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Part 1: THE BREAKTHROUGH OF CAPITALISM AND THE RISE OF BOURGEOIS 
SOCIETY 
 
1.1 The search for a new framework (1450-1650) 
 
Renaissance refers to various important changes in the political and economic organization of european societies, the 
changing place of religion and the emergence of new ideas about man and society.  

- defined by the flourishing of the arts and literature based on the antiquity.  
- used by Italian humanists who wanted to show that after a long period of decline (dark middle ages) there was a 

rebirth.  
- refers to the gradual demise of the feudal system, emergence of new economic relationships, discovery of new lands 

by ship, new scientific insights and the introduction of knowledge from other world (gunpowder, compass,)  
 
= the old world order is being questioned (centric world order, medieval order) with the end result: rearrangements of forces 
within absolute nation states 
 
So in the early period there was an “aristocratic renaissance” (Bronowksi, Mazlish) with the central rediscovery of the classical 
works of antiquity and platonic idealism followed by an empirical and forward-looking period with faith in man’s future.  
 
1.1.1 The end of catholic hegemony  
 
= ecclesiastical1 ideology, culmination of humanities endeavours in the establishment of God’s kingdom on earth – all facets 
of the universe are organically linked 
 
Science frees itself from religious supervision, still fighting against superstitions. e.g. “witchcraft” shows that the belief in the 
mystical was popular 
 
Catholicism not only challenged by science but also by Protestantism which majorly challenged Christian traditions. The 
reformation and the counter reformation were externalisations of social unrest and attempts to establish a new community. 
Seeing political content through the religious form was pioneered by Max Weber (protestant ethics and the spirit of capitalism) 
and R.H Tawney (Religion and the rise of capitalism).  
 
Luther 
 
Luther’s introduction to formal education was at the University of Erfurt where there was already a conflict between the 
scholastics and the humanists. Humanism (but an intellectual movement expressing new self-awareness of the human mind 
centred on love for man and nature. Humanists were not anti-religious, so focused their criticism on abuse of and in the 
church. Luther himself was more interested in the search for God, the direct experience and not in “thinking”. Deeply changed 
and shocked by a Rome journey in 1510 which intoxicated him through altars, relics and churches and the general lush and 
decadent life of priests and bishops.  
 
He nailed his “95 theses of indulgence” on the door of the church in Wittenberg on 31.10.1517.  

- wanted to protest the commercialisation of indulgences as they undermined faith itself 
- criticised the whole theology of the church as he emphasized that repentance and personal piety alone are enough 

to achieve salvation, ergo no need for sacraments and an administrative organisations (church). 
 

- strived for the religious liberation of man, in order to create a direct bond between individual and god without the 
intervention of an ecclesiastical institution.  
 

Luther and inequality 
 

His religious radicalism was linked to political conservatism and an economic vision with still, a medieval scope. He stressed 
that all believers must submit to an “obrigkeit”.  
Both humanists and early German nationalists supported him because of this:  

- Humanists shared the critique for the excess and the sinfulness of the church, but wanted to reform from within, and 
not attack the whole institution itself.  

- Alliances and support: Economic and political concerns about the greed of the Italian popes  
- aspiration of a German Church was embedded with German social and national aspirations.  

 
1 relating to the Christian Church or its clergy. 
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Luther states that there can be no equality: “An earthly kingdom cannot exist without inequality. Some must be free, others 
must be serves, some must be rulers and others must be subjects ...” (link conservatism) 

His social conservatism in visible in his opposition to the peasants uprising, as he rejected social revolution. He thus advised 
to crush the protest and was open to violence as a mean. Rebellion against worldly authority should be met with harsh 
repression. He lost peasant support after the death of 100,000 in the uprisings, but nobility support enabled further spreads 
of his doctrine.  

Luther was convinced that serfdom2 was necessary in a society with unequal classes, demanding passive obedience. Neither 
oppression nor injustice are an excuse for rebellion – only spiritual demands are allowed by serfs. The inner freedom of faith 
could only be lived freely if political power was obeyed blindly, otherwise peace would give way to anarchy and conflict that 
would make spirituality impossible.  

Luther and Germany 

He restored German as a cultural language, he also pioneered the larger German unity as he withdrew the states from Rome’s 
authority and functioned as an exponent3 of pronationalism4.  

But he is suspicious towards trade and the financial world: economic utility is subordinate to moral rule and usury5 is one of 
the worst sins.  

Society according to him is a distributional system, where everyone has their place and their task: goods traded at a fair price, 
and a prohibition of production for profits sake. Foreign trade and imports should not be allowed. He condemned medieval 
superstition and the practices of the church but believed in the power of dark forces and demons. He isn’t a perpetuator of 
the values of the enlightenment just because he attacked the power of the Italian church.  

Calvin 

Calvin (1509-1564) after rejecting the catholic doctrine in 1533, fled France and settled in the more religiously tolerant Basel.  

“The Constitutes of Christian Religion”  

-  attempt to codify a rationally and logically constructed morality, state order and dogma 
- Assumption: men is a helpless being in the light of god’s omnipotence 
- assumes (radicalising Luther’s view) that fate is fixed, and that man can only hope for gods favour in the worldly life.  

Persuaded after the arrival 1537 in Geneva to reform the local church sparked support and then refusal in the citizens, which 
eventually banned him. Calvin only accepted to return on the condition that his Ordannances ecclésiastiques and 
Ordonnances sur le régime du peuple would be accepted without any prerequisite. Those who rejected these Orders left the 
city, were imprisoned or executed. Calvin’s power was now not only moral, but clearly also political. 

