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ENLIGHTENMENT	OR	CAPITALISM?

Their	goal	was	not	mainly	to	gain	a	greater	understanding	of	the	physical	world,	but	to	bring
reason	to	bear	on	man’s	place	within	it	–	that	is,	among	other	things,	to	bring	morality	and
politics	wholly	within	the	scope	of	rational	inquiry.	On	the	face	of	it,	these	ambitions	were
realised.	 The	 ideas	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 changed	 the	 world.	 Their	 legacy	 was	 western
modernity	.	 .	 .	The	West’s	inheritance	from	the	intellectual	battles	of	the	18th	century	was
liberalism	and	capitalism.	These	have	made	the	West,	for	good	or	ill,	what	it	is.

This	characterization	of	the	Enlightenment	assumes	that,	whatever	national	variations	there	may
have	been	in	Western	history,	‘the	West’	came	together	in	the	Enlightenment	to	form	a	common
liberal	and	capitalist	‘modernity’.	That	account	comes	not	from	a	scholarly	source	but	from	an
article	in	The	Economist	published	in	the	1990s.1	Yet	its	portrayal	of	‘western	modernity’	–	in
which	 liberalism,	 capitalism	 and	 the	 intellectual	 project	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 together
represent	 a	 single	 cultural	 formation	whose	 first	 principle	 is	 rationalism	–	 could	 have	 been
written,	with	this	or	that	stylistic	adjustment,	by	a	wide	range	of	historians	and	social	thinkers,
supporters	or	critics	of	the	Enlightenment	(or	both	together),	from	Max	Weber,	or	indeed	Hegel
long	 before	 him,	 to	 anti-Enlightenment	 postmodernists	 today.	 From	 passionate	 advocates	 to
unrelenting	critics,	commentators	have	portrayed	modernity,	for	evil	or	for	good,	in	much	the
same	way.	This	has	been	so	whether	 the	Enlightenment	 is	regarded	as	 the	pinnacle	of	human
emancipation	or	as	an	abject	 failure	 that	at	best	has	been	unable	 to	 forestall	 the	 tragedies	of
modern	times	(the	‘dialectic	of	Enlightenment’)	and	at	worst	has	been	their	source,	the	cause	of
genocide	 and	 threats	 of	 nuclear	 annihilation.	 If	 there	 is	 today	 a	 conventional	 idea	 of
‘modernity’,	 it	 remains	 a	 composite	 of	 the	 capitalist	 market,	 formal	 democracy,	 and
technological	progress,	rooted	in	the	‘rationalism’	of	the	Enlightenment.
There	have,	of	course,	been	various	refinements	in	historical	accounts	of	‘the	Enlightenment’.

We	now	have	not	just	one	Enlightenment	but	many,	produced	by	many	national	cultures;	and	we
have	a	‘Radical	Enlightenment’,	with	roots	in	the	seventeenth	century	and	especially	Spinoza,
which	preceded	 the	more	moderate	 variety	 typically	 acknowledged	by	historical	 convention
and	 would	 continue	 to	 influence	 more	 radical	 and	 democratic	 forces.	 The	 proliferation	 of
‘Enlightenments’	may	even	put	 in	question	whether	 there	was	 ever	 any	definable	moment	or
movement	 deserving	 of	 the	 name	 ‘the	Enlightenment’	 or	 any	 other	 special	 designation	 of	 its
own.	‘The	Enlightenment	is	beginning	to	be	everything’,	writes	one	distinguished	scholar,	‘and
therefore	 nothing.’2	 But	 none	 of	 this	 has	 displaced	 the	 portrait	 of	 modernity	 in	 which	 the
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various	 threads	 of	 ‘rationalization’,	 cultural,	 political	 and	 economic,	 are	 inextricably
connected,	even	if	they	have	reached	their	full	realization	in	some	places	more	than	in	others.
The	 argument	 that	 follows	here	 is	 intended	 to	disentangle	 some	of	 these	disparate	 threads.

More	particularly,	it	is	intended	to	disentangle	the	‘Enlightenment	project’	from	the	culture	of
capitalism.	It	 is	not	here	simply	a	question	of	 the	many	differences	among	national	and	local
cultures	that	mark	the	particular	Enlightenments	of,	say,	France,	the	Netherlands,	or	Germany.
What	 is	 at	 issue	 here	 is	 the	 connection	 –	 or	 the	 lack	 of	 it	 –	 between	 the	 intellectual	 and
political	 themes	 most	 commonly	 associated	 with	 the	 ‘Enlightenment(s)’	 and	 the	 distinctive
culture	of	capitalism.

Modernity	and	the	‘Bourgeois	Paradigm’
‘Neither	 the	historian	nor	 the	philosopher’,	 Jonathan	Israel	 tells	us,	 ‘is	 likely	 to	get	very	 far
with	discussing	“modernity”	unless	he	or	 she	 starts	by	differentiating	Radical	Enlightenment
from	conservative	[or]	moderate	mainstream	Enlightenment.’	Anyone	seeking	to	investigate	the
rise	 of	modernity	 ‘as	 a	 system	of	 democratic	 values	 and	 individual	 liberties’,	 he	 continues,
must	 pay	 closer	 attention	 than	 is	 normally	 given	 to	 ‘the	 crucible	 in	 which	 those	 values
originated	and	developed	–	the	Radical	Enlightenment’.3
Since	our	objective	here	is	precisely	to	investigate	‘modernity’,	and	especially	its	values	of

democracy	and	liberty,	let	us	start	with	Israel’s	distinction	between	the	two	competing	strands
of	 the	 Enlightenment.	 The	 critical	 distinction	 is	 ‘the	 difference	 between	 reason	 alone	 and
reason	combined	with	 faith	and	 tradition	 [which]	was	a	ubiquitous	and	absolute	difference.’
On	the	one	hand,	the	‘moderate	mainstream’	associated	with	Newton	and	Locke

aspired	to	conquer	ignorance	and	superstition,	establish	toleration,	and	revolutionize	ideas,
education,	 and	 attitudes	 by	 means	 of	 philosophy	 but	 in	 such	 a	 way	 as	 to	 preserve	 and
safeguard	what	were	 judged	 essential	 elements	 of	 the	 older	 structures,	 effecting	 a	 viable
synthesis	of	old	and	new,	and	of	reason	and	faith.

On	the	other	hand,	the	Radical	Enlightenment,	with	its	most	important	roots	in	Spinoza,

whether	on	an	atheistic	or	deistic	basis,	rejected	all	compromise	with	the	past	and	sought	to
sweep	away	existing	structures	entirely,	rejecting	the	Creation	as	traditionally	understood	in
Judaeo-Christian	civilization,	and	the	intervention	of	a	providential	God	in	human	affairs,
denying	the	possibility	of	miracles,	and	reward	and	punishment	in	an	afterlife,	scorning	all
forms	 of	 ecclesiastical	 authority,	 and	 refusing	 to	 accept	 that	 there	 is	 any	 God-ordained
social	hierarchy,	concentration	of	privilege	or	land-ownership	in	noble	hands,	or	religious
sanction	for	monarchy.	From	its	origins	in	the	1650s	and	1660s	the	philosophical	radicalism
of	 the	 European	 Early	 Enlightenment	 characteristically	 combined	 immense	 reverence	 for
science,	 and	 for	 mathematical	 logic,	 with	 some	 form	 of	 non-providential	 deism,	 if	 not
outright	 materialism	 and	 atheism	 along	 with	 unmistakably	 republican,	 even	 democratic
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tendencies.4

It	would	be	 reasonable	 to	ask	how	far	 Israel’s	distinction	between	 the	 two	 ‘Enlightenments’
can	take	us	in	understanding	modern	ideas	of	democracy	and	liberty.	This	distinction,	whatever
its	 other	 strengths	 (and	 weaknesses),	 considerably	 overstates	 the	 gulf	 between	 the
conservatism	of	 the	 ‘moderate	mainstream’	and	 the	 ‘democratic	 tendencies’	of	 the	 ‘Radical’
Enlightenment.	 Spinoza	 himself	 was	 certainly	 more	 radical	 than	 Locke	 in	 his	 approach	 to
religion	 and	 ecclesiastical	 authority;	 but,	 on	 the	 political	 spectrum	 from	 Locke	 to,	 say,	 the
Levellers	 (to	 say	 nothing	 of	 other,	more	 radical	 forces),	 the	Dutch	 philosopher’s	 oligarchic
republic	may	seem	closer	in	spirit	 to	Locke’s	parliamentary	government	(even	while	the	two
philosophers	seem	closer	to	each	other	in	their	philosophical	radicalism,	or,	for	that	matter,	in
their	attitudes	to	religion,	than	either	one	would	be	to	radically	democratic	religious	sects	in
the	English	Revolution).
But	even	if	we	set	aside	all	the	complexities	in	the	relations	among	philosophical,	religious

and	political	radicalisms	(and	even	if	we	pass	over	a	conception	of	‘democratic	tendencies’	so
restricted	that	it	places	a	‘radical’	Spinoza	in	diametric	opposition	to	a	‘conservative’	Locke),
it	is	still	worth	asking	how	much	we	can	learn	about	‘modernity’	and	‘democratic	values’	by
concentrating	on	the	‘Radical	Enlightenment’.	The	problem	is	not	only	that,	when	placed	along
such	a	 limited	 spectrum,	 the	differences	between	 ‘radical’	 and	 ‘moderate’	may	seem	greater
than	 they	 are.	 The	 point	 is	 that	 even	 when	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 substantial	 philosophical
agreement	on	the	subject	of	equality	or	 liberty,	 there	are	 limits	 to	what	 that	can	 tell	us	about
modern	 democratic	 values	 if	 we	 ignore	 contextual	 divergences	 that	 may	 give	 very	 diverse
meanings	to	conceptions	of	democracy,	equality	and	liberty.	It	is	not,	again,	simply	a	question
of	 national	 differences.	We	may	 speak,	with	 caution,	 of	 a	 ‘European	Enlightenment’	 ranging
‘from	Portugal	to	Russia	and	from	Ireland	to	Sicily’,	all	of	them	‘preoccupied	not	only	with	the
same	intellectual	problems	but	often	even	the	very	same	books’.5	But	even	if	we	do	allow	for
an	 inclusive	 ‘European’	 culture	 of	 Enlightenment,	 this	 cannot	 dispose	 of	 major	 contextual
differences,	 such	 as	 those	 between	 (French)	 absolutism	 and	 (English)	 capitalism,	 which
engendered	 different	 conceptions	 of	 equality	 and	 liberty	 and	 left	 very	 different	 political
legacies.
It	 may	 after	 all	 be	 useful	 to	 begin,	 as	 Robert	 Darnton	 has	 suggested,	 by	 ‘deflating’	 the

Enlightenment	–	not	belittling	 its	 importance,	nor	 even	underestimating	 the	 commonalities	of
European	 culture,	 but	 considering	 at	 least	 one	 ‘Enlightenment’	 as	 a	 concrete	 historical
phenomenon,	a	‘movement,	a	cause,	a	campaign	to	change	minds	and	reform	institutions’,	in	a
specific	 time	 and	 place.	 This	 movement,	 which	 began	 in	 early	 eighteenth-century	 France,
Darnton	tells	us,	certainly	had	origins	that	can	be	traced	to	intellectual	developments	in	other
parts	 of	 Europe,	 in	 the	 previous	 century	 or	 even	 before;	 and	 it	 certainly	 had	 affinities	with
cultural	trends	elsewhere.	But	the	educative	and	reforming	mission	of	the	French	Enlightenment
remains	distinct.
In	 eighteenth-century	 France,	 and	 specifically	 in	 Paris,	 there	 was	 an	 explosion	 of	 activity
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among	intellectuals	and	men	of	letters,	who,	whatever	their	other	similarities	and	differences,
self-consciously	identified	themselves	with

a	new	spirit,	 the	sense	of	participation	in	a	secular	crusade.	It	began	with	derision,	as	an
attempt	to	laugh	bigots	out	of	polite	society,	and	it	ended	with	the	occupation	of	the	moral
high	 ground,	 as	 a	 campaign	 for	 the	 liberation	 of	 mankind,	 including	 the	 enserfed	 and
enslaved,	Protestants,	Jews,	blacks,	and	(in	the	case	of	Condorcet)	women	.	.	.	[It]	grew	out
of	a	crisis	during	the	last	years	of	the	reign	of	Louis	XIV	[and]	came	to	a	head	while	France
suffered	through	a	series	of	demographic,	economic,	and	military	disasters	[during	which,
with	the	state]	on	the	verge	of	collapse,	men	of	letters	attached	to	the	court	.	.	.	questioned
the	basis	of	Bourbon	absolutism	and	the	religious	orthodoxy	it	enforced.6

