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INTRODUCTION

Mme. de 3tael has not been a neglected figure in 
Intellectual history. As a critic and novelist, she has 
earned an entry in most literary anthologies and has been 
the subject of numerous books, treatises and monographs. 
Biographers have been drawn irresistibly to her for less 
esoteric reasons: her famed erotic life and legendary
political struggle with Napoleon. Among students of po­
litical thought she has fared less well, however. At­
tention to her writings has been negligible, despite the 
fact that the major portion of her oeuvre is devoted to 
the critical study of social and political institutions. 
Mme. de Stael's failure to attract scholarly attention 
may be attributed to a number of causes. Her outspoken 
defense of the bourgeoisie, besides seriously compro­
mising her theoretical vision, has made her a sinister 
and unfashionable figure in the Marxist dominated field 
of Revolutionary studies. Alternatively, she has been 
dismissed as a political propagandist and polemicist 
whose treatises offer little of permanent value. Still 
more damaging is the charge that Mme. de Stael's writings 
are fatally flawed by logical inconsistencies, ambiguouB 
arguments and contradictory perspectives.

During her own age, however, the impact of Mme. de
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Stael's writings was considerable, and not simply in terms of 
their immediate effect on the political situation of the day. 
She was, aa her biographer Albert Sorel suggests, the "muse" 
of Restoration liberalism.^ Thus Lamartine assessed most 
generously that quality of eclecticism that later critics 
have been less eager to applaud: "Her genius was like an an­
tique chorus, in which ell the great voices of the drama 
unite in one tumultuous concord."2 Following Lamartine's 
counsel, I shall not let Mme. de Stael's intellectual incon­
sistencies obscure her achievements nor shall I dismiss them 
as irrelevant to my concerns. Rather I shall observe that the 
tensions in her thought open up several fruitful avenues of 
inquiry: they focus our attention on her predicament as a
thinker at the crossroads of eighteenth and nineteenth cen­
tury cultures, as well as illuminate the disparate strands of 
thought obscured by all-encompassing terms like "Enlighten­
ment" or "Romanticism"; they compel us to examine the deli­
cate relationship between political theory and the practice of 
politics; and above all, they reveal an insatiably inquisitive 
mind eager to assimilate wide-ranging currents of ideas and 
apply them to problems unique to her revolutionary era.

As a theorist, Mme. de Stael's contributions reflect a 
broad range of concerns. She devoted considerable attention 
to the question of historical change conceived in terms of the 
paradigm of progress. To this well-worn eighteenth century 
theme she brought new perspectives, not the least important 
of which was her investigation of the historical evolution of
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the family. Her analysis of political progress exerted a 
profound Influence on Restoration historians like Guizot.
As a political sociologist, Mme. de Stael formulated the 
most sophisticated models of free society since Montesquieu, 
whose constructs she sought to adapt to the post-revolu­
tionary era. Her contrasting model of despotism —  derived 
from the experience of Napoleonic France —  substantially 
revised Mo,ntesquieu's older model to offer remarkable an­
ticipations of twentieth century theories of totalitarianism. 
Her studies of Germany, Italy and Ruseia Introduced the 
French public to unfamiliar cultures and fresh intellectual 
perspectives. Lastly, Mme. de Stael offered one of the 
earliest full-scale Interpretations of the French Revolu­
tion.

These three areas of Mme. de Stael's theoretical in­
terest —  historical progress, political sociology, and re­
volution —  define the contours of this dissertation. My 
investigation of these topics will be preceded by two intro­
ductory chapters: a biography and an analytical prolegomena.
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3-Albert Sorel, Mme, de Stael (Paris; Hachette, 
1 9 0 7 ), p .  197.

^Alphonse de Lamartine, History of the Girondists 
(New 'fork; Harper and Brothers, 1 8 4 9 ), I, pp. 1 9 8 -9 9 .
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CHAPTER I:
BIOGRAPHY