Profit =  result of diligence and hard work of individuals, self-realisation and work ethics are valued. Wealth has to be used as 
capital as believers had to lead an ascetic life. Here, Calvin clearly embraces the newly emerging economic order – critical on 
the catholic ban on interest but regulating the use of interest by strict ethical rules.  

Calvin’s political principles are expressions of religious zealotry6. The theocracy of Geneva consisted of a ministry (consisting 
of a disciplined group of protestant preachers who spread his strict doctrine) and a Consistory (responsible for morality in the 
city). It functioned as a court, investigating complaints and punishing. His church was not only organizing worship, but also 
enforcing and shaping a “perfect mankind” in order to be able to worship God. Both Luther and Calvin rejected new scientific 
insights.  

 
2 Leibeigenschaft 
3 vertreter 
4 Proto-Nationalist, would be someone who would want to prep a society for future Nationalism. They would try to convince 
as many people as possible that Nationalism is the answer to most or all of society’s problems, 
5 the illegal action or practice of lending money at unreasonably high rates of interest. 
6 Fanatiscism  
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Calvin’s dictatorial theocratic regime, intolerant of contradiction or deviation, was paradoxically also the gradually developing 
individual freedom and political individualism. It was not social origin but the degree of self-realisation through labour that 
determined worship and piety,   

The dream of one Christian roman empire shattered due to  

- declining authority of the catholic church in England and Germany 
- internal problems (e.g. after not having been paid on time, the mercenary soldiers of Charles V went to Rome, looting 

and setting it on fire) 

1.1.2 The flight to Utopia  

The increasing number of people who could read and write combined with the possibilities of printing was a growing problem 
for the authorities who understood the power of pamphlets etc. in the vernacular7 languages.  

Thomas More 

- wanted to understand the political reality and the social problems around him 
- convinced that the state should be there for its members and sympathized with the extreme poverty affecting a 

significant part of the English population.  

 “Utopia”  

fictious travelogue of Raphael Hythloday 

First part criticizes the situation in England, citing as the main cause the “exaggerated number of nobles, idle hornets that 
feed on the sweat and labour of others”, the mercenaries who are compared to “carnivorous animals” and the begging monks, 
“the worst vagabonds in the world”.  

To that, he adds, sheep farming for wool export and the associated enclosures. “These animals, so gentle, and so demanding 
everywhere else, are so voracious and wild that they eat the people and depopulate the countryside, villages and houses.”  

Society is crowned by a state that is nothing but a “conspiracy of the rich to have their own goods manufactured under the 
guise of the common good”. The sailor’s interlocutor remarks: “The poverty of the people is the fortress of the monarchy. 
Deprivation and misery take the courage, dull the souls, knead them to suffering and slavery ... to a point that the necessary 
energy to shake off the yoke is missing”. The answer to this is: “Doesn't he revive the one who can do nothing else but gain 
because he has nothing to lose?”. 

The second part, describing utopia, contains no reference to the gospel as a necessary underlying pattern for social order. 
Man, innately good of nature, is corrupted by private property, thus no private property exists. His writing seems very 
humanistic and even progressive, suggesting e.g. a humanization of criminal law. But: More was Lord Chancellor and 
convicted that the bible should only appear in Latin, only reluctantly publishing “Utopia” in vernacular English.  

His ideal of a society without money could seem as a longing for an ideal Christian, medieval order, and while he is convinced 
that that is crumbling, but he also fears the new economic order. He opposed the enclosure system, sympathized with small 
businesses and resisted the growing inequality and the new, early capitalist economic order. The idea of making the price 
dependent on supply and demand is strongly opposing the doctrine of the right price (stating that the price is determined by 
the needs of both parties to keep themselves in their status).  

It is important to state that all this does not mean that he wanted to help the people in a concrete sense or give them any 
political power. He is driven by feelings of justice and personal integrity. He realized that the increasing impoverishment of 
the people was not due to God or mysterious forces, but the advancing new socio-economic relationships (capitalism 
emerging). 

 
7 the language or dialect spoken by the ordinary people in a particular country or region. 
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1.1.3 Calling the citizens to order 

The “Long Parliament” (1640) was seen as an opportunity for the puritans to formulate their grievances against the regime 
of Charles I and demand redress. The “House of Lords” and the “House of Commons” were opposed to that – thus the 
opposition needed the support of the people for their demands.  

The list of grievances was called the “Grand Remonstrance”, and the demands were directed towards the people and not the 
king. The mobilisation of the people, and the potential consequences from that scared caused concern. The supporters of 
parliamentarism thus has to appeal to the numerical power of the middleman. The question of where power lies (kind or 
parliament) turned into a religious war. Religious people, strongly influenced by Calvinism, wanted a renewed religious 
inspiration and emphasised personal responsibility.  

Levellers 

- Core of this movement  
- Mouthpieces: John Lilburne and Richard Overton 
- anti-aristocratic views originated in Anti-Normandism: the “original” inhabitants of England were subdued by the 

French Normans, and thus foreign armies.  
- Following this logic, the current House of Lords was the collected descent of “William the Conqueror's fellow robbers, 

rogues, and thieves,” who have no other claim to their current status other than that resulting from the original abuse 
of power. The institutionalized church and the clergy were dismissed in equally striking terms as “dissembling 
hypocrites in a formal habit”.  

- were angry at rich traders in control of trade and industry, exploiting the poor from their monopoly position. The core 
of the conflict, according to them, is the social constriction between the poor and the rich. Everybody should be able 
to live from his work, and property is seen as the necessary condition for freedom. The rich were defined for their 
moral shortcomings: being vain, pompous and sinful.  