This	‘secular	crusade’	soon	moved	well	beyond	a	conversation	among	courtly	men	of	letters.
The	philosophes,	as	we	have	seen,	took	on	a	mission	far	more	ambitious	and	inclusive	than	the
subjection	of	bigots	 in	polite	 society	 to	 ridicule;	and	 this	mission	would	have	 influences	 far
beyond	French	borders.	The	writings	of	the	philosophes	would	plant	their	seeds	in	everything
from	 Kantian	 philosophy	 to	 revolutionary	 doctrines	 in	 America.	 But	 Darnton’s	 judicious
account	of	a	 ‘movement’	with	clear	geographic	and	 temporal	boundaries	and	a	more	or	 less
explicit	 practical	 objective	 places	 it	 in	 perspective	 in	 a	 way	 that	 more	 grandiose	 and
capacious	conceptions	of	‘Enlightenment’,	even	those	that	distinguish	between	‘moderate’	and
‘radical’	Enlightenments,	do	not.
There	may	 be	 a	 difference	 between	 speaking,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 of	 the	Enlightenment	 as	 a

trans-European,	 even	 global,	 phenomenon	 without	 a	 specific	 historical	 referent,	 or,	 on	 the
other,	 of	 many	 particular	 Enlightenments	 with	 very	 specific	 locations	 and	 times.	 But	 both
presuppose	a	common	denominator,	a	culture	of	 ‘reason’;	and,	even	when	 they	acknowledge
the	many	different	ways	and	degrees	in	which	that	culture	challenged	superstition	or	faith	in,
say,	England,	France,	Germany,	Italy,	Russia	or	Romania,	they	are	likely	–	when	not	explicitly,
then	 often	 by	 default	 –	 to	 leave	 intact	 a	 model	 of	 modernity	 that	 lumps	 together	 scientific,
political	and	economic	‘rationality’,	or	liberal	democracy	and	the	capitalist	market.
In	 this	model,	 the	Enlightenment,	 for	many	 the	pivotal	moment	 in	 the	onset	of	modernity,	 is

typically	 bound	 up	 with	 capitalism.	 This	 is	 so	 not	 only	 in	 the	 most	 simplistic	 forms	 of
Marxism,	in	which	the	Enlightenment	is	a	bourgeois	–	and	hence,	in	common	usage,	capitalist	–
class	ideology.	The	Enlightenment	and	capitalism	are	also	intertwined	in	the	Weberian	notion
of	 ‘rationalization’,	 in	which	 the	 rise	 of	 the	 ‘rational’	 (bureaucratic)	 state	 and	 the	 ‘rational’
(capitalist)	 organization	 of	 production	 belong,	 for	 better	 or	 worse,	 to	 the	 same	 historical
process	as	the	Enlightenment	elevation	of	reason	over	ignorance	and	superstition.	Whether	that
process	 is	 a	 cause	 for	 celebration	 or	 lament,	 whether	 it	 constitutes	 the	 liberation	 of	 the
individual	 or	 the	 ‘iron	 cage’	 or	 both	 together	 in	 the	 ambiguities	 of	 ‘disenchantment’,	 these
economic,	political	and	cultural	manifestations	represent	the	many	facets	of	a	single	historical
tendency.	 The	 bourgeois	 here	 too	 is	 the	 principal	 agent,	 the	 undifferentiated	 bearer	 of
economic,	political	and	cultural	rationalization.
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Conventional	ways	of	thinking	about	capitalism	and	its	history	tend	to	obscure	its	specificity,
taking	it	for	granted	and	naturalizing	it,	as	if	its	principles	and	laws	of	motion	were	universal,
natural	laws.7	Either	capitalism	has	always	existed	in	one	form	or	another,	at	least	in	embryo
or	in	the	depths	of	human	nature,	or	it	is	the	natural	destination	of	history.	Even	if	it	is	the	final
outcome	of	a	long	historical	process,	that	destination	seems	to	have	been	reached	by	historical
movements	that	were	themselves	already	driven	by	essentially	capitalist	laws	of	motion,	like
the	need	for	constant	technological	progress	to	increase	labour	productivity.	The	implication	is
that	 there	 really	 is	 no	 need	 to	 explain	 the	 origin	 of	 capitalism.	 Since	 historians	 first	 started
writing	 about	 the	 emergence	 of	 capitalism,	 with	 very	 rare	 exceptions,	 there	 has	 scarcely
existed	 an	 explanation	 that	 did	 not	 begin	 by	 assuming	 the	 very	 thing	 that	 needed	 to	 be
explained.	Accounts	 of	 the	origin	of	 capitalism	have	been	 fundamentally	 circular:	 they	have
assumed	the	prior	existence	of	capitalism	in	order	to	explain	its	coming	into	being.	Capitalism
comes	about	by	means	of	already	capitalist	processes,	an	already	existing	capitalist	rationality.
It	is	just	a	maturation	of	age-old	commercial	practices	and	their	liberation	from	political	and
cultural	 constraints.	 All	 that	 historians	 are	 obliged	 to	 do	 in	 explaining	 the	 development	 of
capitalism	 is	 to	account	 for	 the	 removal	of	obstacles	 to	 the	 free	development	of	an	age-old,
eternal	historical	dynamic,	not	the	emergence	of	a	radically	new	one.
This	 conception	of	 capitalism	 is	 deeply	 embedded	 in	Western	 culture.	 It	 is	manifest	 in	 the

conventional	conflation	of	‘bourgeois’	and	‘capitalist’,	together	with	conceptions	of	modernity
–	 and	 now	 postmodernity	 –	 that	 are	 based,	 explicitly	 or	 implicitly,	 on	 that	 conflation.
Underlying	 the	 identification	 of	 bourgeois	 and	 capitalist	 is	 a	 model	 of	 Western	 historical
development	–	which	I	call	the	‘bourgeois	paradigm’8	–	that	represents	capitalism	as	a	natural
product	of	commercialization,	the	growth	of	cities	and	the	expansion	of	trade.	The	same	model
underlies	 some	 familiar	 dichotomies,	 which	 tend	 to	 be	 closely	 linked:	 rural	 v.	 urban,
agriculture	v.	commerce	and	industry,	status	v.	contract,	aristocracy	v.	bourgeoisie,	feudalism
v.	capitalism,	and,	of	course,	superstition	(or	magic,	or	religion)	v.	reason.	In	these	accounts
the	burgher	or	bourgeois	–	by	definition	a	town-dweller	–	is	 the	principal	agent	of	progress,
whether	he	achieves	his	ends	by	means	of	bourgeois	revolution	or	by	some	less	cataclysmic
means.
The	 argument	 here	 proceeds	 from	 a	 different	 conception	 of	 capitalism	 and	 the	 historical

process	that	brought	it	about.	It	also	departs,	of	course,	from	accounts	of	‘commercial	society’
that	 evade	 the	 historical	 issue	 by	 treating	 the	 emergence	 of	 capitalism	 not	 as	 a	 social
transformation	but	as	a	sudden	shift	of	language.	The	argument	here	insists	on	the	specificity	of
capitalism	as	a	system	with	unique	imperatives,	a	system	distinctively	driven	to	 improve	the
productivity	of	labour	by	technical	means,	in	order	to	meet	the	requirements	of	competition	and
profit-maximization.	 It	 has	 nothing	 to	 do	 with	 the	 distinction	 between	 urban	 and	 rural,	 or
agriculture	and	commerce	or	industry.	Just	as	agriculture	and	landlords	can	be	capitalist	(and
the	 presupposition	 of	 the	 present	 argument	 is	 that	 capitalism	 was	 born	 in	 the	 English
countryside),	so	too	can	cities,	commerce,	industry	and	the	bourgeoisie	be	non-capitalist.	This
means	 that	 bourgeois	 modernity	 and	 the	 Enlightenment	 are	 one	 thing,	 while	 capitalism	 is
something	else	altogether.
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To	make	the	distinction	between	English	capitalism	and	the	historical	context	of	 the	French
Enlightenment	is	not	to	deny	that	they	shared	certain	common	historical	preconditions	nor	that
the	 culture	 of	 capitalism	displayed	 certain	 traits	 that	we	 associate	with	 the	Enlightenment	 –
such	as	an	interest	in	science	and	technology.	The	point	is	rather	that	capitalism’s	distinctive
economic	 logic	 has	 been	 accompanied	 by	 its	 own	 very	 specific	 cultural	 and	 ideological
formations	which	set	 it	apart	 from	others,	which	depart	 in	significant	ways	 from	the	cultural
pattern	 associated	 with	 the	 Enlightenment,	 and	 which	 are	 even	 sometimes	 diametrically
opposed	to	Enlightenment	principles.

Bourgeois	but	Not	Capitalist
If	there	is	a	kernel	of	truth	in	the	crude	proposition	that	the	ideas	of	the	French	Enlightenment
were	 somehow	 ‘bourgeois’,	 it	 is	 certainly	 not	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 were	 capitalist.	 The
relevant	context	here	is	not	capitalism	but	absolutism.	The	absolutist	state,	as	we	have	seen	in
earlier	chapters,	constituted	both	a	political	and	an	economic	system	in	the	sense	that	the	state
was	a	primary	economic	 resource,	 a	 form	of	 ‘politically	constituted	property’.	Office	 in	 the
state	was	a	 form	of	private	property,	not	only	 in	 the	 sense	 that	many	offices	were	venal	but
more	generally	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 it	gave	 its	possessors	access	 to	peasant-produced	surpluses
through	the	medium	of	 taxation,	which	was	a	source	of	private	wealth	no	less	 than	of	public
revenues.	There	 also	were	 other,	 decentralized	 forms	of	 politically	 constituted	 property,	 not
only	 the	remnants	of	 feudal	 lordship	but	various	other	corporate	powers	and	privileges.	The
role	of	corporate	autonomy,	rights	and	privileges	as	means	of	appropriation	helps	to	account
for	the	strength	of	corporate	principles	in	France,	in	theory	and	practice.
The	eighteenth-century	French	bourgeoisie	was	not	a	capitalist	class,	or	even,	in	large	part,	a

commercial	class	of	any	kind.	A	typical	French	bourgeois,	the	kind	of	person	who	would,	for
example,	constitute	the	revolutionary	bourgeoisie	of	1789,	was	likely	to	be	an	office-holder,	a
professional,	even	an	 intellectual	 (about	which	more	 in	a	moment).	The	material	 interests	of
the	French	bourgeois	were	likely	to	be	bound	up	with	the	state.	This	could	be	either	directly
through	 office	 or	 stipends	 from	 the	 state,	 or	 indirectly,	 negatively,	 through	 opposition	 to
exclusion	from	privilege,	to	exclusion	from	higher	offices	reserved	for	birth	or	wealth,	and	to
the	aristocracy’s	most	precious	privilege,	exemption	from	the	taxes	that	so	burdened	the	Third
Estate.
How	did	these	material	 interests	find	expression	in	Enlightenment	principles?	The	interests

of	such	non-capitalist	bourgeois	were	typically	expressed	in	the	commitment	to	civil	equality,
for	 example,	 in	 principles	 that	would	 be	 embodied	 in	 the	 slogan	 ‘careers	 open	 to	 talent’	 –
which	meant,	in	particular,	access	to	state	office.	The	same	interests	were	also	expressed	in	the
assertion	of	universalism	against	particularism,	specifically	the	universalism	of	the	nation	or
citizenship,	and	ultimately	humanity	itself,	against	the	structure	of	corporate	privilege,	against
special	 status,	 private	 law,	 exclusive	 rights,	 and	 so	 on	 –	 in	 other	 words,	 inclusive	 against
exclusive	principles,	universality	against	privilege.
This	is	not	to	say	that	bourgeois	class	interests	by	themselves	created	the	preoccupation	with