The present chapter launches this inquiry with a 
short biography of Mme. de Stael. It stresses no single 
mode of analysis, since to interpret Mme. de Stael's teach­
ing as the eclusive product of her social enviornment, in­
tellectual milieu, political ambitions, or psychological 
makeup is to disregard the very complexities that charac­
terize her life and thought. The dangers of adopting a 
single line of approach are illustrated by reference to 
George Sorel's chapter on Mme* de Stael in his The Illu­
sions of Progress.'*' Sorel seeks to relate the intellectual 
predominance of the idea of historical progress to the rise 
of the bourgeoisie in the eighteenth century. From this 
perspective, he depicts Mme. de Stael as a representative 
of tho ascendant social class whose material interests in- 
eluctibly led her to espouse the concept. Now it is quite 
true that Mme. de Stael consciously defended the interests 
of the Third Estate and enlisted the concept of progress to 
this end. Yet this strategy does not exhaust the content of 
her thought, and indeed does real injury to the complexity 
of her position. Consequently, Sorel passes over Mme. de 
Stael's ties to the nobility, as well as ignores other com­
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peting modes of historical legitimation (anoh as the appeal 
to precedent) also present in her writings. Nor does Sorel's 
rigid perspective allow him to appreciate the relativist 
strand in her thought which led her to champion cultural 
pluralism against the "progressive" ideal of a universally 
valid middle-class society. Lastly, Mme. de Stael's sexual 
self consciousness as an "exceptional" woman caused her to 
fear the spread of middle-class morality with its cult of 
domesticity and narrow sexual attitudes. Such considera­
tions lead to the conclusion that no single mode of analysis 
is sufficient to explain the quality of Mme. de Stael's 
mind. Thus this biography will not focus on any one as­
pect of her upbringing. Instead it will seek to illuminate 
the various social, political, intellectual and psychologi­
cal forces that contributed to shape her perspectives.

On April 22, 1766, eleven years before Louis XVI 
was to appoint her father Director-General of Finance, Ger­
maine Keeker was born In Paris at the Hotel Leblanc. That 
the date of her birth should be combined with a reference 
to her father's career Is only fitting, for It was Jacques 
Necker to whom Mme. de Stael was to owe the first and 
greatest of her Intellectual debts. Necker was a Genevean- 
b o m  Protestant of Germanic descecent. His father, Karl, 
a celebrated mathematician at the Academy of Geneva and a 
former tutor to George I of England, had, through the com­
bination of a Judicious marriage to the daughter of 
Geneva's First Syndic and his own scholarly accoraplish-
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ments, been granted burger's rights to the city. Unlike his 
father, Jacques elected to pursue a career finance, though 
he never abandoned an early interest in literature and phil­
osophy. At the age of eighteen, Necker was transferred to 
the Paris branch of the bank of Issac Vemet; he so assidu­
ously devoted himself to his duties that, fourteen years 
later, he was named as the sole director of the Bank of 
Thelusson (the successor to the Bank Vernet). Through a 
series of astute speculative maneuvers involving the sale of 
French and English treasury bonds, the wheat famine of 1764, 
and the liquidation of French holdings in Canada, Necker had
become, in the words of George Kelly, "an exceedingly rich 2
bourgeois." In 1768, four years after his marriage to 
Suzanne Curchod, he was appointed Geneva's resident minister 
in Paris; the following year he took over the directorship of 
the French East India Company, Necker's meteoric rise public 
acclaim as Finance Minister, until his forced resignation and 
exile in 1781, left an indelible impression on the young 
Germaine. At the age of fifteen, she extolled him as, "la
plus noble des ames ... 11 est environe de la puissante

. 3majeste du genie." 5 throughout her career eulogies to Necker 
would assume a prominent place in her writings. On a more ab­
stract level, his image nourished that strand in Mme. de 
Stael's thought which emphasized the role of the individual 
leader and historical actor.

Suzanne Curchod, born in the parsonage of Grassier, 
shared her future husband's Swiss origins. She was the daugh­
ter of an impoverished Presbyterian pastor; on her mother's
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side, she claimed ancestral ties to the petite noblesse 
(throughout her married life, Mme, Necker actively sought le­
gal confirmation of her noble status). Tutored by her father, 
she had, by the age of sixteen, become remarkably proficient 
in both the humanities and the sciences. Her intellect and 
striking good-looks assured her popularity, Edward Gibbon 
paid her court. She was elected president of the Academia des 
Eaux ou de la Poudrlere« in the neighboring city of Lausanne, 
There, her austere Calvinist upbringing was tempered by the 
quasi-deistic cultural theology practioed by the members of 
the Academy, Orphaned at twenty-six, she was obliged to pro­
vide for her own support as a companion to Mme, Vermenoux, a 
wealthy young widow, whom she accompanied to Paris, There she 
met and married Jacques Necker, Henceforth, Mme, Necker enlist­
ed her talents to advance her husband's career. To nurture his 
reputation in philosophical circles, she founded a salon on the 
rue de Clary which, over the next several years, she developed 
into one of the most celebrated intellectual meeting places in 
the capital. Among the habitues of Mme. Necker's salon were 
Diderot, d'Alembert, Grimm, Guard, Marmontel, Buffon, and the 
Abbes Raynal, Galiani, and Morellet,