Anabaptists went against this notion in a more radical way – established communities where private property was abolished. 
Lilburne went against this and has 2 arguments to support private ownership:  

- who will make the effort to labour if he has to share with less productive people?  
- Why will men fight for their country if it is not to defend their property (land, wife, children)?  

“Agreement of the People” 

- new constitutions  
- basic principle is that the ultimate sovereignty rests with the people 
- For practical reasons, power must be delegated, but basic mistrust of authority remains.  
- Elected persons could only remain at their post for one or two years and were not automatically eligible for re-election. 
- Practical administration had very precise and limited powers with the “Council of State”  
- Power had to be decentralized 
- Courts should use vernacular language, use a simplified procedure and be assisted by a jury as much as possible.  

“the” people: questions remained about who should fit that category, thus be allowed to vote and participate politically? In 
their patriarchal view, women, children and domestic servants should not have voting rights. Voting rights were granted to all 
freeborn man over 21, excluding people according to not fitting the protestant work ethic like beggars and unemployed people. 
Levellers defined both “the rich” and “the poor” as a moral category. Later those categories also employed people.  

A central dilemma resulted out of the treatment of “the poor” – dividing them. A part of the people was open for collaboration 
with them, another part wanted to entrust the government only to the upper layers of society (higher moral qualities, better 
educated). They feared that after the rich lost their importance, that the middle layer would be overrun by the poor. Therefore, 
they made compromises with Oliver Cromwell and his army. Cromwell regarded religion as a private matter, as far as it didn’t 
endanger the stability of the country. He signed the death sentence for Charles I, refused the constitutional head of state, 
disbanded the parliament and replaced it with a rump parliament. He led the republic as a “Lord Protector”. Eventually the 
“Long Parliament” was re-installed, and Charles II crowned King. 
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1.1.4 Statism 
 
The nation state was established under strong central authority in the central countries, political fragmentation and absolutist 
rule in Italy and Germany, in the Iberian Peninsula with an absence of an actual nation-state but with an absolute ruler as 
head of state. In the core countries (F, UK) this gave rise to a proto-capitalist8 order, but formal leadership remained in the 
hands of the aristocracy. In other cases, absolutism meant only a reorganisation of feudal rule with little development for the 
weak bourgeoisie. One thing in common: old freedoms (e.g. relative regional autonomy) were diminishing.  
 
The legitimation for these new regimes was solely something for the upper echelons of society. The upper layer (aristocracy, 
rich traders, top officials) needed to be bound to absolutism. The more the state served their interest, the more they would 
accept absolutism. Absolute power has been advocated by both diverse justification and brute force. The justification of 
absolute power begins to fall apart as soon as rationality is thrown in the mix. The central issue is power and law, power from 
below or above. One of the major political issues during the Enlightenment is the different notions of what it means to be 
reasonable. According to Pascal, peace is the highest goal and in an ideal society it flows from the law.  
 
Justice is defined by power – this is the scope of Machiavelli’s and Hobbes thinking. 
 
Machiavelli 
 

- not so much interested in describing moral or honorable behavior or how a society should be run, but rather in the 
factuality of how a society was governed and how people behaved.  

- first to introduce a scientific view on human behaviour: by rejecting morality as the basic of a reflection on politics,  
- based himself on the empiricism that assumed that knowledge came from experience 
- formulated a number of postulates on human behaviour that reinforced his logical and rational pragmatism.  

 
Main point of departure:  

- human nature is always and everywhere the same 
- for politics one has to assume that it is bad by nature 
- His approach of scientific method remains speculative (focussing on the essence of politics and not its contextual 

manifestation)  
- His facts stemmed from the postulates from which he began. The emancipation of religious politics led to the gradual 

secularization of life and thought.  
- anticlerical, but not anti-religious 
- recognized the importance of religion as a social cement, his approach to it as an objectified thing enabling a 

secularized analysis of religion.  
 
La raison d’état is an end to itself, and to build it, all means are sacred – a capable army is essential for the stability of power. 
Machiavelli plead for a people’s army for their motivation – themselves and not just a wage.  
 
Freedom = security 
Security = order + inviolability of private property. 
 
“Popular Machiavellianism”:  People would tolerate any regime as long as their property remained untouched. The ruler had 
to aspire to be lovable, govern by consensus. “But because it is difficult to unite love and fear, it is safer to be feared - when 
one has to miss one - than to be loved". The reason for this is quite obvious. “Whether one will love you depends on the people, 
whether one will fear you depends on you”. The fact that morality seems to have been pushed aside, leads to the adage that 
the end justifies the means.   
 
Il Principe sees politics as a political art, without interference of morality or religion. Its central topic is the state, who was to 
be legitimized on results, not religion, tradition or history. Also, a rational art, based on the analysis of regularly recurring 
movements in society. He aspired to write something useful, not utopian.  

The reality of life is so far removed from the way one ought to live, that he, who disregards what one usually does because of 
what one should do, it will soon become apparent that he is more likely to destroy himself than to maintain himself. A man 
who wants to do good in all respects perishes among the many men who are not good”. To this he adds that anyone who 
relies on his own strength and force, rarely finds himself in danger. “Hence, all armed prophets have won while the unarmed 
prophets have perished". 

 
8 any early system of trade from which modern capitalism ultimately derives 
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He sees Italian renaissance as a source of political change that has given rise to European innovations. He wants to save Italy 
from political and economic fragmentation and foreign domination by secularizing politics and making it a science. He wanted 
to create the condition to perpetuate mercantilist9 capitalism. 
 
Thomas Hobbes (1588-1679)  
 
Also attempted to create a scientific philosophy as the core for the study of social problems. Supporter of critical inquiry and 
blind acceptance of authoritarian rule. Biographically strongly influenced by the English civil war (describing it as a period of 
anarchy and anomie) he studied the myth of the Leviathan.  
 