equality,	or	even	 that	Enlightenment	 ideas	belonged	exclusively	 to	 the	bourgeoisie.	After	all,
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enlightened	 aristocrats	 played	 a	 prominent	 role.	 But	 bourgeois	 class	 interests,	 in	 a	 society
structured	by	corporate	hierarchy,	help	to	explain	the	salience	of	equality	and	universalism	in
Enlightenment	culture.
There	 is,	 nonetheless,	 something	 more	 specific	 to	 be	 said	 about	 the	 relevant	 bourgeois

culture.	The	culture	of	the	Enlightenment	is	not	some	undifferentiated	bourgeois	ideology	but	a
much	more	particular	expression	of	one	specific	section	of	 the	bourgeoisie,	 the	 intellectuals.
The	particular	character	of	the	French	Enlightenment	in	many	ways	derives	from	the	mentality,
the	corporate	consciousness,	the	esprit	de	corps,	even	the	caste-consciousness,	and	indeed	the
material	 interests,	 of	 a	 new	 type	 of	 professional	 intellectual.	 But	 it	 also	 needs	 to	 be
emphasized	 that	 the	 professionalization	 of	 the	 intellectual	 in	 France	was	 less	 a	 symptom	 of
‘modernity’	 than	 a	 feature	 of	 the	 ancien	 régime	 and	 the	 corporate	 structure	 of	 the	 absolutist
state.	It	was	very	much	a	part	of	a	system	in	which	the	state	and	office	were	primary	economic
resources.	What	is	at	issue	here,	then,	is	the	professionalization	of	the	intellectual	as	a	kind	of
office-holder	 in	 a	 society	 where	 office	 was	 a	 form	 of	 appropriation.	 It	 was	 also	 a	 society
organized	on	corporatist	principles,	and	 that	 too	has	a	great	deal	 to	do	with	 the	mentality	of
Enlightenment	 intellectuals	 in	France.	 In	 the	context	of	France’s	corporatist	organization,	 the
intellectual	profession	assumed	some	of	the	character	of	the	‘intermediary	bodies’	that	were	so
much	a	part	of	the	French	polity	and	French	political	thought,	with	its	own	corporate	solidarity
and	consciousness,	and	even	a	certain	corporate	autonomy,	or	at	least	an	aspiration	to	that	kind
of	autonomy.
The	 clearest	 and	most	 important	 illustration	 of	 this	 formation	 is	 the	 Paris	Academy.	Here,

first,	 is	how	Voltaire,	in	his	Lettres	philosophiques,	compares	 the	académies	 in	France	with
the	Royal	Society	in	England.	We	can	discount	the	heavy	irony	with	which	these	little	essays
are	written	because,	on	the	main	point,	Voltaire’s	account	is	accurate	and	goes	right	to	the	heart
of	the	matter:

The	English	have	had	an	Academy	of	Sciences	much	longer	 than	we,	but	 it	 is	not	as	well
organized	as	ours	.	.	.	The	Royal	Society	of	London	lacks	the	two	things	most	necessary	to
men,	payment	and	rules.	A	place	in	the	[French]	Académie	is	a	small	but	certain	fortune	for
a	geometrist,	or	a	chemist.	In	London,	on	the	contrary,	it	costs	them	to	belong	to	the	Royal
Society.9

Voltaire	goes	on	to	make	a	distinction	between	the	amateurs	who	belong	to	the	Royal	Society,
and	the	experts	who	belong	to	the	Académie	in	Paris;	and	he	draws	an	analogy	between	well-
disciplined	 and	 well-paid	 soldiers,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 volunteers	 on	 the	 other.	 This
epigrammatic	comparison	points	to	some	real	and	significant	differences	between	English	and
French	intellectuals,	and	also	to	more	fundamental	social,	economic	and	political	divergences
between	 England	 and	 France.	 It	 should	 be	 emphasized	 that	 the	 difference	 between	 the	 two
academies	 is	 not	 that	 one	 was	 more	 interested	 in	 applied	 and	 the	 other	 more	 in	 pure	 or
theoretical	science.	Both	engaged	in	‘pure’	science,	and	both	are	also	notable	for	the	degree	to
which	their	conception	of	science	was	utilitarian;	but	their	utilitarian	objectives	were	different
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and,	more	particularly,	they	were	responding	to	different	needs.
The	members	of	the	Paris	Académie	before	the	Revolution	were	agents	of	the	absolutist	state,

and	the	Académie	itself	was	part	of	the	absolutist	project	to	centralize	culture	around	the	king.
It	 performed	 essential	 functions	 for	 the	 state,	 and	 its	 research	 projects	 were	 often	 directly
dictated	by	the	needs	of	the	state	–	such	as,	in	its	early	days,	long-term	projects	having	to	do
with	 navigation,	 mapping	 French	 territory,	 military	 mechanics,	 and	 (this	 is	 exquisitely
emblematic)	 developing	 a	 hydraulic	 theory	 for	 the	 construction	 of	 fountains.	 The	Académie
also	 increasingly	 became	 the	 official	 arbiter	 of	 technological	 matters,	 judging	 inventions
presented	 to	 the	king.	By	 contrast,	 the	Royal	Society,	 effectively	 founded	 in	 1660	 (though	 it
received	 its	 first	 charter	 in	 1662),	 deliberately	 set	 itself	 apart	 from	 the	 state.	 Instead	 of
choosing	 another	 contemporary	 model,	 Samuel	 Hartlib’s	 ‘Agency	 of	 Universal	 Learning’,
which	would	have	been	supported	by	the	state,	the	Royal	Society	deliberately	chose	to	derive
its	income	from	members’	subscriptions.
‘The	Royal	 Society’,	writes	 the	 historian	 of	 science	Charles	Webster,	 ‘purposely	 avoided

entanglement	 with	 national	 policy.	 Accordingly	 the	 Royal	 Society	 was	 freed	 from	 state
regulation,	but	it	was	also	divested	of	a	large	element	of	the	humanitarianism	and	utopianism	of
the	“Agency	of	Universal	Learning”.’10	The	Society	was	 characterized,	 as	 he	puts	 it,	 by	 an
‘absence	 of	 public	 responsibility’.	 It	 is	 worth	 adding	 that,	 in	 this	 respect,	 the	 differences
between	 the	 Paris	Académie	 and	 the	Royal	 Society	 correspond	 to	 a	 fundamental	 difference
between	pre-capitalist	 and	 capitalist	 societies:	while	pre-capitalist	 powers	of	 appropriation
are	 typically	 inseparable	 from	 the	 performance	 of	 certain	 communal	 or	 public	 functions	 –
jurisdictional,	 military,	 political	 –	 capitalist	 property	 is	 unique	 in	 the	 degree	 to	 which
appropriation	is	separate	from	the	performance	of	such	public	functions	–	in	other	words,	it	is
notable	exactly	for	‘the	absence	of	public	responsibility’.
At	any	rate,	although	we	should	clearly	not	be	misled	by	Voltaire’s	observation	that	the	Royal

Society	was	 full	 of	 amateurs	 and	 dilettantes	 (it	 had	 among	 its	 active	members	 some	 of	 the
foremost	scientists	of	their	or	any	other	day,	from	Boyle	to	Newton),	there	is	an	important	truth
in	his	observation.	The	general	(not,	to	be	sure,	necessarily	active)	membership	of	the	Royal
Society	 came	 in	 large	 part	 from	 the	 landed	 classes,	 especially	 the	 gentry:	men	who	 did	 not
regard	their	intellectual	pursuits	as	a	kind	of	professional	activity.11	The	active	core,	including
those	who	would	by	any	standard	be	called	scientists,	would	certainly	not	have	regarded	their
scientific	 pursuits	 as	 a	 form	 of	 salaried	 service,	 let	 alone	 a	 type	 of	 office-holding.	 Their
collective	 consciousness,	 if	 they	 could	 be	 said	 to	 have	 one,	 was	 clearly	 something	 very
different	 from	 the	 corporate	 consciousness	 of	 professional	 intellectuals	 in	 France.	 More
particularly,	their	different	status,	and	their	very	different	relation	to	the	state,	were	expressed
in	the	very	specific	preoccupations	of	the	Society.
This	is	not	to	deny	that	there	were	many	common	concerns	among	academicians	in	England

and	 France.	 But	 in	 at	 least	 one	 respect	 the	 English	 were	 distinctive,	 indeed	 unique.	 If,	 for
instance,	we	consider	the	concerns	of	the	founders	of	the	Royal	Society	–	distinguished	figures,
both	scientists	and	non-scientists,	such	as	Robert	Boyle,	John	Evelyn,	Robert	Hooke,	William
Petty,	Christopher	Wren,	and	the	first	co-secretaries	of	the	Society,	Henry	Oldenburg	and	John
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Wilkins,	not	to	mention	members	such	as	Lord	Shaftesbury	and	Locke	–	one	of	the	things	that
stands	out	 is	 their	shared	preoccupation	with	agriculture,	and	specifically	 its	 ‘improvement’,
the	enhancement	of	 its	productivity.	One	of	 the	Society’s	 earliest	 projects	was	 a	 county-by-
county	survey	of	English	farming,	based	on	what	may	be	the	first	ever	systematic	questionnaire
on	a	technical	subject	–	probably	compiled	by	Robert	Boyle.	This	preoccupation	was	part	of	a
larger	 trend:	 the	 explosion	 in	 the	 seventeenth	 century	 of	 a	 body	 of	 literature	 devoted	 to
improving	agricultural	practices.12	In	that	respect,	even	the	most	active	core	of	the	Society	had
fundamental	interests	in	common	with	the	less	active	amateurs	from	the	aristocracy	and	gentry.
There	is	nothing	in	France,	even	in	the	eighteenth	century,	like	the	‘improvement’	literature	of

seventeenth-century	England,	and	that	cultural	fact	conforms	to	a	material	reality.	Although	it	is
sometimes	said	that	in	the	eighteenth	century	the	productivity	of	French	agriculture	was	more
or	 less	 the	same	as	 it	was	 in	England	at	 the	 time,	 this	simply	means	 that	 total	output	or	 land
productivity	was	roughly	the	same.	But	it	took	a	larger	labour	force	in	France	than	in	England
to	produce	that	total	output.	What	the	English	had	that	the	French	did	not	was	an	imperative	to
improve	labour	productivity	(output	per	unit	of	work),	that	imperative	derived	from	a	system
of	social	and	economic	relations	very	different	from	those	prevailing	in	France,	a	system	that
already	in	the	seventeenth	century	subjected	English	agricultural	producers	to	the	requirements
of	a	competitive	market	–	in	other	words,	agrarian	capitalism.
To	sum	up	 the	comparison	between	England	and	France	simply	and	crudely:	where	French

science	 in	 the	 eighteenth	 century	 typically	 answered	 the	 needs	 of	 the	 state,	 English	 science,
even	 a	 century	 earlier,	 was	 already	 answering	 the	 needs	 of	 property,	 and	 property	 in	 an
increasingly	capitalist	form.
The	 principal	 differences	 can	 be	 brought	 into	 sharper	 relief	 by	 means	 of	 an	 interesting

paradox	 –	 or	 something	 that	may	 look	 paradoxical	 from	 the	 vantage	 point	 of	 the	 bourgeois
paradigm	and	the	conception	of	modernity	that	goes	with	it.	If	we	were	to	compare	the	French
academicians	 of	 the	 eighteenth	 century	 with	 English	 scientists	 of	 the	 seventeenth	 using	 our
conventional	 criteria	 of	 modernity,	 even	 discounting	 the	 time	 difference,	 the	 French	 would
undoubtedly	emerge	as	the	more	‘modern’:	they	were	the	professionals,	in	a	so-called	rational,
bureaucratic	 organization.	 The	 English	 were	 amateurs	 and	 dilettantes	 in	 a	 more	 formally
irrational	 system.	 The	 French	were	 by	 definition	 largely	 bourgeois.	 The	membership	 of	 the
Royal	Society	was	overwhelmingly	landed,	mainly	from	the	gentry	but	also	the	nobility.
Yet,	 seen	 from	 a	 different	 angle,	 which	 one	 is	 more	 ‘modern’:	 the	 corporatist	 French

bourgeois	 professional	 academician	 serving	 the	 absolutist	 state,	 or	 the	 English	 improving
landlord,	member	of	the	Royal	Society	with	an	‘amateurish’	scientific	interest	in	a	capitalist-
style	enhancement	of	labour	productivity?