Mme. Necker's salon contributed much to her young 
daughter's education. At an early age, Germaine became a regu­
lar member of her mother's select drawing-room society; indeed, 
until her twelfth year, she was to be deprived of the companion­
ship of her peers and allowed only the exclusive company of the 
nhlloaophes. Within this rarefied intellectual milieu,
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G-ermaine Necker assimilated the oross-currents of Ideas and 
mastered the dazzling conversational style that would serve 
her throughout her career* Her remarkable precocity Is at­
tested to In an account by Catherine Huberts

Apres le diner, 11 vlnt beaucoup de monde. Chacun 
en s'approohant de Mme. Necker dlsalt un mot a sa 
fllle ... Elle repondait a tout avec alsance et 
grace; on se plaisalt a 1 'attaquer, a l'embarras- 
ser, a exciter cette petite Imagination qul se montralt deja si brlllantej. Lea hommes les plus 
marquanta par leur esprit etalent ceux. qul s^at- tachalent davantage a la faire parler.

Germaine's formal education, austerely presided over by Mme. 
Neoker, was intensive, though not exceptional for an intel­
lectual of the period. By the age of eleven, she was fluent 
in Latin and knew some English; and undated devoir written in 
a child's hand and addressed to the question "Quel est le
meilleur des gouvernements?", prophetically reveals a prefer-

5ence for le gouvomoment mixte; by fifteen, she had annotat­
ed a copy of De 1 'esprit des lola. In literature, she was at­
tracted to the senslblllte of Rousseau and Richardson, and pat­
terned her early writings in their style; and thirteen, she 
drew the following rebuke from her mother*

Your style is rather high-flown. Do not go so 
much beyond yourself to praise and caress me.This shows a want of taste, common enought at 
your age. When one has lived longer one sees 
that the true way to please and to Interest 
people is to describe one's thought exactly; 
without affectation and without display.®

Her religious training, of especial concern to Mme, Necker who
professed an equal abhorrence of Catholics and materialists,
rigorously conformed to the tenets of Swiss Calvinism*
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A hypersensitive child, emotionally over-wrought by 
her mother's starchy severity, her concentrated regime of 
studies, and her foroe-fed maturity, Germaine Necker suffered 
a nervous collapse at the age of thirteen. On the order of 
Dr. Tronohin, Voltaire's celebrated physician, she was removed 
from her mother's exacting supervision and sent to the family's 
country estate at St. Ouen in the company of her only child­
hood friend, Catherine Huber. In the congenial atmosphere of 
th9 rural retreat, Germaine recovered her health and staged 
her first play, aptly titled Lea lnconvenlents de Paris. It 
was also during this period that she developed, an extraordinary 
attachment to her father. To escape the rigors of public of­
fice, Necker often visited St. Ouen where he indulged his af­
fection-starved daughter with the tenderness she required.
Her adoration of him bordered on idolatry; her relationship 
with her mother rapidly deteriorated into an intense rivalry 
for Necker's affections.

Following Necker's dismissal from office in 1781, the 
family retired to St* Ouen, where the former Director-General 
of Finance was assured by a steady flow of visitors of the un­
flagging sympathy and support of the nation. These accolades 
only served to reinforce Germaine's already unbounded esteem 
of Necker. Thus, she rebelled violently against a proposed 
marriage to William Pitt (who had recently resigned as Chan­
cellor of the Exchequer and was suitably Protestant), since it 
would necessitate her residence in England, away from her 
father. In 1784, Necker purchased the Chateau de Coppet, and 
there waited out his return to power. When the subject of
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marriage was again raised, Germaine, exhausted by the con­
frontation over Pitt, passively acquiesced to the choice of 
her parents, the Swedish ambassador to Paris, Eric Magnus,
Baron Stael de Holstein. She entered into the union with few 
illusions; the Baron de 3tael was handsome and possessed of a 
courtly charm, yet ineffectual and intellectually mediocre.
Of him, his future wife wrote:

M. de Stael ... est un homme parfaitement 
honn&te, incapable de dire, ni de faire une 
sottiae, raais sterile et sans ressort, 11 ne
peut rendre malheureuse que parce qu'll 
n'ajouters pas au bonheur et non parse qu'll le troublera. •

The frustrations borne of this mariage de oonvenance would 
nourish a permanent strand of Mme de Stael's thought: the ex­
ample of her parents, the lessons instilled by her literary 
heroines, her Calvinist upbringing and middle-class ideals 
all inflated her expectations of married life and magnified 
the emptiness of her own union. In her writings, she would 
compulsively examine the institution of marriage, analysing 
its various modes,, its role within the larger framework of the 
state, and, from an intimate perspective, its viability for 
the woman of genius.