If man lived together in a state of nature, he would give in to his inherent impulses that drove him towards self-realization – 
so man will strive for power for himself and against others.  This society is a “homo homini lupus”10 society, in which each 
individual is both combative towards each other and in constant grip of fear of the power of the other and a fear of death. 
This fight of all against all can only be ended if freedom is given up for certainty. The unconditional, contractual transfer of 
sovereignty to the Leviathan (the moral good) ensures that man is freed from the struggle (self-realisation), granting stability 
and peace. The obligation to comply is assured through the contract, and in turn, the state assumes responsibility for the 
“commonwealth”.  
 
State is a body, its body the only source for law and legal certainty, imposing authority through the monopoly on the legitimate 
use of violence. Government is embedded in civil service, consolidating inequality and protecting private property. Many men 
are inevitably unable to maintain themselves, thus gov must also be responsible for the poor – all unable to care for 
themselves should receive the necessary resources. The rest was forcefully put to work by the state, and if this was not enough 
discipline, they had to emigrate.  
 
Morality coincided with public morality, contained in legislation. State power was absolute, so its expression was the law, 
which cannot be tested against justice, as subjective morality erodes the law. The same applies to religion that coincided with 
the state’s religion. Religion does not justify the Leviathan, on the contrary, the existence of absolute power is the reason for 
the existence of a state religion. 
 
The ultimate goal of the Leviathan – avoiding the anarchy that inevitably springs from the natural nature of man – was a 
necessary and sufficient reason for subjecting people to ‘law and order’. That state power would eventually turn against its 
people was a calculated risk. It was not an idealistic, but the most realistic form of gov.  

Benedict (Baruch) De Spinoza (1632-1677) continued Descartes’ rationalizing thinking.  

- took an innovative position with regard to the Bible and the knowledge it contained 
- stated that the Bible was not a scientific work, but rather a collection of historical stories that encouraged man to 

lead a virtuous life. "With a for his time unbelievable daring, Spinoza does not bend his reasoning to the common 
image of God, but he folds the image of God to his reasonable understanding. For him, God remains the beginning, 
and love of God the end; but his conception of God is determined by reason and reason alone"  

- developed an ethics, a doctrine of life, in which human egoism and his search for autonomy and power were central-  
this egoism could be perfected through the love of God.  

- In contrast to Hobbes, the 'state of nature' cannot be dissolved through a social contract. Man remains selfish even 
after the social contract -  it was better that the power was not in the hands of one person, defending the idea that a 
democracy was the only form of state that could balance the various opposing interests.  

1.2 The origin of bourgeois ideology 
1.2.1 The political foundation of bourgeois ideology 
 
John Locke (1632-1704)  
 
“Two treatises on government” 

o Great success with the opponents of the Ancien Regime  
o champion of civil liberties, as they idealized English parliamentarism  
o First treatise: king is a direct descendant of adam  
o Second treatise: “all man are born free”, everyone is “equally alike” 

 
Everyone has a right to life, thus acquire food, shelter, clothing etc., coming from a combination of nature (resources) and 
labour, making up 99% of the vale of those consumer goods.  

 
9 economic theory that trade generates wealth and is stimulated by the accumulation of profitable balances, which a 
government should encourage by means of protectionism. 
10 "A man is a wolf to another man," 
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“Labor of his body and the work of his hands are properly his...”, - combination of ones work is added to nature is his property. 
 
He makes modifications to Hobbes’ natural state: If labor is the property of a person, he may freely dispose of it. He may 
therefore also sell it, or another person may buy it. The buyer also becomes the owner of the labor, and thus, once mixed with 
the factor of nature, het also becomes the owner of its result: the products produced. What Locke wants to show is that a 
system of commodity production, and consequently of the social division between worker and entrepreneur, is not only not 
contrary to ‘natural law’, but logically results from it. 
 
Differences in wealth lead to individual or group envies – a political issue.  This is solved through the civil society – making a 
state necessary.  
Sovereignty is the peoples inalienable right, but executive and legislative powers are transferred (conditional + limited) to the 
political society through this civil society.  
The essence of man is “industrious and rational” – whoever failed to arise to the ideal to the successful full time worker and 
rational thinker (beggars, day labourers, workers) are not full members of ‘political society’ that is “nothing but the consent of 
any number of freemen capable of a majority to unite and incorporate into such a society ". Freemen are the only ones who 
can actively consent to this transferal of sovereignty, the rest given tacit11 consent, obligated to follow the law.  
 
Differentiation between “subject” and “citizen”: vast majority only subject, no citizens but object of the state and a passive 
element of the community.  
 
State authority (has legitimate monopoly of violence) can constrain opposition, but constant struggle is not ideal. Subjects, 
through passive consensus, have to accept or tolerate the system. Christianity must lead people to accept the existing order 
by means of a simple system of punishment and reward (hell and heaven). Religion becomes a functional instrument in the 
service of a political system. 
 
Separation of powers: The judiciary is left aside as being an appendix to the legislative, which is in principle above the 
executive. The monarch ensures the implementation of the law and has the residual authority to take measures in all matters 
that have not been dealt with by the legislator. “The godlike prince” can act against the law if it serves the interest of the 
people – but every tyrant can present himself as a servant of the people. Who will then judge the monarch and on the basis 
of which criterion? “The people shall be judge”, advocates Locke, by checking whether their interests are served or not. 
 
Property 
Interests stand for the preservation and expansion of private property, but individual interest overlap with those of the 
majority.  
He defends ownership, private property, as a whole, not as a fragmented phenomenon, and in his views on “majority rule” it 
is explicitly the case that the minority is bound by a majority decision.  
 