Progress	and	the	Republic	of	Letters
The	 example	 of	 the	 Paris	 Académie	 may	 give	 us	 some	 clues	 about	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the
material	 and	 institutional	 interests	 of	 intellectuals	 shaped	 the	 culture	 of	 the	 Enlightenment.
First,	 in	 a	 society	 where	 access	 to	 the	 state,	 to	 the	 lucrative	 resources	 of	 state	 salaries,
pensions	 and	 privileges,	 was	 a	 primary	 material	 concern	 and	 where	 access	 to	 high	 office
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depended	on	birth	or	wealth,	the	question	of	qualification	for	office	was	a	very	live	issue.
It	might	not	be	too	much	to	say	that	a	significant	part	of	French	Enlightenment	culture	had	to

do	with	redefining	the	qualifications	for	office.	This	redefinition	took	the	form	of	an	ideology
that	 sought	 to	 replace	 an	 aristocracy	 of	 birth	 or	 wealth	 with	 an	 aristocracy	 of	 talent	 and
intellect.	No	doubt,	 intellectuals	 in	general	have	a	material	 interest	 in	so-called	meritocracy,
but	 this	would	be	especially	so	in	a	society	in	which	life	chances	were	so	closely	bound	up
with	the	state	and	public	office.
The	symbiosis	between	intellectuals	and	the	absolutist	state	is	visible	in	other	ways	too.	The

bureaucratization	of	culture	in	the	absolutist	state	encouraged	some	distinctive	cultural	patterns
–	 in	 particular,	 the	 standardization	of	 language	 that	was	 a	 favourite	 project	 of	 the	 absolutist
state,	 or	French	 classicism,	with	 its	 precise	 and	 formal	 aesthetic	 and	philosophical	 rules.13
This	 cultural	 configuration	 helped	 to	 promote	 the	 sense	 of	 intellectuals	 as	 a	 corporate
community,	 with	 their	 own	 internal	 laws	 and	 culture.	 Under	 these	 conditions,	 where
intellectuals	had	a	very	self-conscious	corporate	consciousness,	and	where	that	consciousness
had	very	specific	institutional	expressions,	the	idea	of	an	intellectual	community,	a	Republic	of
Letters,	 acquired	 a	 very	 concrete	meaning.	 It	 is	 not	 at	 all	 difficult	 to	 see	 how	 the	 idea	 of	 a
Republic	 of	 Letters	 worked	 itself	 out	 in	 the	 Enlightenment,	 especially	 in	 the	 concept	 of
progress.
The	most	obvious	point	about	the	Enlightenment	concept	of	progress	is	that	its	source	and	its

model	 is	 scientific	 knowledge,	 the	 cumulative,	 directional	 quality	 of	 that	 particular	 form	 of
knowledge.	In	the	end,	that	is	what	the	idea	of	progress	comes	down	to:	whatever	other	evils,
reverses	and	moral	lapses	have	punctuated	human	history,	the	mind,	especially	in	the	form	of
scientific	 knowledge,	 is,	 according	 to	 this	 view,	 the	 one	 thing	we	 can	 count	 on	 to	 advance,
however	slowly	and	painfully	and	however	much	the	perfection	of	any	kind	of	knowledge	is
projected	into	an	indefinite	future.
Now,	 in	 itself,	 the	 idea	 of	 progress	 as	 the	 advance	 of	 knowledge	may	 not	 be	 particularly

distinctive.	It	is	certainly	not	enough	to	distinguish	England	from	France,	or	the	Enlightenment
of	either	one	from	all	 the	other	‘Enlightenments’.	Nor	would	it	be	true	to	say	that	 the	French
had	 no	 interest	 in	material	 progress.	 For	 instance,	 the	 idea	 that	 human	 civilization	 has	 gone
through	 various	 stages	 of	 material	 organization,	 or	 the	 idea	 that	 human	 history	 has	 been
characterized	 by	 several	 successive	modes	 of	 subsistence,	 from	 hunting	 to	 pastoral	 through
agricultural	to	‘commercial’	society,	owes	as	much	to	French	thinkers	as	it	does	to	Englishmen
or	 indeed	 to	 the	 Scottish	 political	 economists	 who	 theorized	 the	 experience	 of	 English
capitalism.	 But	 the	 corporate	 consciousness	 of	 French	 intellectuals	 gives	 this	 concept	 of
progress	a	special	flavour.	It	is	not	surprising	that	the	notion	of	progress	that	we	associate	with
the	 French	Enlightenment	 in	 particular	 conceives	 of	 the	 history	 of	 civilization	 as,	 above	 all
else,	the	history	of	the	Republic	of	Letters.	It	misses	the	point	completely	just	to	conflate	this
with	 the	 notion	 of	 technological	 progress	 in	 the	 sense	we	 associate	with	 capitalism	 and	 the
enhancement	of	labour	productivity	by	technological	means.
The	 culmination	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 conception	 of	 progress,	 in	 a	 way	 its	 last	 gasp,	 is

Condorcet’s	Sketch	for	a	Historical	Picture	of	the	Progress	of	the	Human	Mind	–	published
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in	 1795,	 after	 the	 ideas	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 had	 already	 been	 enlisted	 in	 two	 major
revolutions,	 and	written	while	he	was	hiding	 from	 the	 Jacobins	 in	 fear	of	his	 life.	 It	 can,	of
course,	 be	 argued	 that	Condorcet	was	not	 a	 representative	 figure;	 that	 his	 optimism,	no	 less
than	his	universalism	and	egalitarianism	(at	least	in	anticipation	of	progress),	was	exceptional
even	among	the	great	Enlightenment	 thinkers.	Optimism	was	in	any	case	only	one	side	of	 the
Enlightenment	picture.	The	secular	view	of	history	that	distinguishes	this	concept	of	progress
from	 religious	millennialism	 is	 necessarily	 two-sided:	 it	 does	 not	 simply	make	 assumptions
about	human	perfectibility	or	the	historical	possibilities	available	to	human	agency.	It	is	also,
and	for	the	same	reasons,	shot	through	with	pessimism	about	the	dark	side	of	human	life;	and
the	tension	between	these	two	is	a	constant	theme	in	the	Enlightenment.
But	if	Condorcet	is	exceptional,	 the	very	qualities	that	make	him	so	also	make	him	perhaps

the	most	revealing	example.	His	notion	of	progress	as	the	universal	triumph	of	human	reason
over	 ignorance	and	 superstition	may	be	more	uncompromising	 than	others	of	his	 time;	but	 it
does	represent	a	crystallization,	without	ambiguities,	of	the	themes	that	bind	all	Enlightenment
figures	 together	 and	 give	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘Enlightenment’	whatever	meaning	 it	 has.	 Precisely
because	his	optimism	about	 the	beneficence	of	human	reason	is	so	uncompromising,	because
his	 universalism	 is	 so	 wide-ranging	 and	 cosmopolitan	 –	 because,	 in	 other	 words,	 he	 takes
Enlightenment	principles	to	what	critics	would	regard	as	their	extremes	–	his	Sketch	provides
a	 clear	 and	 simple	 measure	 against	 which	 to	 test	 the	 standard	 accusations	 levelled	 at	 the
‘Enlightenment	 project’,	 about	 the	 inherent	 oppressiveness	 of	 its	 rationalism	 and	 the
imperialism	of	its	universalist	principles.
Here,	first,	is	how	Condorcet	sums	up	the	goal	of	human	progress:	‘Our	hopes	for	the	future

condition	 of	 the	 human	 race	 can	 be	 subsumed	 under	 three	 important	 heads:	 the	 abolition	 of
inequality	between	nations,	the	progress	of	equality	within	each	nation,	and	the	true	perfection
of	mankind.’	‘The	final	end	of	the	social	art’,	Condorcet	says	in	the	most	unambiguous	terms,	is
‘real	equality’.14

Here	are	his	views	on	imperialism:

Survey	the	history	of	our	settlements	and	commercial	undertakings	in	Africa	or	in	Asia	and
you	will	see	how	our	trade	monopolies,	our	treachery,	our	murderous	contempt	for	men	of
another	colour	or	creed,	 the	 insolence	of	our	usurpations,	 the	 intrigues	or	 the	exaggerated
proselytic	zeal	of	our	priests,	have	destroyed	the	respect	and	goodwill	that	the	superiority
of	our	knowledge	and	 the	benefits	of	our	commerce	at	 first	won	 for	us	 in	 the	eyes	of	 the
inhabitants.15

And	on	sexual	oppression:

Among	the	causes	of	the	progress	of	the	human	mind	that	are	of	the	utmost	importance	to	the
general	 happiness,	we	must	 number	 the	 complete	 annihilation	 of	 the	 prejudices	 that	 have
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brought	about	an	inequality	of	rights	between	the	sexes,	an	inequality	fatal	even	to	the	party
in	whose	favour	it	works.	It	is	vain	for	us	to	look	for	a	justification	of	this	principle	in	any
differences	of	physical	organization,	intellect	or	moral	sensibility	between	men	and	women.
This	inequality	has	its	origin	solely	in	an	abuse	of	strength.16

Condorcet	 may	 not	 be	 typical	 in	 the	 degree	 to	 which	 he	 holds	 such	 views,	 but	 even
postmodernist	 critics	 of	 the	 Enlightenment	 may	 have	 some	 difficulty	 in	 deconstructing	 this
discourse	 of	 equality	 or	 transforming	 it	 into	 something	 evil	 and	 oppressive.	 Nor	 can	 we
dismiss	the	many	ambiguities	in	the	Enlightenment	legacy,	or	the	dangers	inherent	in	excessive
optimism	about	the	perfection	of	humanity,	not	to	mention	the	evils	perpetrated	in	the	name	of
progress.	But	it	remains	significant	that	here,	in	the	locus	classicus	of	Enlightenment	optimism,
equality	within	and	between	nations,	races	and	sexes	emerges	not	in	opposition	to,	or	in	uneasy
juxtaposition	 with,	 rationalism	 and	 universalism	 but	 as	 their	 logical	 conclusion,	 the	 final
destination	of	progress.
Condorcet	illustrates	to	perfection	how	the	French	preoccupation	with	the	narrative	of	mind

and	 the	Republic	 of	 Letters	 is	 related	 to	 a	 kind	 of	 universalism	 and	 (to	 a	 greater	 or	 lesser
extent)	egalitarianism.	There	is	no	doubt	that	French	intellectuals	(with	notable	exceptions	like
Diderot	 –	 the	 Genevan	 Rousseau	 is	 something	 else	 altogether)	 envisaged	 themselves	 as	 an
aristocracy	 of	 intellect,	 an	 elite,	 which	 consciously	 distanced	 itself	 from	 artisans	 and	more
vulgar	kinds	of	professionals.	Yet	in	this	very	particular	and	fairly	short	historical	conjuncture,
intellectual	elitism,	and	even	the	material	interests	of	intellectuals,	had	certain	interesting	and
paradoxical	 effects.	 In	 the	 first	 place,	 in	 its	 own	 historical	 context,	 this	 meritocracy,	 in	 its
commitment	 to	 the	 ideal	of	 ‘careers	open	 to	 talent’,	had	mildly	democratic	 implications.	But
there	were	 also	 other,	wider	 implications.	These	 thinkers	 saw	 it	 as	 their	 special	mission	 to
disseminate	 knowledge,	 which	 is	 the	 most	 distinctive	 and	 important	 feature	 of	 the	 French
Enlightenment.
Condorcet,	 for	 instance,	called	for	mass	education	–	and	he	actually	devised	a	plan	for	 the