Germaine Necker was wed to the Baron de Stael on Janu­
ary 14, 1786. The new ambassadress now presided over both the 
salon of her ailing mother and her own coterie at the Swedish 
embassy on the rue de Bac. Her efforts were almost entirely 
to marshaling support for her father's return to public offioe, 
an enterprise with took on greater urgency following the 
lettre de cachet Issued to Necker in April of 1787. Her des­
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patches to King Gustavus III of Sweden are her most signifi­
cant writings of the period; they contain, in addition to the 
predictable testiments to Necker's virtue, lively accounts of 
Court intrigues and Parisian gossip, as well as carefully ar­
gued caseB for religious toleration and the abolition of sla­
very. It was during this period, too, that Mme. de Stael com­
pleted her first essay of major importance, the Lettres sur 
les ecrlts et le caractere de J.J. Rousseau, published in 
1788. At the time of its composition, the works of Rousseau 
were enjoying a great vogue in France. Rousseau shared her 
Swiss heritage and had been a personal acquaintance of both 
her parents, as well as an intimate of Francois Coindet, 
Necker's secretary^ Others in Mme. de Stael's circle also 
knew Rousseau well, and her essay often cites their first­
hand testimony. Moreover Mme. de Stael considered herself, 
in many respects, Rousseau's spiritual disciple; her essay 
was intended to be, in George Poulet's words, a "critique
d'admiration ... une assimilation du sujet admlrateur au 

✓ .9sujet admire. Yet Mme. de Stael's appreciation of her mas­
ter was not wholly uncritical, and her essay is more com­
plex than Poulet's assessment suggests. Upon closer inspec­
tion, it becomes clear that Mme. de Stael's allegiance was, 
in fact, divided among several conflicting eighteenth cen­
tury traditions. Thus she could endorae Rousseau's ethic of 
natural sympathy, while complaining of his alleged devaluation 
of reason and displaying a cosmopolitanism anathema to the 
Genevan recluse. When not openly critical, her reading of 
Rousseau was often selective or Ideologically distorted. Her
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discussion of the second Discours failed to mention Rous­
seau's attack on the origins of private property, and she 
disengenuously argued that, in the Contrat social, Rousseau 
professed a preference for monarchy based on general consent. 
For reasons of the tensions it embodied, the modes of argu­
ment enlisted, and the themes advanced, Lettres sur Rousseau 
stands as a fertile anticipation of Mme. de Stael's mature 
thought.

Rousseau's own writings provide the framework of the 
essay. The opening letter examined three works: the first 
and second Dlscoura and the Lettre sur lea spectacles. Her 
discussion of the two PiBooura focused on Rousseau's concep­
tion of progress. Like Voltaire, she subscribed to the posi­
tion that Rousseau was a primltivlstj she criticized him for 
portraying only the negative consequences of progress, for 
failing to discriminate among its various spheres, and for 
falling to perceive that man's desire for knowledge is in­
nate. Nonetheless she applauded Rousseau's moral conviction 
and recommended his works for their cautionary value and in­
spired eloquence. The second letter was consecrated to the 
Nouvelle Helolse. which Mme. de 3tael examined from the stand­
point of its moral utility. The value of the novel, she main­
tained, "est dans son effet plus que dans son plan". If Rous­
seau was wrong to depict Julie's indiscretions, he neverthe­
less could arouse in his readers "1 'enthouslasme de virtue" 
through his Intimate grasp of the workings of the human heart. 
As a moralist, he rightly perceived that man's natural sentl-
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menta are the source of his virtues; that love is the most 
virtuous of the passions; and that melancholy is the dis­
position appropriate to the human condition. Lastly he 
properly revered marriage as "le lien auquel nature nous des­
tine!." The third letter was consecrated to the Emile, 
which she considered more significant for its individual in­
sights than for its over-all program. She especially admired 
the religious teaching of the Vicar Savoyard, though deemed 
it inferior to Necker's own De 1*Importance dea opinions re- 
llgleuaes. Mme. de Stael's severest criticism of the work 
was directed against the education of Sophie which, she main­
tained, equipped Etaile's bride only for a life of weakness 
and dependency. The fourth letter, a highly critical ex­
position of the Oontrat social, attacked Rousseau's injunc­
tion against representative government, labeling his recom­
mendations utopian and impractical. Against Rousseau's per­
fectionist blueprint, Mme. de Stael argued for the politics 
of the possible as represented by the tradition of Montes­
quieu and culminating in the statesmanship of Necker. She 
exhorted the Etats Qeneraux to rally to Necker as their 
"ange tutelaire." The fifth letter was devoted to Rousseau’s 
musical compositions and writings on botany; the sixth letter, 
based on the Confessions and the testimony of Rousseau's 
peers, examines the character of the Genevan philosopher.