If the majority believes that its interests, and in the first instance those related to capital accumulation, are seriously damaged 
by the monarch, this should lead to the termination of the contract. In this way the king dethrones himself and becomes a 
rebel. 
Locke is neither an advocate of individual liberties vis a vis the state, nor for constitutionalism. his premise that everyone is 
born free and equal leads him ultimately to defend unequal rights and liberties. In a period of rising capitalism, he favors a 
strong state that promotes the system of private property.  
 
His ideas, in his time, were quite radical, as justifies rebellion against the king if he didn’t fulfil his contractual obligations. The 
autonomy of the freethinking person is at the forefront of this ethos. She is part of the elite, as Locke sees the difference in 
knowledge and judgement. This difference, for Locke, is the consequence of the unequal opportunities that individuals were 
given – defending slavery. 
 
Hume (1711-1776)  
 

- Sceptic of the evidential value of the humanities – as definite and certain values can only be acquired in algebra and 
mathematics. Causal consequences are derived from experience, thus not conclusive evidence, making future 
predictions impossible.  

- The belief in linear progress (spiritual and material) therefore lack any reasonable basis.  
- “Reason” shouldn’t be used to describe intuition, imagination or judgement as they can only give probability, not 

certainty 
- warns about “enthusiasm” with regard to religion (in extend, ideology) – logically concluding to moderation and 

tolerance. 
 
These limitations brought to light by the british and Scottish thinkers were absent from the thinking of the French philosophers.  
 

 
11 understood or implied without being stated. 
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Destutt de Tracy  
 

- describes ideology as an independent scientific principles that provides a theory and an explanation for the origin 
and existence of ideas.  

- With reason, he wants to test the truthfulness of the idea. Reason then, is without emotion, interest, traditions. The 
insufficiency of their institutions caused the French philosophers to construct a perfect, abstract counter world, and 
enlightenment was transformed into a radical political ideology that must liberate all humanity. 

 
Didertot & d’Alembert: Encyclopedias as an inventory of knowledge and a motor of social change, and in the France, also 
varying political dimensions.  
 
Enlightenment ideology is optimistic by nature, and it believes that the establishment of a rational and therefore happy society 
will gradually take place. 
 
Who is the rational person? 
 
- race (white as superior, supported by Hume and Volaire) 

o Humanity as a whole (Montesquieu, Helvetius, Condillac, Condorcet as universalists) 
o Consider women to be reasonable creatures, see upbringing and not nature as responsible in their position in the 

arts 
o Women have no natural inferiority  
o “the people”: “if the mob starts thinking everything will be lost” (Voltaire) 

 
The abstract human (the ideal of emancipation) – concrete white male person. Ultimately, the enlightenment philosophers 
wanted to prove the superiority of a modern capitalist but strongly layered, unequal, society in comparison with an Ancien 
Régime. 
 
Rousseau 
 

o Denies that man is solely rational  
o Emotions and passions are equally human and determine human agency 
o Romanticism  
o Man is innately and naturally good – only corrupted and made unhappy by civilization  
o Rejected capitalist commodity economy and everything that did not serve the community  
o Egoism leads to social polarization and the dehumanization of human relations 
o Equality through law  is an illusion  
o Market economy destroys creativity and freedom, and the damaging growth of city  
o Ideal society is a rural community, freed from feudalism.  

 
Enlightenment philosophers were oppsed to absolutism based on devine will, and the monopoly of power of the higher 
classes of nobility and clergy. Power should belong to the emerging elites, with them as a mouthpiece.  
 
Montesquieu 
 
Didn’t want to serve the interests of the emerging B, and he didn’t want to establish a democratic regime through his 
separation of power – only wanting to secure his position as a nobleman.  
 
Institutions can be explained rationally by virtue of the social functions they fulfill. Differs from the discourse at the time, 
because it doesn’t presuppose a social contract as a transition to a civil society.  
 
Natural order: class society with a monarchy  
Checks and balances are meant also to limit participation of the people.  
 
Enlightenment philosophers held a different political ideal – they favoured enlightened despotism12: 
Monarch serves by “everything for the people, nothing by the people” 
 
This is strongly opposing Rousseau who thinks that  

o Society should be based on a social contract between the people themselves – so sovereignty lies with the people 
themselves as an inalienable right  

o No transfer of sov to a Leviathan or similar rulers, nor a representative democracy  
o describes parliamentarism as a fiction, as the English people are only free in the moment they are voting  

 
12 the exercise of absolute power, especially in a cruel and oppressive way. 
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o Egalitarianism: private conflict of interest (“no citizen should be rich enough to buy another citizen and no one should 
be poor enough to sell himself”) needs to disappear so the volonte generale, the will of the community that serves 
only the interests of the community as a whole and not those of this or that group  

o Volonte de tous (will of all) = sum of all individual interests at stake  
o Public interest can only happen with social equality  
o The body that proclaims itself to be the guardian of this public interest, that must defend it and thus can and must 

punish the opponents, the apostates and the lukewarm 
 
A society founded in a social contract is a moral community. Rules are thus based on morality and reasonable feeling. 
Education must go beyond distribution of knowledge. He couldn’t see the transfer of the perks of capitalism to the peasants, 
which is precisely what enabled him to adapt this traditionalist framework of a romantic, free and equal peasant community.  
he is thus only a revolting romantic, not a revolutionary. He did not however, extend those thoughts to slavery.  
 
Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) 

Principal representative of utilitarianism = idea that ever human act must be measured by its consequences, and whether or 
not this contributes to the increase of happiness - happiness is measurable and quantifiable.  
Science can build a panoptic, from which the whole world can be viewed. The world can be divided into various parts, in which 
various shortcomings can be identified.  
This “moral arithmetic” makes it possible to calculate “the greatest happiness of the greatest number” – so the world can be 
reconstructed to relative perfection.  
The gov should direct its citizens principles in order to maximise happiness for the community.  
“Positive legislation” is a reflection of concrete rules of conducts and agreements, focuses all attention on the development 
of a policy that causes individual and collective happiness to coincide and increase in the future. Happiness can be broken 
down into single and multiple utility factors.  
 
Regressive utility: things / goods become less potent after repeated usage or consumption, generating less happiness.  
Rule of thumb for measuring happiness / well-being: private property  
He is saying that if we redistribute downwards, that would inflict suffering on the rich, which will then surpass the newly 
created happiness of the poor – rich will become poorer while the poor will not become rich  
 
So what makes Bentham so groundbreaking? He argued for the first time that there was such a thing as a social optimum 
that could be achieved through scientific planning – perfection is definable and could be realized.   
 
1.2.2 The economic foundations  
 
Adam Smith (1723-1790) 
 
Theory of Moral Sentiments: How can a man, who is mainly interest in himself, make moral judgements that also satisfy other? 
Leaving from Thomas Hobbes work, he is wondering if mankind truly is selfish and evil why is the “state of nature” not a 
reality? 
According to him, man does not only judge on the basis of self-interest, but equally on the basis of compassion. An imaginary 
neutral observer speaks to him and gives him advice – man usually chooses on the basis of this advice.  
 
He wanted to provide his contemporaries with a complete social philosophy that covered all aspects of life.  
 
Wealth of Nations: signaled the birth of modern economic thinking. His goal was to discover the causal laws that explain how 
wealth was created – and for that he needed to understand how people were interconnected, how they functioned as it were.  
 
It is determined by two factors: divison of labour (efficiency and increasing labour productivity) and the laissez-faire principle 
(private capital accumulation as an engine for further development), both implying a social division into owners of means of 
production and those who only have their labour-power to sell.  
 
Emphasis here is on production for the sake of production, according to private property expectations. The selfishness of the 
individual could best achieve the wealth of nations. The “invisible hand” stands for a number of economic laws which are 
beyond the control of men, but since they are regulating the markets automatically and are also improving general welfare, 
this is not necessary.  
 
Social sympathy (the capacity to understand or feel what another person is experiencing) as a moderating force to limit 
egoism. He is concerned about social inequality, and saw the solution (being a classic liberal) in a bright economic future. 
Any attempt of the gov itself to redistribute or shape the economic evolution will disrupt. One cannot escape the laws of supply 
and demand.  
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Ricardo (1772-1823)  
 

- struggled with the distribution of national income over interest, profit and wages or the tensions between landowners, 
entrepreneurs and workers. A core societal problem is the division of wealth over the different classes in society.  

- wanted to provide the industrial B with the necessary intellectual weapons in the political debates between the 
proponents and critics of the Corn Laws.13 

 
Content:  
 

- Each country must specialize in the production and sale of these products in which it is good. If they specialize, they 
can exchange their surpluses, and both benefit from it. A free market ensures the expansion of capitalism – but there 
are downsides. Certain entrepreneurs and sectors have to disappear. This lead to the “Corn Laws”, the question if 
the toll barriers should be removed.  

 
- a free market optimally ensures that inherent value and price coincide. 

 
Labor Value Theory: A commodity is a product that is manufactured for the market (not something for own use, nor a unique 
work of art). If there is an exchange between two goods then there must be a common measure to test their value. The price 
expresses the value in money of the commodity on the market, but does not determine the value. Something can, for example, 
be sold above or below its actual value. The value of the goods is determined (in part) by the total amount of labor invested 
in it. An amount of direct labor is invested in each commodity (the time needed to produce it) in addition to an amount of 
indirect labor (a fraction of the value of machines, the raw materials,... ). Given a balance between supply and demand, and 
an equal technical development within the production sector, there is identity between the natural value (expressed in labor) 
and the market value (expressed in money). If this is not the case, then there is a temporary discrepancy between the two. 
Or, put differently:  
 
Labor becomes a commodity with a price. Ricardo excludes the factor of exploitation: all individual workers offer their 
commodity (labor) on a market, receive the equivalent (maintenance of the labor-power), which leads to a natural wage (the 
translation into money).  
Secondly, Ricardo is aware that the workers live in miserable conditions but enforcing higher wages (e.g. through collective 
actions) goes against the free market. The only solution is that there should be a constant economic growth so that the 
demand for labor increases, eventually causing a certain scarcity, and ultimately leading to higher wages.  
 
Both Smith and Ricardo explain inequality and poverty through the laws of capitalism, but there are no indications that they 
do not find this poverty regrettable, nor do they think it should necessarily remain constant. With Malthus this is somewhat 
different. 
 
Thomas Malthus (1766-1834) 
 

- Hunger and disaster = inevitable fate of humanity.  
- Every living being is characterized by a number of physical impulses, which strive for satisfaction. One of those 

impulses is hunger, another is sexual appetite – there is no reconcilation due to a discrepancy (While the food supply 
grows according to an arithmetic series (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, ...), the population increases according to a geometric series 
(1, 2, 4, 8, 16, ...)) 

- Every effort to improve destiny is therefore bound to fail on the limits of human nature itself. If normal economic 
development cannot bring lasting progress, it is all the more superfluous to make an attempt to improve fate through 
the care of the poor.  

- These ‘demographic laws’ constituted an excellent argument for entrepreneurs to reject any demand for higher wages 
while maintaining the appearance that this was done out of charity (to avoid population surplus and therefore even 
greater poverty). 