Académie	as	the	institution	that	would	preside	over	a	system	of	mass	education.	The	kind	of
egalitarianism	he	espoused,	his	insistence	on	defining	progress	in	terms	of	increasing	equality
and	social	inclusion,	was	inseparable	from	his	view	of	the	intellectual’s	mission.	In	a	sense,
his	 egalitarianism	 and	 his	 elitism	 were	 two	 sides	 of	 one	 coin.	 For	 him,	 as	 for	 other
Enlightenment	figures,	the	intellectuals’	special	claim	to	status	and	authority	was	their	role	in
educating	the	world.
There	 is	no	 intention	here	of	exaggerating	 the	Enlightenment	commitment	 to	equality.	There

were	 obviously	 strict	 limits	 to	 the	 equality	 envisaged	 even	 by	 thinkers	 like	 Condorcet,	 let
alone,	say,	Voltaire,	and	much	of	 it	was	in	any	case	deferred	to	an	indefinite	future.	But	 it	 is
still	 significant	 as	 an	aspiration,	 and	 it	 is	 significant	how,	 in	 these	very	particular	historical
conditions,	 the	 logic	of	 intellectual	 elitism	 impelled	Enlightenment	 thinkers	 in	 that	direction,
into	ideas	that	could	be,	and	were,	appropriated	by	far	more	radical	and	revolutionary	forces.
No	one	can	doubt	that	Enlightenment	universalism	could	and	did	have	oppressive,	racist	and

imperialist	manifestations;	but	it	is	also	important	to	keep	in	mind	something	that	postmodernist
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critics	systematically	forget:	the	connection	between	Enlightenment	universalism	and	a	critical
temper	that	subjected	European	knowledge,	European	authority	and	European	culture	to	more
trenchant	critique	than	any	other.	Even	the	conception	of	progress,	which	is	supposed	to	be	the
essence	of	Enlightenment	Eurocentrism,	had	 anti-imperialist	 implications.	The	 conception	of
progress	as	the	progress	of	the	human	mind	and	knowledge	takes	for	granted	that	the	advance
of	knowledge	is	a	very	long-term	cumulative	process,	projecting	if	not	into	infinity	at	least	into
the	 indefinite	 future.	 This	 conception,	 to	 be	 sure,	 implies	 that	 at	 some	 point,	 if	 not	 in	 the
foreseeable	future,	certain	truths	can	and	will	be	discovered;	and	it	further	implies	that	some
cultures	are	more	advanced	and	therefore	superior	to	others.	But	it	also	implies	–	perhaps	even
more	fundamentally	–	that	any	given	knowledge	is	open	to	question,	that	all	authority	is	subject
to	challenge,	that	no	one	has	a	monopoly	on	truth.
The	appropriation	of	history	by	 intellectuals	certainly	evinces	a	 far-reaching	hubris.	But	at

the	 same	 time	 that	 these	 intellectuals	 are	 arrogating	 history	 unto	 themselves,	 they	 are	 also
taking	on	the	burden	of	human	fallibility	and	the	whole	dark	history	of	human	error	and	evil.	A
deep	 pessimism	 is	 never	 very	 far	 away	 from	Enlightenment	 optimism.	 It	 is,	 in	 fact,	 just	 the
other	 side	 of	 the	 same	 coin.	 If	 Enlightenment	 conceptions	 of	 knowledge	 and	 progress	 are
founded	 on	 a	 kind	 of	 universalism,	 then	 it	 is	 a	 universalism	 that	 implies	 open-endedness,
flexibility,	 scepticism.	 For	 all	 its	 dangers,	 Enlightenment	 universalism	 has	 provided	 a
theoretical	 underpinning	 for	 emancipatory	 projects	 much	 more	 effective	 than	 anything
postmodernists	 have	 been	 able	 to	 devise.	 So,	 indeed,	 has	 the	 concept	 of	 progress.	 For	 that
matter,	it	gives	us	something	that	postmodernist	celebrations	of	diversity	and	difference	do	not
and	cannot:	a	reason	for	recognizing	and	respecting	otherness	–	if	only	on	the	grounds	that	the
cumulative	and	open-ended	quality	of	human	knowledge	and	 the	progress	of	 the	human	mind
require	us	to	be	careful	about	closing	any	doors.
Condorcet	may	not	have	been	typical	in	the	degree	to	which	he	took	the	emancipatory	logic	of

the	Enlightenment	seriously,	but	it	says	something	about	the	complexity	of	the	Enlightenment	–
and	 about	 the	 vacuity	 of	 many	 criticisms	 today	 –	 that	 this	 most	 classic	 example	 of
Enlightenment	optimism	and	universalism	is	also	the	one	that	most	explicitly	attacks	the	very
evils	 ascribed	 to	 that	Enlightenment	optimism	by	critics	 today:	 racism,	 sexism,	 imperialism.
Nor	 is	 this	 an	 accidental	 or	 contradictory	 juxtaposition:	 Condorcet’s	 universalism	 and	 his
optimism	about	human	progress	rest	on	the	same	foundation	as	his	commitment	to	equality,	his
respect	for	the	authenticity	and	integrity	of	other	cultures,	his	attack	on	imperialism.

The	Ideology	of	Capitalism
In	 the	 French	 Enlightenment	 we	 are	 approaching	 the	 end	 of	 a	 long	 history	 in	 which	 the
inextricable	 unity	 of	 political	 and	 economic	 power	 is	 a	 central	 preoccupation	 of	 Western
political	thought.	In	the	specific	conditions	of	French	absolutism,	this	preoccupation	centred	on
privilege	and	access	to	high	office,	which	gave	a	special	salience	to	ideas	of	equality.	It	is	true
that,	with	 few	notable	 exceptions,	 the	 great	Enlightenment	 figures	were	 generally	 elitist	 and
took	hierarchy	for	granted	–	not	to	mention	their	own	position,	or	aspirations,	in	that	hierarchy.
This	was	 true	 even	 of	 Condorcet.	 Yet,	 for	 very	 concrete	 historical,	 even	material,	 reasons,
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eighteenth-century	France	produced	an	ideology	of	universalism	with	more	or	less	democratic
and	egalitarian	implications.	The	Revolution	would	take	that	ideology	much	further	than	most
philosophes	intended;	and	the	revolutionary	legacy,	with	wide-ranging	implications	far	beyond
French	borders,	would	certainly	survive.	But	in	the	mainstream	of	Western	political	discourse,
the	Enlightenment	 ‘project’	would	 be	 overtaken	 by	 a	 different	 cultural	 formation,	 producing
different	notions	of	equality	and	shaping	modern	conceptions	of	democracy,	the	roots	of	which
are	traceable	to	early	English	capitalism.
England,	 needless	 to	 say,	 shared	much	with	 its	 European	 neighbours;	 but	 it	 had	 something

specifically	its	own,	a	distinctively	capitalist	culture.	English	culture	had	certainly	 inherited
some	of	the	same	universalistic	legacies	as	had	the	French	–	for	instance,	the	universalisms	of
Christianity	and	natural	law.	It	was	an	Englishman,	Isaac	Newton,	who	practically	invented	the
idea	that	the	world	was	governed	by	certain	universal,	mathematical	laws.	As	for	equality,	the
English	certainly	took	second	place	to	no	one	in	formulating	ideas	about	the	natural	equality	of
men;	and,	of	course,	ideas	of	equality,	at	least	of	an	ambiguous	and	qualified	sort,	did	play	a
part	in	the	ideology	of	England’s	ruling	class	in	its	battles	against	monarchical	excesses,	as	in
Locke’s	political	theory.	For	that	matter,	the	whole	Enlightenment	concept	of	progress	owes	a
great	deal	 to	Locke	–	though	it	could	be	argued	that	 the	French	conception	of	progress	owes
more	to	his	epistemology,	while	the	Anglo-Scottish	conception	has	a	greater	affinity	with	his
theory	 of	 property.	 But	 the	 point	 here	 is	 that,	 for	 all	 this	 common	 cultural	 legacy,	 English
capitalism	produced	its	own	very	specific	 ideological	requirements.	The	interesting	question
is	 what	 happened	 when	 these	 universalistic	 and	 egalitarian	 ideas	 came	 within	 the	 orbit	 of
capitalism.
We	have	 seen	how	 the	 social	 structure	of	France	–	 its	 forms	of	appropriation	by	means	of

‘politically	 constituted	 property’,	 the	 related	 importance	 of	 corporate	 principles	 –	 gave	 a
particular	 salience	 to	 equality	 as	 an	 oppositional	 principle.	 The	 English	 situation	was	 very
different.	 In	 sharp	 contrast	 to	 France,	 corporate	 principles	 were	 already	 very	 weak	 in	 the
seventeenth	century,	and	they	never	had	been	as	strong.	The	development	of	capitalist	property
forms	was	undermining	the	old	extra-economic	principles	of	hierarchy,	and	old	conceptions	of
natural	or	prescriptive	 inequality	were	already	seriously	undermined.	This	made	it	harder	 to
construct	 a	 theoretical	 case	 for	 inequality	 grounded	 in	 classic	 justifications	 of	 corporate
hierarchy	or	appeals	to	a	‘great	chain	of	being’.
There	 is	 another	 point	 too.	 The	 old	 conception	 of	 bourgeois	 revolution	 as	 applied	 to	 the

French	is	flawed	in	many	ways,	but	the	flaws	have	more	to	do	with	the	conflation	of	bourgeois
with	 capitalist	 than	 with	 the	 antithesis	 of	 bourgeoisie	 and	 aristocracy.	 There	 was	 indeed	 a
conflict	 between	 ‘bourgeoisie’	 and	 aristocracy,	 and	 that	 conflict	 did	 have	 material
implications,	 which	 certainly	 would	 figure	 centrally	 in	 revolutionary	 ideology.	 But	 the
bourgeois	interests	at	stake	in	the	conflict	had	less	to	do	with	capitalism	than	with	the	system
of	privilege	 and	 access	 to	 higher	 state	 office.	This	 gave	 the	 aspiration	 to	 equality	 a	 special
force.	In	England,	the	case	was	again	very	different.	There	was	indeed	a	capitalist	interest,	but
it	 was	 no	 less	 ‘aristocratic’	 than	 ‘bourgeois’;	 and	 in	 its	 struggles	 to	 maintain	 its	 own
supremacy,	equality	was	obviously	not	the	objective.	In	fact,	the	idea	of	equality	could	become
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a	real	liability,	as	it	did	in	the	form	of	seventeenth-century	English	radicalism.	If	the	theory	of
natural	or	prescriptive	inequality,	of	corporate	hierarchy	and	privilege,	was	the	main	problem
facing	the	French	bourgeoisie,	for	the	English	capitalist	class	the	problem	was,	on	the	contrary,
a	theory	of	natural	equality.	In	the	absence	of	the	old	corporate	principles	and	hierarchies,	they
were	 obliged	 to	 find	 wholly	 new	ways	 of	 justifying	 domination	 that	 were	 compatible	 with
natural	 equality.	 The	 English	 –	 although	 they	 were,	 as	 we	 have	 seen,	 building	 on	 a	 long
tradition	of	Western	political	thought	in	combining	ideas	of	natural	equality	with	vast	political
and	social	inequalities	–	were	especially	creative	in	constructing	a	theoretical	justification	of
inequality	on	a	foundation	of	natural	equality.
Here	the	most	instructive	example	comes	from	John	Locke.	What	makes	him	such	a	revealing