Mme. de Stael continued to operate in Necker's shadow 
from the time of hla triuphant recall to office in August of 
1788 to his unlamented"retirement in September of 1790. If 
her literary output during this period was meager, her
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activities on her father's behalf were intense. Throughout
his career, Necker had provoked the emnity of the r.oyalists
who regarded his ideas on public credit and representative in-

10stitutlons as subversive to the monarchy; this hostility 
reached a peak in 1789* with the Comte d'Artois denouncing 
Necker as "un second Cromwell" and demanding his ouster be­
fore the convening of the Etats Qeneraux. Mme. de Stael de­
voted herself to the conduct of Necker's defense. In her 
capacity as ambassadress, she futily pleaded her father's 
case before Gustavu3 III, who was soon to emerge as the leader 
of the counterrevolution*

II faut que tous les soins de mon pere tendent a 
relever 1'autorite du roi. Si le pouvoir execu- 
tlf ne lui appartient pas en entier, si les troupes 
ne lui obeissent pas, ce pays eat perdu. Quand un 
gouvernement subsists depuis longtemps, il a 1'ap- 
parence qu'il est necessalre. C est comme les 
regies de l'arithmetique, dont on trouve la preuve en les renversant. Jamais mon pere n'a forme le 
projet d'en detuire les bases.11

The hub of Mme. de Stael's public relations operation 
was her salon on the rue de Bac. There she gave receptions 
for deputies representing all shades of opinion within the 
constitutional Left, including Malouet, the brothers Lamenth, 
Sieyes, Mounier, Lally-Tollendal, Jaucourt, Lafayette and 
Barnave. The members of her inner circle —  Guibert, Talley­
rand, Mathieu de Montmorency, and Narbonne —  were liberal 
aristocrats of ancient lineage. When the question of the 
future constitution was taken up in the National Assembly 
during August of 1789, Mme. de Stael used her salon as a 
platform for promoting Necker's views on the necessity of
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adopting English institutions. In this effort, her most out­
spoken critics were no longer the royalists, whose political 
ascendency was eclipsed by the course of events, but those 
liberals whose abhorrence of caste privilege prevented them 
from accepting any sort of institutional accomodation of the 
nobility. Foremost among these deputies wa3 the Abbe Sieyes, 
a disciple of Rousseau and Mably, v?ho propounded a scheme for 
the strict separation of powers between a unicameral legisla­
ture representing the unified national will and a royal execu­
tive without power of veto. Against the minimal constitution­
alism of Sieyes and his supporters, Mme. de Stael, as Necker’s 
agent, rallied to that wing of the Assembly which had urged 
the adoption of a more complex Institutional structure. The 
proposals of deputies like Mounier, Kalcuet and Lally-Tollen^ 
dal (with individual variations in detail, they advocated a 
balance of powers between a bicameral legislature and an ex­
ecutive, linked by a system of checks that would include a 
royal veto) owed much to the writings of Montesquieu and his 
disciples Blackstone and deLolme, as well as to American
models like John Adams' Defense of the Constitution of the 

12United States. Adherents of this tradition of thought were
dubbed "Anglomaniacs" by their opponents (although, as R.R.
Palmer correctly argues, the appelation dlsengenuously ignored 

13their debt to American examples ), a label with sinister con­
notations in the wake of the American Revolution. Mme. de 
Stael welcomed the epithet, however. Like Necker she main­
tained the the interests of the nation would best be served 
by the adoption of English institutions. Against the popular
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charge that the House of Lords was a seat of corruption and 
bastion of privilege incompatible with the principles of the 
Revolution, Mme. de Stael submitted that only a hereditary 
upper chamber with membership drawn from ancient lineage 
could reconcile the aristocracy to the new regime and confer 
upon it the advantages of legitimacy rooted in tradition. 
Butresslng Necker’s efforts, she urged that the executive be 
empowered with a royal veto. As revealed in her correspon­
dence Mme. de Stael assisuously promoted these schemes in 
her salon. Nonetheless a letter to her husband dated Octo­
ber 19, 1790 no doubt exaggerated the extent of her efforts, 
"Tu n'a pas d'idee du mouvement que Je me donne pour etre a 
mci seule une assembles nationals entiere.""^ Mme. de 
Stael's pleas for a compromise with tradition, while emi­
nently reasonable, were, given the configuration of forces 
mapped against her, politically unrealistic: the majority
of the tiers etat supported Sieyes sweeping repudiation of 
the past, while royalists had no intention of compromising 
with the future. Throughout Mme. de Stael's public career, 
the dilemma of "middlingness"1^ would continue to plague her.

