy and individual decision-
making. Drawing on demographic and other population-wide data, he argued that this science
could provide useful information to legislators and public administrators about different aspects
of social and economic life. More originally, Condorcet claimed that probability calculations
could be employed by individuals to evaluate the credibility of facts, determine the likely
consequences of their actions and allow them to determine rightful avenues of conduct. Social
mathematics would thus become a “common, everyday science,” he proposed, and contribute to
“bringing the light of reason to questions too long abandoned to the seductive influences of the

imagination, of interest or of the passions.”**

Notwithstanding these loftier aspirations, Condorcet considered that public education would
further the dissemination of one key insight among the citizenry: the need to correlate political
authority with enlightenment. As he argued in his study of collective decision-making
procedures, the veracity of such decisions increased in proportion to the degree of
enlightenment of the body making them.”’ Although this discovery was relatively banal, as Keith
Baker has remarked, it shaped part of what Condorcet hoped to achieve with the diffusion of
knowledge in society: popular consent to the rule of an enlightened elite.”®® Despite his grand

hopes about the convergence of capacities of mind, and the democratisation of political

285 Condorcet, Essai sur ['application de lanalyse a la probabilité des décisions (Patis, 1785).

286 Condorcet, “A General View of the Science of Social Mathematics” [1793], in Selected Writings, 190, 194; originally
published as “Tableau général qui a pour objet 'application du calcul aux sciences politiques et morales” in Journal
d'instruction sociale (1793). Condorcet had eatlier proposed the introduction of a course, at higher levels of public
education, on the application of mathematical calculations to the moral and political sciences. Condorcet, “Sur
Pinstruction commune pour les enfans,” 67, 71-72; “Rapport et projet de décret sur instruction publique,” 539-40.
For a similar account of the uses of social mathematics, see Condorcet, “Fragment de I’histoire de la X¢ époque,”
559-60.

287 Condorcet, Essai sur 'application de lanalyse a la probabilité des décisions.

288 “Stripped of its mathematical trappings, Condorcet’s argument is simply that more enlightened assemblies make
truer (or more probably true) decisions, while less enlightened assemblies make less true (ot less probably true)
decisions.” Baker aptly described this approach as a “calculus of consent.” Baker, Condorcet, 237.
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functions that this entailed, Condorcet insisted that even minimally-educated citizens would
recognise “the need to entrust their interests to enlightened men.” The diffusion of knowledge in
society would make it possible, he argued, for citizens to either be led by their own reason or
know which guides it ought to follow, and thus avoid being seduced by the politically
ambitious.” The reform of public education would, in this way, herald what Condorcet
proclaimed to be the only sovereign of free peoples — “the truth” — and further the ideal of a

trepublic of reason.””

Condorcet’s educational philosophy thus appeared to suggest two divergent visions of human
improvement. It implied, on the one hand, that the diffusion of knowledge and virtuous conduct
in society would enable the greater participation of citizens in politics. At the same time,
however, Condorcet insisted that rule by an educated elite was one of the conditions for just and
orderly government. In the context of the fractious and tumultuous developments of the eatly
1790s, this tension arguably reflected his desire to pursue an ambitious project of moral and
intellectual regeneration yet contain the unwieldy passions of a largely uneducated populace. It
also pointed to a more enduring theme in early French social science. As discussed in the
previous chapter, Physiocrats and other reformers like Helvétius and d’Holbach had long sought
to promote the diffusion of more enlightened values among the public. While some of them
promoted the idea of representative government, however, none of them called for the

participation of the entire citizenry in political life. The need to contain popular passions would

289 “] Jlhomme peu instruit, mais bien instruit, sait reconnaitre la supériorité qu’un autre a sur lui, et en convenir sans
peine. Ainsi une éducation qui accoutume a sentir le prix de la vérité, a estimer ceux qui la découvrent ou qui savent
Pemployer, est le seul moyen d’assurer la félicité et la liberté d’un peuple. Alors, il pourra ou se conduire lui-méme,
ou se choisir de bons guides, juger d’aprés sa raison, ou apprécier ceux qu’il doit appeler au secours de son
ignorance.” Condorcet, “Sur I'instruction commune pour les hommes,” 73-74.

290 “Le seul souverain des peuples libres, la vérité, dont les hommes de génie sont les ministres, étendra sur Punivers
entier sa douce et irrésistible puissance ; par elle tous les hommes apprendront ce qu’ils doivent vouloir pour leur
bonheur, et ils ne voudront plus que le bien commun de tous.” Condorcet, “Cinquiéme mémoire. Sur I'instruction
relative aux sciences,” Bibliothéque de ['homme public, 204 year, vol. 9 (1791): 78-79. For similar claims, see Condorcet,
“Sur la nécessité de instruction publique” [1793], in Euvres de Condoreet, 7:439. On the idea of a republic of reason,
see Keith M. Baker, “Condorcet ou la république de la raison,” in Le siécle de lavenement républicain, eds. Frangois Furet
and Mona Ozouf (Paris: Gallimard, 1993), 225-55.
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shape the agenda the Idéologues after the Terror, and it would also remain one of the axioms of

Saint-Simon’s social philosophy.

If Condorcet considered that enlightened government might be reconciled with a more
democratic politics, it may have been because of the more general assumptions behind his model
of human improvement. Indeed, in his view, the reform of public education would simply be the
latest development of a broader process of historical development. This was the process which
had seen the entire human species gradually improving its scientific knowledge and the
propagation of this knowledge, within and across all societies. If knowledge went hand in hand
with morality, as Condorcet presumed, this implied that the time for democratic politics would
come. As he warned in his “memoirs” on educational reform, this process was nonetheless not
inevitable, and it required the establishment of scientific institutions that would consolidate
existing knowledge and ensure its continued development.”” According to Condorcet, it also
called for the composition of a monumental history detailing the successive advances of the
human mind and showcasing its capacity for further perfection. The Esquisse would provide an
abbreviated version of this history. It would also contain the final product of his social
mathematics: an account of humanity’s probable future. This account was the most ambitious
attempt to sketch out the prospects of human perfectibility, and it would shape a range of

subsequent philosophies of progress.

The Re