object	 of	 comparison	 is	 the	 common	 ground	 he	 shares	 with	 his	 Enlightenment	 successors,
which	brings	their	divergences	into	sharp	relief.	Locke	was	certainly	a	major	influence	on	the
Enlightenment,	especially	through	his	epistemology.	While	he	never	went	as	far	as	Condorcet
would	later	go,	he	had	some	reasonably	enlightened	attitudes	about	natural	equality,	as	well	as
toleration	and	opposition	to	tyrannical	government.	But	he	also	had	some	very	distinctive	ideas
which	set	him	apart	from	the	main	figures	of	the	French	Enlightenment	and	which	are	uniquely
characteristic	of	capitalism.	In	fact,	it	is	striking	that,	though	Locke	is	writing	a	century	before
Condorcet	at	an	early	stage	of	capitalist	development,	some	of	his	seventeenth-century	attitudes
have	a	more	familiar	ring	to	those	of	us	who	live	in	advanced	capitalist	societies.
The	central	 issue	 for	capitalist	 landlords	was	something	 rather	different	 from	the	questions

that	confronted	a	non-capitalist	bourgeoisie.	In	particular,	they	had	to	establish	a	certain	kind
of	 right	 to	 property,	 a	 historically	 unprecedented	 kind	 of	 right,	 which	 excluded	 and
extinguished	all	other	use	rights,	customary	and	common.	They	had	to	establish	the	primacy	of
profit	and	the	market	over	rights	of	subsistence.	All	this	created	a	very	distinctive	ideological
pattern,	which	emerged	in	both	theory	and	practice.	The	culture	of	‘improvement’,	which	was
such	a	striking	 feature	of	 the	Royal	Society,	appears	not	only	 in	Locke’s	political	 theory	but
increasingly	in	English	property	law	and	in	court	decisions	about	property	rights;	 in	the	new
science	of	political	economy;	in	 the	dispossession	of	small	producers.	‘Improvement’,	 in	 the
sense	 of	 productivity	 for	 profit,	 trumped	 all	 other	 goods.	 It	 would	 increasingly	 be	 cited	 in
favour	of	exclusive	private	property:	that	is,	property	that	excluded	not	only	other	individuals’
rights	 to	use	 it,	but	also	communal	 regulation	of	production	of	a	kind	 that	would	prevail	 for
much	 longer	 in	France.	 Improvement	could,	 in	other	words,	as	Locke	makes	very	clear,	 turn
even	the	most	egalitarian	ideas	into	justifications	of	dispossession.
Let	 us	 consider	 again	 Locke’s	 famous	 observation,	 in	 the	 Second	 Treatise,	 that	 ‘in	 the

beginning,	all	 the	World	was	America’	 (§II.49).	America	here	 stands	 for	 the	quintessentially
primitive	 condition	 of	 humanity	 in	 the	 continuum	 of	 human	 development,	 and	 it	 provides	 a
standard	against	which	to	judge	a	more	advanced	condition.	Locke	is	here	making	the	point	that
the	 earliest,	 and	 the	 natural,	 condition	 of	 the	 earth	was	 effectively	 ‘waste’,	 and	 that	 human
beings	 have	 a	 divine	 obligation	 to	 remove	 the	 earth	 from	 the	 waste,	 to	 make	 the	 earth
productive,	 to	 improve	 it.	His	measure	of	 improvement	or	productivity,	 as	we	have	 seen,	 is
‘profit’,	not	in	the	older	meaning	of	advantage,	whether	material	or	otherwise,	but	quite	simply
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as	exchange	value	or	commercial	gain.	As	we	saw	in	Chapter	7,	Locke	makes	it	clear	that	the
issue	is	not	labour	as	such	but	the	productive	–	and,	more	particularly,	the	profitable	–	use	of
property.
This	 argument	has	many	 implications	–	 for	 instance,	 that	 improvement,	or	productivity	 and

profit,	trump	any	other	claims,	such	as	the	customary	rights	of	English	commoners,	or	the	rights
of	 indigenous	 peoples.	 For	 all	 the	 natural	 equality	 of	 men,	 on	 which	 Locke	 emphatically
insists,	 the	 requirements	 of	 productivity	 and	 profit	 trump	 that,	 too.	 This	 is,	 put	 simply,	 a
warrant	for	capitalist	property.	It	is	also	a	warrant	for	appropriating	‘waste’	land,	and	so	for
settler	 ‘plantations’.	 Locke	 can	 even	 reconcile	 slavery	 with	 his	 assertion	 of	 men’s	 natural
freedom	and	equality:	although	no	one	can	enslave	himself	by	contract	or	consent,	people	can
be	legitimately	enslaved	as	captives	in	a	just	war.	This	more	or	less	traditional	justification	of
slavery,	apparently	as	a	punishment	for	violation	of	natural	law,	would	apply	to	any	time	and
place.17	Here	again	Locke’s	view	contrasts	sharply	with	Condorcet’s,	for	whom	the	abolition
of	slavery	would	be	a	sign	of	progress.
Having	begun	his	case	against	absolutism,	then,	with	the	unambiguous	premise	that	men	are

free	and	equal	in	the	state	of	nature,	Locke	goes	on	to	cover	his	flank	by	finding	ingenious	and
historically	 novel	ways	 to	 justify	 inequality,	 deploying	 radical	 arguments	 against	 absolutism
while	taking	great	care	to	denude	them	of	their	most	democratic	and	egalitarian	implications.
His	approach	to	natural	law	in	the	Second	Treatise	–	spelling	out,	with	dialectical	 ingenuity,
the	conditions	in	which	natural-law	restrictions	on	accumulation	of	property	can	be	overcome
without	 violating	 natural	 law	 –	 also	 nicely	 illustrates	 how	 this	 supremely	 universalistic
principle	could	be	subordinated,	or	at	least	harnessed,	to	the	requirements	of	private	property
and	capital	accumulation.	In	both	cases,	‘improvement’	is	the	overriding	principle.
We	get	 a	 fairly	 clear	 picture	 of	what	 constitutes	 progress	 for	Locke,	 and	 the	 contrast	with

Condorcet	is	striking.	Consider	the	main	axis	along	which	each	thinker	divides	the	advanced
from	 the	 undeveloped	 state	 of	 humanity:	 for	 Condorcet	 it	 is	 rationality	 v.	 ignorance	 and
superstition,	 equality	v.	 inequality;	 for	Locke	 it	 is	 profit	 v.	waste.	Locke	 certainly	 identifies
rationality	 as	 a	 superior	 condition,	 but	 while	 for	 Condorcet	 the	 progress	 of	 reason	 is
inextricably	 bound	 up	 with	 the	 advance	 of	 equality,	 for	 Locke	 rationality	 is	 paired	 with
‘industriousness’	and	is	very	hard	to	dissociate	from	productivity	and	profit.	In	fact,	beginning
with	the	proposition	that	all	men	are	naturally	equal,	he	turns	these	principles	of	productivity
and	profit	into	a	new	and	historically	unprecedented	kind	of	validation	of	inequality.
The	contrasts	between	Locke	and	Condorcet	bring	into	sharp	relief	the	differences	between

the	 ideologies	 of	 capitalism	 and	 enlightenment.	 For	 all	 their	 qualifications,	 Condorcet’s
egalitarian	aspirations	are	striking,	and	they	are	in	sharp	contrast	to	Locke.	If,	for	Condorcet,
equality	is	an	objective	for	the	indefinite	future,	for	Locke	it	 is	a	reality	in	an	unrecoverable
past	or,	at	best,	a	moral	principle	conceived	as	easily	compatible	with	gross	inequalities	in	the
real	 world.	 Locke’s	 theory	 of	 knowledge	 and	 his	 views	 on	 education	 may	 suggest	 a
fundamental	egalitarianism,	which	attributes	differences	among	human	beings	in	large	part	not
to	nature	but	to	experience;	and	he	certainly	ascribes	to	‘industriousness’	a	greater	weight	than,
say,	to	aristocratic	birth.	But	he	shows	little	sign	of	any	aspiration	like	Condorcet’s	hope	for
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‘the	abolition	of	 inequality	between	nations,	 the	progress	of	equality	within	each	nation,	and
the	true	perfection	of	mankind’.	If	for	Condorcet	the	objective	is	the	improvement	of	humanity,
for	 Locke	 the	 objective	 is	 the	 ‘improvement’	 of	 property.	 The	 progress	 of	 humanity	 is
subordinated	to,	or	at	least	subsumed	under,	the	advance	of	productivity	and	profit.
In	 the	eighteenth	century	 the	 ‘Scottish	Enlightenment’	would	produce	 ideas	of	progress	and

equality	very	much	akin	to	those	in	France,	which	on	the	face	of	it	have	more	in	common	with
Condorcet	 than	 with	 Locke.	 Yet	 even	 here,	 there	 are	 significant	 divergences.	 In	 the	 French
versions,	even	when	they	are	at	their	most	materialist,	the	story	of	progress	is	the	story	of	the
human	mind,	as	a	development	from	barbarism	and	superstition	to	reason	and	Enlightenment.
Condorcet’s	Sketch,	for	instance,	presents	all	kinds	of	economic,	social	and	political	advances
as	 the	development	of	mind	and	 reason.	An	even	more	 striking	example	comes	 from	Turgot.
His	Discourse	on	 the	Successive	Progress	of	 the	Human	Mind	was	delivered	 in	1750,	and
though	he	never	wrote	the	universal	history	he	was	planning,	his	ideas	on	the	subject	seem	to
have	been	influential,	not	 least	on	his	friend	Condorcet.	The	case	of	Turgot	 is	significant	not
only	because	commentators	treat	him	as	a	pivotal	figure	in	the	Enlightenment	idea	of	progress,
and	even	of	the	socio-economic	theory	of	progress,	but	also	because	he	is	mainly	known	as	an
economist,	both	as	a	theorist	and	a	state	administrator,	who	might	be	expected	to	tell	the	story
in	its	most	materialist	or	economistic	form.	Yet	for	him,	too,	 the	principal	 issue	is	 the	‘steps
taken	by	 the	human	mind’	 in	 the	progress	 ‘from	barbarism	 to	 refinement’,	 from	 ignorance	 to
knowledge,	from	superstition	to	reason	and	enlightenment.	The	principal	agents	of	history	are
learned	men	and	scholars,	even	academicians,	the	kind	of	people	who	constitute	the	Republic
of	Letters.
On	the	other	side	of	the	Channel,	it	was	Scottish	more	than	English	political	economists	who

developed	something	analogous	to	the	French	conception	of	progress,	but	they	did	so	against
the	 immediate	 background	 of	 English	 capitalism.	 The	 Scots,	 in	 fact,	 theorized	 English
capitalism	 more	 effectively	 than	 did	 English	 theorists,	 no	 doubt	 because	 they	 were	 more
conscious	 of	 its	 difference,	 its	 otherness,	 seen	 from	 the	 vantage	 point	 of	 the	 Scottish
experience.	 The	 great	 Scottish	 intellectuals	 were	 very	 conscious	 of	 the	 contrast	 between
English	prosperity	and	Scottish	poverty	at	the	time	of	Union	in	1707	and	the	hopes	of	economic
improvement	that	had	motivated	many	of	its	supporters.	While	the	Scots	more	than	the	English
wrote	from	an	intellectual	perspective	with	certain	self-conscious	affinities	to	the	French,	the
example	 of	 England’s	material	 wealth	was	 ever	 present	 in	 their	 conceptions	 of	 history	 and
human	 development.	 At	 the	 heart	 of	 Adam	 Smith’s	 political	 economy,	 like	 David	 Hume’s
history	of	England,	is	the	English	model	of	progress.
The	 Scottish	 Enlightenment	 was	 no	 less	 interested	 than	 the	 French	 in	 the	 whole	 range	 of