Failing to keep apace with the Revolution, Necker 
resigned his office in September 1790 and bitterly re­
treated to Coppet where he set about writing a defense of 
his administration. His daughter returned with him, be­
moaning his lost reputation, but already displaying an in­
dependence and flexibility of mind that would eventually 
lead to a temporary break with Necker's rigid political 
views. Thus despite her father's opposition to the measure,
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Mme. de Stael accepted the nationalization of church proper­
ties as economically sound and, in a letter of October 1790^ 
urged her husband to Invest in the expropriated lands.

Unable to bear the solitude of Coppet, Mme. de Stael 
returned to her salon on the rue de Bac in January 1791. For 
the first time in her career, her activities would not be 
directly in the service of Necker's political fortunes. 
Against the rising tide of extremism, her energies were de­
voted to consolidating the position of the moderates, whose 
ranks were badly splintered between Condorcet and Brlssot on 
the Left and the Triumvirate of Barnave, Duport and A,
Lamenth on the Right. The situation of the moderates was 
precariousJ while emigre aristocrats threatened to restore 
the Old Regime by means of armed foreign intervention, dis­
satisfaction with the restrictive policies of the bourgeois 
National Assembly had given rise, among large numbers of 
"passive'’ citizens, to a proliferation of radical revolu­
tionary clubs demanding egalitarian reforms incompatible 
with the interests of the dominant tiers etat. Increasingly 
menacing activities of the Jacobins and later the Cordelier 
Club, prompted passage, in the spring of 1791» of various
measures directed at inhibiting assaults on the newly won

18prerogatives of the bourgeoisie. For Mme. de Stael, the 
immediate task was to arrest the course of the Revolution 
without sacrificing its gains, defined as the establish­
ment of a clearly structured constitutional monarchy, the 
political enfranchisement of the bourgeoisie, and the guaren- 
tee of civil liberties for all citizens. To accomplish these
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ends, the moderates would have to close ranks and agree on a 
firm political program. Casting herself in the role of arbit- 
ress, Mme. de Stael established her salon as a meeting place 
for leaders of the various moderate factions, with the hope 
of reconciling their disparate positions behind a single stan­
dard. To Influence opinion on a broader scale, she used 
Suard's newspaper, Les Independans. as a platform for her 
views. In April she published an essay entitled "A quels 
signes peut-on connoitre quelle est 1*opinion de la majorite 
de la nation?" in which she deftly employed revolutionary 
rhetoric in support of moderate goals* The essay, which 
equated the "volonte permante et generale" with the desire 
for order, liberty and repose, urged "lea royalistes et les 
republicans" to assert their common allegiance to these 
values against the subversive assaults of the Jacobins and 
counterrevolutionaries.

Mme. de Stael became actively involved in the pro­
jects of the Feuillant Club, a group of moderates organized 
as a breakaway from the Jacobins following the angry repub­
lican demonstrations on the Champ de Mars (July 17)# The 
goal of the Feuillants was to revise the constitution in 
favor of a strengthened executive and bicameral legislature, 
facilitating the restoration of order and undercutting the 
demands of the emigres for a return to the Old Regime. These 
plans miscarried, however, owing to a general mistrust of the 
Triumvirate and Intransigent right-wing opposition in the As­
sembly. The Constitution of 1791, ratified in September, pro­
vided for a unicameral legislature over which the King had a
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suspensive veto, but no power of dissolution. As revealed 
in a letter to Nils von Roaenstein, it was a sharp disap­
pointment to Mme. de Stael:

... Je trouve la constitution de France detestable.
Elle n'etabllt aucun equillbre. Si le roi a la ma­jorite dans la Beul chambre qui existe, il peut tout; 
s'il ne l'a pas, il ne peut rien. Que la constiiu- 
tion d'Angleterre est plus habllement combineei y