- Moral restraint: If you cannot care for a child, get married later or not at all. He sees sexual drive as negative, and 
does not diminish exponentially with population growth. He is against sex without consequences, rejects artificial 
birth control. He also does not want families to become smaller, fearing that the urge to work will decrease which 
would be bad for the economy. Only the fear of misery is a lasting motivation to work.  

 
1.3 Aux armes citoyens14 
1.3.1 The decolonization 
 
Conflicts rising up to the independence idea: 

o Great war for the empire (1754) 
 

13 a series of 19th-century laws introduced to protect British farmers from foreign competition.  
 
14 To arms, citizen 
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o French defeat confirmed with Treaty of Paris (1763) 
o “no taxation without representation” 

 
Thomas Paine’s “On Common Sense” (1775) 

o New regime had to be democratic since Paine is deeply distrustful of any form of gov 
o One task for the gov: ensure that everyone can defend their interests 
o Opponent of all forms of hereditary power, monarchy in particular  
o People must control the authorities through their representatives 

 
“Rights of Man” 

o Universal right to vote  
o Against system of censitary voting  
o Ideal: harmonious society of independent citizen who are not divided by strict property boundaries 

 
Governments role – Paine as the “prophet of the modern welfare state” 

o wanted to give the government an extensive task with regard to social utilities and policies of redistribution 
o military spending should be reduced to the minimum 
o available funds should go to social sector 
o system of progressive taxes and taxes on inheritances 
o unemployment has to be lowered by means of public works 
o start up capital for young, poor families 
o education as a universal right and a prerequisite for democracy  

 
turns out that this was not adapted by the founding fathers, who also ignored pleas for womens rights. 
 
Other conflicts:  

o state structure (Jefferson for a confederative state, Hamilton and Adams for centralized state) 
o aristocratic south (based on slavery) and north (major industires) 

 
1.3.2 The Haitian Revolution 
Slavery as a central point in colonial behaviour 

o introduced Christianity  
o forced labour, rape, death, diseases 
o reduced population significantly  
o The growth of capitalism in parts of Western Europe and the very slow emergence of modern and Enlightened ideas 

on freedom and equality “began to take root at precisely the time that the economic practice of slavery-the 
systematic, highly sophisticated capitalist enslavement of non- Europeans as a labor force in the colonies-was 
increasing quantitatively and intensifying qualitatively to the point that by the mid-eighteenth century it came to 
underwrite the entire economic system of the West, paradoxically facilitating the global spread of the very 
Enlightenment ideals that were in such fundamental contradiction to it”  

Saint Domingue 
o One of the most profitable colonies in the world 
o Production of cane sugar, coffee, indigo and cotton 
o Made possible by the massive import of slaves who worked on the fields, as servants or in the sugar mills  
o White colonizers feared the majority of slaves  

Under Toussaint Louverture and Jean-Jacques Dessalines, the colonial armies of the French and British were defeated.  

The first and only successful slave revolt in modern history started in August 1791. By 1804, after more than a decade of 
struggle, the richest colony in the western hemisphere became the first black sovereign modern state, Haiti.  

Koen Bogaert (2020) : “The great accomplishment of the Haitian Revolution was not only the fact that the Haitians succeeded 
in driving out the two most powerful European Empires, but also that they violently exposed as myths the new European 
ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity. (...) Haitian revolutionaries redefined the meanings of freedom, equality and 
humanity, and went far beyond what their enlightened European contemporaries thought possible or even desirable. (...) 
Unlike the American or French revolution, the Haitian Revolution led to a new constitution in 1805 that explicitly prohibited 
slavery, as well as discrimination based on skin color. It broke with the then prevailing racist worldview and considered all 
Haitians, regardless of their skin color, as black (...) These radical ideals of the Haitian revolution represented the aspiration 
for a new humanism in a post-racial world that lived on in the works of later revolutionary thinkers such as Aimé Césaire and 
Frantz Fanon”.  
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1.3.3 The French Revolution 
 
Not just the prototype of a B revolution (end of feudalism and the monarchy, B took over pwer) but also internal struggle 
between 1789 and 1799. 
The various movements were held together by the wish to  

a) Crush the ancien regime  
b) Avoid foreign intervention 

 
Different views and conflicting interests on how the new society should look like.  

i. Economy: B wanted a free market economy, poors in cities wanted a guided economy with a fair distribution of wealth.  
ii. Agriculture: peasantry wanted a sufficiently big piece of land, farmers wanted large agricultural companies in function 

of greater profitability and profit maximization.  
iii. Politics: who is a citizen and who is a subject? 

 
Three periods within the French Revolution 

1) Assembly 1789-1792 
France became a constitutional monarchy in which the rich reserved the political power for themselves 
 

2) Convention (1792-1795) 
Revolution radicalized: Republican form of gov and broadened popular participation as a clear break with the 
past  
 

3) Directoire (1795-1799) 
Many political and socio – economic achievements were being scaled back  
“Thermidor of the revolution” – accommodation to normality – power is in the hands of a new elite (mix of 
veterans and newcomers)  
“the revolution devours its own” – the violence eventually turns against the radicals against themselves  
 

Trajectory:  
 

1) Assembly  

In fact, it is the aristocracy that ignites the fire of the revolution by its refusal to pay taxes. The three estates jointly demanded 
the convening of the Estates General, which Louis XVI only allowed after much opposition.  