progress	–	advances	in	knowledge,	culture,	politics,	morality	–	but	the	distinctive	development
of	the	English	economy	was	always	at	the	core.	One	of	the	classics	of	the	anglophone	literature
on	progress,	Adam	Ferguson’s	Essay	on	the	History	of	Civil	Society,	is,	for	example,	a	very
wide-ranging	story	of	progress,	with	many	different	aspects,	social,	political,	cultural,	as	well
as	 economic.	 The	 critical	 turning-point	 is	 identified	 in	 Part	 II,	 ‘Of	 the	 History	 of	 Rude
Nations’,	where	Ferguson	draws	a	 line	between	‘Rude	Nations	prior	 to	 the	Establishment	of
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Property’	 and	 ‘Rude	 Nations,	 under	 the	 Impressions	 of	 Property	 and	 Interest’.	 Beyond	 the
invention	of	property	that	constitutes	the	dividing	line	between	savagery	and	barbarism	among
‘rude’	nations,	the	minimal	condition	for	moving	beyond	rudeness	to	refinement	is	the	division
of	labour;	but	it	is	the	advent	of	commercial	society	that	sets	in	train	a	distinctive	capacity	to
sustain	progress	by	directing	the	pursuit	of	individual	self-interest	to	progressive	development.
Commerce	 does,	 to	 be	 sure,	 endanger	 civic	 virtue,	 and	 political	 wisdom	 is	 required	 to

preserve	it;	but	the	mechanisms	of	the	market,	and	precisely	those	imperatives	of	competition
that	 threaten	virtue,	are	for	Ferguson	the	only	conceivable	engine	of	self-sustaining	progress.
He	does	not	attribute	to	the	market	quite	the	same	role	in	integrating	selfish	motivations	as	does
his	friend	Adam	Smith,	who	eventually	sought	a	solution	in	the	disciplines	of	competition;	and
Ferguson	 still	 assigns	 to	 the	 political	 domain	 a	 greater	 role	 in	 preserving	 social	 bonds	 and
moral	order.	But	there	is	no	mistaking	his	conviction,	shared	by	Smith	and	Hume,	that	whatever
may	have	been	accomplished	by	the	evolution	of	the	human	mind,	it	is	commercial	mechanisms
and	the	enhancement	of	productivity	for	profit	that	set	in	motion	progress	as	a	self-sustaining
process.
The	advance	of	scientific	knowledge	as	the	engine	of	progress	seems,	then,	to	be	displaced

by	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 historical	 mechanism,	 a	 self-sustaining	 economic	 growth	 that,	 in
historical	reality,	existed	at	that	time	only	in	England.	Much	the	same	idea	of	progress	appears
in	the	work	of	Adam	Smith,	and	it	is	here	that	we	can	see	the	implications	of	such	an	argument
for	 conceptions	 of	 equality.	 It	 may	 be	 true	 that	 Smith	 shared	 Condorcet’s	 commitment	 to
equality,	 as	 well	 as	 liberty	 and	 justice;18	 but	 for	 the	 Scot	 the	 burden	 of	 progressive
development	falls	unambiguously	on	the	market.	The	desirable	effects	of	equitable	distribution
are,	above	all,	a	consequence	of	market	mechanisms.	The	natural	outcome	of	economic	growth
will	be	not	only	to	raise	the	living	standards	of	the	poor	but	also	to	rebalance	the	distribution
between	profit	and	wages,	on	the	grounds	that	the	greater	the	amount	of	‘stock’	or	capital,	the
lower	the	rate	of	profit	in	relation	to	wages.
This	is	not	the	place	to	consider	the	flaws	in	Smith’s	economic	argument.	Suffice	it	to	say	that

any	mistakes	he	may	have	made	about	 the	relation	between	 the	growth	of	‘opulence’	and	 the
distribution	of	wealth	among	classes	only	made	it	easier	for	some	of	his	successors	to	factor
out	the	benevolence	of	his	intentions	and	reduce	his	economics	to	the	ruthless	operations	of	the
market.	 What	 is	 significant	 for	 our	 purposes	 is	 that,	 even	 if	 we	 reject	 conventional
interpretations	 of	 Smith	 as	 a	 ‘free	market’	 theorist	 in	 the	manner	 of	 a	 Friedrich	Hayek	 or	 a
Milton	Friedman,	even	if	we	insist	on	his	unrelenting	commitment	to	the	‘moral	sentiments’	and
equitable	distribution	or	the	role	of	the	state	in	achieving	those	ends,	even	if	his	advocacy	of	a
‘free’	market	presumes	its	contribution	to	justice	and	equity,	to	make	the	economic	mechanisms
of	 a	 capitalist	 market	 the	 engine	 of	 historical	 advance	 inevitably	 risks	 allowing	 market
imperatives	to	trump	other	social	goods.	In	the	manner	of	the	Lockean	paradigm,	the	advance
of	productivity	for	profit	seems	to	overtake	the	improvement	of	humanity	as	the	main	criterion
of	progress.

Capitalism	and	Democracy
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The	 elevation	 of	 market	 mechanisms	 to	 moral	 imperatives	 was	 clearly	 an	 important
development	 in	Western	 social	 thought.	 But	 capitalism	 would	 have	 even	 more	 far-reaching
effects	 in	 recasting	 the	 political	 terrain.	 The	 social	 map	 was	 completely	 redrawn	 by
capitalism’s	distinctive	configuration	of	political	and	economic	power;	and	ways	of	 thinking
about	rule	and	domination,	about	liberty	and	equality,	were	accordingly	transformed.
We	can	gain	some	perspective	on	these	transformations	by	looking	back	briefly	at	the	notions

of	freedom	and	equality	as	they	had	evolved	in	the	history	of	Western	political	theory.	It	had
become	fairly	common	to	defend	the	right	to	rule	while	acknowledging	and	even	stressing	the
universal	freedom	and	equality	of	men	(and,	of	course,	it	has	generally	been	men).	What	makes
Western	 political	 theory	 particularly	 interesting	 and	 even	 puzzling	 in	 this	 respect	 is	 that	 it
invented	a	defence	of	domination	not	 simply	combined	with,	but	 even	based	on,	 a	notion	of
equality,	 which	 specifically	 denies	 any	 natural	 division	 between	 ruler	 and	 ruled,	 or	 any
justification	 of	 domination	 on	 the	 grounds	 of	 natural	 inequality.	 Hobbes,	 who	 defends	 an
absolutist	monarchy	on	the	grounds	of	a	very	radical	notion	of	natural	equality	and	a	denial	that
there	 exists	 any	 natural	 division	 between	 ruler	 and	 ruled,	 may	 be	 the	 most	 extreme	 and
paradoxical	 example;	but	he	certainly	was	not	alone	 in	combining	equality	with	domination.
That	paradox	has	been	a	 staple	of	Western	political	 thought.	This	 is	not	 to	 say	 that	 ideas	of
equality	 and	 universal	 human	 community	 are	 exclusive	 to	 the	 culture	 of	what,	 for	 lack	 of	 a
better	term,	we	call	the	West;	and	neither	is	it	unusual	for	such	ideas	to	coexist	more	or	less
happily	with	the	realities	of	inequality	and	domination.	But	the	Western	canon	is	distinctive	in
its	systematic	mobilization	of	egalitarian	doctrines	and	ideas	of	a	universal	human	community
in	the	justification	of	both	class	and	imperial	domination.
As	 long	 as	 the	 principle	 of	 domination	 is	 accepted	 on	 its	 own	 terms	 –	 whether	 as	 the

‘mandate	of	heaven’	or	even	simply	on	the	basis	of	tradition	or	perhaps	hereditary	principles,
the	dynastic	principles	of	 royal	bloodlines	or	descent	 from	 the	Prophet	–	 it	can	be	perfectly
compatible	with	 the	 idea	of	general	 human	equality.	But	Western	political	 theory,	 at	 least	 at
certain	seminal	moments	 in	 its	history,	confronted	a	very	specific	problem	in	explicating	 the
juxtaposition	 of	 equality	 and	 domination.	 It	 had	 to	 find	 ways	 of	 explaining	 and	 justifying
domination	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 equality.	 Or,	 to	 put	 it	 another	 way,	 it	 had	 to	 find	 new	ways	 of
systematically	explaining	and	justifying	domination	itself.
The	idea	of	natural	equality	became	a	 troublesome	issue	when	and	because	it	was	coupled

with	a	notion	of	political	equality,	a	fundamental	challenge	to	the	very	idea	of	rule.	Before	the
ancient	Greeks	invented	a	wholly	new	civic	sphere	and	the	new	identity	of	citizenship,	it	had
always	been	clear	that	the	state	represented	domination,	even,	or	especially,	where	men	were
assumed	 to	 be	 naturally	 equal.	 But	 now,	 the	 state	 itself	 –	 in	 fact,	 the	 state	 above	 all	 –
represented	 equality.	 Equality,	 in	 other	 words,	 was	 not	 a	 simple	 fact	 of	 nature	 that	 had	 no
bearing	 on	 the	 right	 to	 rule.	 Equality	 resided	 in	 the	 political	 sphere	 itself,	 expressed	 in	 the
political	identity	of	citizenship.
In	 societies	where	wealth	 and	 dominance	 depended	 fundamentally	 on	 privileged	 access	 to

political	 rights,	 where	 economic	 power	 was	 so	 closely	 bound	 up	 with	 legal,	 political	 and
military	 status,	 the	 concept	 of	 civic	 equality	 posed	 serious	 risks	 to	 dominant	 classes.	 In	 the
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case	 of	 ancient	 Greek	 democracy,	 the	 invention	 of	 citizenship	 and	 civic	 equality,	 while	 it
certainly	 did	 not	 eliminate	 economic	 and	 social	 inequalities,	 had	 real	 practical	 effects	 on
disparities	of	economic	power,	limiting	the	possibilities	of	‘extra-economic’	exploitation.	The
citizenship	enjoyed	by	peasants,	for	instance,	spared	them	the	kinds	of	dependence	on	lords	or
a	tax-hungry	state	that	have	plagued	most	peasants	throughout	history.19
Yet	if	the	civic	ideal	seemed	a	threat	to	rulers	and	propertied	elites,	once	the	idea	had	taken

root	 it	 was	 difficult	 to	 eradicate;	 and	 it	 became	 necessary	 to	 find	 new	 ways	 of	 justifying
domination	within	a	civic	community.	Hellenistic	and	Roman	emperors	preserved	the	ancient
civic	principles	but	 found	ways	of	 adapting	 them	 to	 serve	 imperial	purposes.	Alexander	 the
Great	 and	 his	 successors,	 for	 instance,	 appropriated	 the	 principal	 themes	 that	 had	 emerged
from	 the	 life	 of	 the	 polis,	 its	 notions	 of	 citizenship,	 law,	 freedom	 and	 equality.	 They	 then
deprived	 these	 ideas	 of	 their	 subversive	 force	 by	 transplanting	 them	 from	 polis	 to
‘cosmopolis’,	 the	 universal	 polis	 of	 the	 Empire.	 On	 the	 elevated	 plane	 of	 the	 imperial
cosmopolis,	all	men	were	equal	under	 the	skin;	but	 in	 the	real	world	of	everyday	 life,	some
were	 rich	 and	 some	were	 poor,	 and	 the	 emperor	 ruled	 over	 all	 his	 imperial	 subjects.	 The
Roman	Empire	that	followed	would	perfect	this	strategy	of	displacing	the	civic	idea	to	a	less
dangerous	sphere.
The	 idea	 of	 the	 cosmopolis	 did	 have	 its	 own	 egalitarian	 possibilities.	 Hellenistic	 Stoic

philosophy,	for	example,	produced	the	idea	of	a	universal	cosmic	order	governed	by	principles
of	natural	reason,	a	kind	of	natural	law,	accessible	to	all	human	beings.20	But	Roman	Stoics
would	take	the	sting	out	of	this	idea.	Elaborating	their	own	conception	of	a	universal	empire,	a
single	 world	 empire	 ruled	 by	 one	 absolute	 ruler,	 the	 Romans	 found	 their	 own	 ways	 of
converting	 the	 old	 principles	 of	 the	 polis	 into	 imperial	 ideas.	 In	 the	 Roman	 concept	 of
citizenship,	 the	 ancient	 civic	 principles	 of	 active	 political	 agency	 were	 replaced	 by	 an
increasingly	passive	conception	of	citizenship.	At	the	same	time,	Roman	thinkers	(like	Cicero)
put	 their	 own	 distinctive	 stamp	 on	 the	 idea	 of	 natural	 law,	 neatly	 combining	 a	 notion	 of
universal	moral	 equality	with	 an	 explicit	 commitment	 to	 social	 and	 political	 inequality	 and
domination.	The	old	Greek	civic	community,	with	its	principles	of	freedom	and	equality,	was
removed	to	a	still	higher	level	of	abstraction,	still	more	detached	from	the	realities	of	social
inequality	and	political	hierarchy.
This	elaboration	of	natural	law	owed	a	great	deal	to	the	characteristically	Roman	duality	of