Mme. de Stael's most significant, if short-lived, 
accomplishment of the period was Narbonne's appointment as 
Minister of War in December 1791. In this, as well as in 
the subsequent conduct of his ministry, she played a de­
cisive role. Only with great reluctance did Mme. de Stael 
commit herself to a pro-war policy as the last remaining 
hope of consolidating royal authority and checking the 
mounting offensives of extremists on both sides. A success­
ful military campaign against reactionary foreign powers 
harboring the emigres would, she reasoned, crush the threat 
of counterrevolution, while a central government strength­
ened by its control of the war machine could effectively 
act to contain the internal offensive of the Jacobins. Ul­
timately, a reinforced executive branch could be transformed
into an "English style ministry which would make polidy sub- 

20Ject to legislative approval." Narbonne, whose llason with 
Mme. de Stael was at once romantic and political, was to be 
the instrument of such a strategy. Her intrigues on his be­
half were prodigious. To widen the base of Narbonne's sup­
port, Mme. de Stael cultivated a tenuous allaince with the 
Brissotins, whose pro-war sympathies were motivated by the
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contrasting objective of undermining the King's authority by 
exposing his cabals with foreign reactionnaries. She played 
a considerable role in the missions of Talleyrand and Segur, 
as well as in negotiations with the Duke of Brunswick. It 
was Mme. de Stael who drafted a major portion of Narbonne's 
memorandum of February 24 counseling Louis XVI to purge his 
Court of counterrevolutionaries and place his confidence in 
the propertied bourgeoisie, that class whose material stake 
in the social order dictated a policy cf restraint. Nar­
bonne's ministry fell victim to royalist intrigues in March, 
paving the way for the ascendency of the Brissotins and dash­
ing Mme. de Stael's hopes for arresting the leftward trend 
of the Revolution. Her political influence eclipsed and 
her life endangered, Mme. de Stael fled Paris to Coppet Just 
prior.to the September Massacres. Her lafct efforts were de­
voted to arranging for the escape of constitutionalist 
friends, including Narbonne, Mathieu de Montmorency, Lally- 
Tolendal and Francois Jauccurt.

Thus concluded Mme. de Stael's direct Involvment in 
revolutionary politics until her return to Paris in 1795.
She remained mired in domestic' altercations over her llason 
with Narbonne until December 1792. Having given birth to 
Narbonne's son the previous month, Mme. de Stael left Swit­
zerland to Join her lover who was then living, along with 
other members of their circle, at Juniper Hall in Surrey, 
England, a mansion she had rented as a shelter for refugees 
from the Terror. Her stay in England was attended by a num­
ber of personal and political reverses. Narbonne, remorseful
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over his role in events which culminated in the trial and ex­
ecution of Louis XVI, placed the blame for the course of his 
political career on his intriguing mistress. Her reception 
by English society was no less chilly. The events of the Ter­
ror and the propeganda efforts of the emigres having combined 
to create a climate of blanket hostility to the Revolution, 
Mme. de Stael and her circle fell victim to the indiscriminate 
suspicions of the English: they were shunned as perpetrators
of the Revolution and Jacobin sympathizers. Nor was the re­
spectability of the Juniperlan colony enhanced by their un­
conventional living arrangements. Horace Walpole, who 
frowned on "unmarried couples," refused to receive them at 
Strawberry Hill and Fanny Burney was forced by her family to 
break off relations with the group. It was during this peri­
od that Mme. de Stael began work on De 1'influence des pas­
sions. an essay in which she publicly nursed her emotional 
wounds as well as offered a political analysis of the Terror. 
She returned to Switzerland in June 1973* once again devoting 
her energy to the rescue of aristocratic friends imperiled by 
the Terror. In September she anonymously published Reflex­
ions 3ur le proces de la reine, a plea to spare the life of 
Marie Antoinette on humanitarian grounds.

The following year, Mme. de 3tael took up residence
in Mezery, near Lausanne. The move proved decisive to her
career, for it was there that she first made the acquaintance
of Benjamin Constant. A Swiss Protestant, Intellectually

21formed by the Scottish Enlightenment and gifted with re­
markable eloquence, Constant immediately captured the atten­
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tion of his future mistress. In him, Mme. de Stael dis­
covered an ideal collaborator. Sharing his libertarian 
views, she introduced Constant to a career as a statesman 
and political theorist. With Constant at her side, she com­
posed the Reflexions sur la palx, adressea a M. Pitt et aux
Francala in late 1794, a work intended tc reconcile her with 