A dividing issue immediately arose. The king, supported by large parts of the nobility and clergy, stated that each estate should 
have one vote while the upcoming bourgeoisie (the third estate) demanded the establishment of one national assembly. The 
famous slogan of Sieyès: “What is the third estate? Everything!”, points to the growing self-awareness of the bourgeoisie. 
When the Estates General congregated, it was transformed into an “Assemblée Nationale Constituante” (Constituent National 
Assembly). A non-violent transition to a constitutional monarchy now seemed perfectly feasible.  

However, the king decided otherwise by asking foreign troops to Paris, whereupon the Parisian population stormed the Bastille 
and armed itself. The King recoiled. The people had saved the bourgeois revolution for the first, but not the last, time. A period 
of national reconciliation followed, under the slogan: ‘the nation, the king, the law’. The nation, however, was very divided. 
There were passive citizens who were excluded from the right to vote due to insufficient ownership. Active citizens (in particular 
those who paid a certain amount of taxes) could appoint the electors. These electors, around 50,000, could in turn appoint 
the deputies. In order to be a candidate, it was not only necessary to pay substantial taxes, but to have land ownership.  

The king, his ministers, and the aristocrats did not stop fighting the regime by supporting both domestic uprisings and foreign 
aggressions. However, the leading group within the Assembly, the Girondins, which represented the most wealthy part of the 
bourgeoisie, did not dare to mobilize the masses to secure the revolution. Hébert, in his magazine "Le père Duchesne", bitterly 
observed: “The traders, Goddamnit (sic), have no homeland. As long as they believed that the revolution was beneficial to 
them, they supported it. They helped the sans-culottes to eliminate the nobility and parliaments, but it was to take the place 
of the aristocrats”. In the midst of tumultuous events, a large part of the lower bourgeoisie, organized in the Jacobin clubs, 
understood that the only way out of this impasse was one of radicalization, and to approach the masses for support. This 
resulted in an uprising in Paris, the capture of the Tuileries and the fall of the monarchy. With the Convention, the second 
phase of the revolution, power came in the hands of the Jacobins.  

2) Convention 

The new government was a revolutionary government, not a constitutional one. Robespierre explained this as follows. The 
only basis for a civil society is morality, virtue. Virtue means commitment to the public interest, so that the individual interest 
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is absorbed into it. In times of great social change and war, terror is the necessary ‘traveling companion’ of virtue. After all, 
without terror, virtue is powerless, but without virtue, terror degenerates into tyranny. One cannot, Robespierre argues, lead 
a revolution without doing a revolution. The Convention, whose executive power rests with the ‘Committees’ including the 
Comité du Salut Public, rapidly changed the face of the revolution. As Marat wrote in 1993: “It is through violence that freedom 
must be established and the moment has come to organize momentarily the despotism of freedom to crush the despotism 
of kings". Rousseau agreed.  

series of laws in June-July 1793  

o all feudal rights are abolished without compensation,  
o the possessions of the émigrés are sold in small plots 
o the communal lands were divided 
o forged a tie between the revolutionary leadership and the poor farmers,  
o also the death certificate of the Ancien Régime. 

 
o new Declaration of Human Rights was published.  
o new constitution was promulgated15 on 24 June  
- Article 1 of the Constitution stated that the purpose of any society is to provide for the necessities of life of needy 

citizens, either by offering them work or by providing them with what they need when they are unable to work.  
- A system of general voting rights (for men)  
- the right to education.  
- army was democratized, and transformed by the ‘levée en masse’(mass uprising).  
- Saint-Juste, a spokesperson for the Jacobins, stressed that military victories depended on a republican spirit, and 

that soldiers must receive a political education. In addition, the soldiers have the right to choose their own 
commanders... the first modern revolutionary army was born.  

However, hardly any mention was made of social relationships or other forms of popular participation. These themes were 
placed on the political agenda by the ‘leftist’ sans-culottes and by the far ‘left’, the so-called ‘bras-nus’ (the bare-armed) and 
‘enragés’.  

What does equality mean when a large part of the population lives in poverty? “The rich who don't want to share their opulence 
with the poor are people's enemies,” says Babeuf. What is liberty, wrote Leclercq, when the laws are made by those who are 
cut off from the reality? “Three hours waiting in line at a bakery for bread, forms the legislator better than sitting on the 
benches of the Convention for four years”.  

The ‘Jardin-des-Plantes’-section of the sans-culottes demanded from the Convention that  

- fixed prices for food and fixed profit margins would be established,  
- that a law on maximum earnings would be voted,  
- that no one should own more land then he would be able to cultivate,  
- that every citizen should not have more than one shop or workplace,...  

The Jacobins were between the hammer and anvil, because, on the one hand they did not want to compromise private 
property, but, on the other, they demanded urgent measures for the supply of the army and of the cities.  

At the beginning of September 1993, the armed sans-culottes entered the Convention by force, which put an end to the 
indecisiveness of the it. A system of guided economy was established. Necessary goods such as corn could be claimed, a 
system of price control and maximum profits were announced and state manufactures were set up (for the army). But the 
measures on maximum wages and the Le Chapelier law (which banned workers' associations) were maintained. The reign of 
terror ensured the forceful implementation of the decisions.  

The government had been pushed to the limits of its concessions, but the sans-culottes were unable to lead the revolution 
themselves. They remained a pressure group, and it was not surprising that the government was out to curtail them. Danton 
said threateningly: “We must not forget that for the overthrow of society perhaps peaks are needed, but for building and 
consolidating a society intellect and genius”. The popular societies were systematically eroded and the so-called ‘exagérés’ 
(those who exaggerate) were eliminated. The Revolutionary Government had rid itself of the organized people's movement, 
but at the same time Robespierre and his supporters had destroyed their protection against the political right. The danger of 
foreign invasions seemed to have been defused.  

 
15 promote or make widely known (an idea or cause). 
 