state	and	property,	political	power	and	ownership.	The	idea	of	 two	modes	of	authority,	each
with	its	own	distinctive	domain,	would	be	readily	adapted	not	only	to	asserting	the	imperium
of	Caesar	while	preserving	his	subjects’	dominium,	their	exclusive	claims	to	private	property,
but	 also	 to	 acknowledging	 the	 dominance	 of	 gods	while	 preserving	 the	 authority	 of	Caesar.
Even	when	the	 lines	between	property	and	 jurisdiction	were	blurred	by	 the	parcellization	of
sovereignty,	 the	 Roman	 legacy	 survived.	 The	 Romans	 produced	 a	 way	 of	 thinking	 about
property	and	spheres	of	authority	that	made	it	possible	to	insist	on	one	universal	cosmic	logos,
a	 universal	 and	 common	 natural	 law,	 the	 equality	 of	 all	 human	 beings,	 and	 even	 a	 supreme
divine	authority,	while	still	declaring	the	sanctity	of	private	property,	the	legitimacy	of	social
inequality	and	the	absolute	authority	of	earthly	governments	–	and	that	included	the	authority	of
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governments	that	by	any	reasonable	standard	defied	the	ethical	principles	of	divine	or	natural
law.	It	was	only	a	short	conceptual	step	to	Western	Christianity	and	its	distinctive	division	of
labour	between	Caesar	and	God.21	The	Western	Christian	tradition,	especially	 its	dissenting
sects,	 would,	 to	 be	 sure,	 produce	 its	 own	 kinds	 of	 radical	 egalitarianism;	 but	 its	 official
orthodoxies	 took	 the	 final	 step	 in	 relegating	 human	 equality	 to	 a	 sphere	 beyond	 this	world:
from	polis	to	cosmopolis	to	heaven.
In	the	Middle	Ages,	it	became	more	difficult	to	manage	the	delicate	balance	between	equality

in	 one	 sphere	 and	 domination	 in	 another.	 Even	 the	 old	 Christian	 dualism	 could	 not	 suffice.
Feudal	lordship	depended	unequivocally	on	a	legal	and	political	hierarchy	embodied	in	formal
status	 differences,	 and	 economic	 exploitation	 depended	 directly	 on	 that	 extra-economic
hierarchy.	The	capacity	of	landlords	to	exploit	the	labour	of	peasants	required	a	monopoly	of
political	and	military	power,	and	a	 legally	 formalized	structure	of	 lordship	and	dependence.
Feudal	 ideologies	 of	 domination	 tended	 to	 be	 quite	 explicit	 about	 their	 inegalitarian
foundations,	which	meant	that	Christian	brotherhood	and	equality	before	God	were	obliged	to
coexist	not	only	with	earthly	inequality	but	with	ideas	of	a	divinely	ordained	cosmic	hierarchy,
a	‘Great	Chain	of	Being’.
The	idea	of	a	universal	moral	equality	and	government	based	on	the	consent	of	naturally	free

men	would,	nonetheless,	 remain	deeply	 rooted	 in	 the	Western	 tradition;	and	 thinkers	worked
out	 elaborate	 conceptions	 of	 natural	 freedom	 and	 equality	 that	 did	 not	 endanger	 ideas	 of
unaccountable	 and	 virtually	 unconditional	 rule.	 Ideas	 of	 natural	 freedom,	 equality	 and
government	 by	 consent	 could	 even	 be	mobilized	 in	 defence	 of	 absolute	monarchical	 power.
Still,	 the	 strategy	 was	 not	 without	 its	 risks,	 which	 could	 be	 exploited	 by	 doctrines	 of
resistance.
There	would	be	a	brief	moment	in	the	‘Age	of	Enlightenment’	when	the	structure	of	privilege

and	 office	 in	 the	 absolutist	 state	 gave	 earthly	 equality	 a	 special	 salience	 among	 intellectual
elites.	But	this	would	soon	be	overtaken	by	a	different,	specifically	capitalist	culture,	with	its
own	conceptions	of	equality.	With	 the	advent	of	capitalism,	 the	 ideological	possibilities	and
the	 needs	 of	 dominant	 classes	 would	 change	 radically.	 Once	 economic	 power	 no	 longer
depended	on	extra-economic	status	or	privilege,	the	civic	ideal	of	political	equality	could	be
brought	 back	 to	 earth	 in	 wholly	 new	 ways.	 For	 the	 first	 time	 in	 history,	 the	 rhetoric	 of
democracy	could	become	the	preferred	and	systematic	ideological	strategy	of	domination,	both
class	 domination	 and	 imperialism.	 In	 the	 ‘early	 modern’	 period	 covered	 by	 this	 book,	 that
ideological	 strategy	 was	 not	 yet	 fully	 viable,	 but	 nor	 was	 it	 necessary	 or	 even	 possible
completely	 to	 suppress	 the	 civic	 ideal.	 Ruling	 ideas	were	 increasingly	 challenged	 by	more
democratic	aspirations,	and	new	ways	were	found	to	renegotiate,	in	new	historical	conditions,
the	relation	between	civic	equality	and	social	inequalities.
Locke’s	conception	of	property	is	a	milestone	in	Western	political	thought	not	simply	because

it	 represents	 a	 novel	 theory	 of	 property	 rights	 but	 because	 it	 points	 to	 a	 redefinition	 of	 the
political	sphere.	There	were,	in	Locke’s	time	and	thereafter,	significant	political	conflicts	over
the	meaning	 of	 property;	 and	 principles	 very	much	 like	 the	 ones	 Locke	was	 invoking	were
being	 used	 to	 underwrite	 new	 legal	 conceptions	 of	 property,	 to	 say	 nothing	 of	 colonial
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expansion.	The	capacity	to	mobilize	the	law	for	such	purposes,	and	to	gain	the	support	of	the
state	 in	 redefining	property,	of	course	presupposes	control	of	political	processes.	Privileged
access	to	the	political	domain	gave	propertied	classes	in	England	huge	advantages	in	shaping
the	 law	 to	 their	 requirements.	Yet	 the	 effect	 of	 redefining	 property	 in	 this	way	was	 to	 shift
relations	of	domination	away	from	politics	and	into	a	separate	economic	sphere.	It	would	be	a
long	time	before	political	rights	were	more	equally	distributed;	and	the	state	would	continue	to
be	 used	 by	 propertied	 classes,	 often	 with	 great	 force,	 to	 discipline	 their	 labouring
subordinates.	But	by	 the	 time	democratic	 rights	were	 finally	extended,	 the	disciplines	of	 the
market	and	capital’s	control	of	production	had	made	direct	coercion	by	the	state	less	important
to	 the	 dominant	 classes:	 political	 equality	would	 no	 longer	 have	 the	 same	 direct	 effects	 on
social	domination	and	economic	inequality.
In	eighteenth-century	England,	that	extension	of	democratic	rights	was	still	a	distant	prospect,

but	 the	 formation	 of	 an	 ‘economic’	 sphere	 distinct	 from	 the	 political	 domain	 was	 well
advanced;	 and	with	 it	would	 come	 a	new	conception	of	 politics	 and	democratic	 rights.	The
‘economy’	became	the	subject	of	a	new	mode	of	 theorizing,	 the	‘science’	of	economics.	The
classical	 political	 economists	 were	 not	 the	 first	 in	 history	 to	 reflect	 on	 the	 processes	 of
production,	 appropriation	 and	 distribution	 that	 are	 the	 primary	 subjects	 of	 the	 economic
discipline;	 nor	 were	 the	 English	 or	 the	 Scots	 the	 first	 to	 theorize	 about	 self-propelling
economic	‘circuits’.	But	never	before	the	advent	of	capitalism	had	it	been	possible	to	conceive
of	economic	processes	as	 abstracted	 from	 ‘non-economic’	 relations	and	practices,	operating
according	to	their	own	distinct	laws,	the	purely	‘economic’	laws	of	the	market,	and	without	the
integration	imposed	by	a	‘legal	despotism’	in	the	physiocratic	manner.	It	had	never	before	been
possible	 to	 conceptualize	 an	 ‘economy’	with	 its	 own	 forms	 of	 coercion,	 to	 which	 political
categories	 seemed	 not	 to	 apply.	 The	 ‘laws’	 of	 supply	 and	 demand,	 the	 production	 and
distribution	 of	 goods,	 or	 the	 formation	 of	 wages	 and	 prices	 could,	 for	 the	 purposes	 of
economic	‘science’,	be	treated	as	impersonal	mechanisms;	and	human	beings	in	the	economic
sphere	 could	 be	 perceived	 as	 abstract	 factors	 of	 production,	 whose	 relations	 to	 each	 other
were	very	different	from	the	relations	of	power,	domination	and	subordination	that	defined	the
political	sphere,	the	sphere	of	rulers	and	subjects	or	citizens	and	states.
This	 new	 kind	 of	 ‘economy’	 would	 redefine	 the	 political	 sphere.	 The	 development	 of

capitalism	was	making	it	possible	for	the	first	time	in	history	to	conceive	of	political	rights	as
having	 little	bearing	on	 the	distribution	of	social	and	economic	power;	and	 it	was	becoming
possible	 to	 imagine	 a	 distinct	 political	 sphere	 in	which	 all	 citizens	were	 formally	 equal,	 a
political	 sphere	 abstracted	 from	 the	 inequalities	 of	wealth	 and	 economic	 power	 outside	 the
political	domain.	Political	progress,	or	even	the	progress	of	democracy,	could	be	conceived	in
terms	 that	 were	 socially	 indifferent,	 with	 an	 emphasis	 on	 political	 and	 civil	 rights	 that
regulated	 the	 relations	 between	 citizen	 and	 state,	 not	 the	 maldistribution	 of	 social	 and
economic	power	among	citizens,	who	in	the	abstract	sphere	of	politics	were	equal.
If	in	the	‘Age	of	Enlightenment’	intellectual	elites,	and	not	only	popular	forces,	had	just	begun

to	 challenge	 the	 long	 Western	 tradition	 of	 transforming	 ideas	 of	 natural	 equality	 into
justifications	 of	 inequality	 and	 domination,	 capitalism	neatly	 circumvented	 that	 challenge	 by
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abstracting	the	political	sphere	from	economic	hierarchies	and	coercion.	It	made	possible	not
only	a	neat	division	of	labour	between	discrete	and	autonomous	‘sciences’,	which	is	reflected
in	 both	 classical	 political	 economy	 and	 liberal	 political	 philosophy,	 but	 also	 a	 view	 of	 the
world	 in	which	 ‘economic’	 forms	 of	 power	 and	 coercion	 are	 not	 recognized	 as	 power	 and
coercion	at	all.	In	the	political	domain,	it	may	be	necessary	to	limit	excesses	of	power	or	to
safeguard	democratic	liberties;	but	the	political	principles	of	liberty	and	checks	on	power	do
not	belong	in	the	‘economy’.	Indeed,	a	free	economy	is	one	in	which	economic	imperatives	are
given	 free	 rein.	The	 essence	of	 the	 capitalist	 ‘economy’	 is	 that	 a	 very	wide	 range	of	human
activities,	which	in	other	times	and	places	were	subject	to	the	state	or	to	communal	regulation
of	 various	 kinds,	 have	 been	 transferred	 to	 the	 economic	 domain.	 In	 that	 ever-expanding
domain,	human	beings	are	governed	not	only	by	the	hierarchies	of	the	workplace	but	also	by
the	compulsions	of	the	market,	the	relentless	requirements	of	profit-maximization	and	constant
capital	accumulation,	none	of	which	are	subject	to	democratic	freedom	or	accountability.
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