22the new Thermidorian regime. The first section of the pam­
phlet, addressed to William Pitt as the leader of the coali­
tion powers, called upon the allies to make peace with the 
Thermidorian Republic. Alluding to the ruinous consequences 
of continued warfare, she argued that 1) the French, al­
though Internally rent by political factionalism, were 
united bohind a patriotic determination to resist foreign 
invasion and hence were militarily invincible, and 2) a 
continuing policy of war would only serve to strengthen 
the hand of the Jacobins, whose last remaining base of sup­
port was the redoutable patriotism of the French in time 
of crisis. Her recommendation —  negotiate a peace set­
tlement that will allow social order to be restored. Only 
with the normalization of political life could the counsels 
of peace and moderation prevail. The second half of the 
pamphlet was addressed to the French nation; it recalled 
the dangers of fanaticism and urged that the Revolution's 
gains be cemented by consolidating the ranks of the moder­
ate propertied class. Mme. de Stael professed no abstract 
preference for any particular form of government; but 
whereas she had earlier defended the relative social advan-
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tages of a constitutional monarchy, she now accepted a re­
public modeled on the United States as a viable alternative.

Mme. de Stael'a declared acceptance of a republican 
regime was received with skepticism in the French capital. 
The Thermidorian press vilified her. Pointing an insinu­
ating finger at her relations with prominent monarchists 
like Narbonne, republican Journalists stridently depicted 
Mme. de 3tael as an intrigant, plotting to overthrow the 
government and restore the monarchy. Indeed her character 
had been so discredited that M. de Stael, then in Paris to 
negotiate Swedish recognition of the French republic, at­
tempted to postpone his wife's return, fearing that her 
presence might Jeopardize his political standing. Un­
daunted by the attacks mounted against her, Mme. de Stael 
arrived in Paris, accompanied by Benjamin Constant and un­
der the cover of her husband's diplomatic immunity, on May 
25, 1795. On 15 prarial (June 3), she struck back at her 
accusers by publishing in Suard's Nouvelles politlques et 
etrangeres an unequivocal declaration of her commitment to 
the republicS

Je declare que Je ne partage pas le prejuge’ qui 
ferait tenir a telle forme de constitution par des considerations etrangeres au bonheur et a la 
volonte de^la nation^qui 1'adopts; et que Je sou- 
haite sincerement l'etabllssement de la republic 
que franqaise sur les bases sacrees de la Justice 
et de l'huraanite, parcequ'l m'est deraontre que, dans les circonstancea actuelles, le gouverne- 
ment republicain peut seul donner du repos et de 
la llberte a la France.

Despite the fact that by this open declaration of support
for the republic she broke with the views of intimate
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friends like Mathelu de Montmorency as well as those of her 
father, Mme. de Stael's "conversion" appears to have been 
sincere. Her correspondence corroborates that her re­
publicanism was not uniquely based on calculations of prac­
tical self-interest, but was also informed by a relativist 
theoretical posture. In a letter dated 5 May 1795, she 
spoke of the necessity of adapting one's perspective to 
given circumstances:

La constitution [l793l est impossible; et s'11 y 
avait une royaute, elle n'arriverait^que par une 
impulsionNsi forte que l'on ne s'arreterait sure- 
ment^pas a ce ^ue nous applons le point juste.
Je desire la ttepubllque si Je via, si J'existe en 
vivant, comme le seul gouvernement qui puisse et 
vous convenir, et ne pas deshonorer le France.^

Thus Mme. de Stael conceded that the moderate gains of the 
Revolution —  which she consistently regarded as the es­
tablishment of representative government, a propertied fran­
chise, and constitutionally guarenteed civil liberties -- 
had now to be preserved within a republican framework.

Mme. de Stael's efforts to reinstate herself met 
with temporary success, due, in no small measure, to the 
carefully cultivated patronage of Thermidorian luminaries 
like Roederer and Barras. Her salon reopened, it once 
again attracted the leading politicians and publicists of 
the day. In addition to Roederer and Barras, its habitues 
included Bolssy d'Anglas, Sieyes, Lajulnais, Suard, La 
Harpe, and Adrien Lezay-Marnesia. Initally absent from 
its ranks, however, were many former members of Mme. de 
Stael's circle —  men like Mallouet, Talleyrand and Mathieu
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de Montmorency, prevented from returning to Paris by the 
anti-emigre laws passed by the Convention. With the assis­
tance of Marle-Joseph Chenier, Mme. de Stael negotiated the 
repatriation of many such moderate royalists. She was un­
impressed with the leadership of the Thermidorian Oonven- 
tlonels, men of recent fortunes and low extraction, and 
hoped to secure places for members of her inner circle in 
the new Assembly. Consequently she objected strongly to 
the proposed decree of deux tiers, by which two-thirds of 
the deputies of the new legislature would be selected from 
among the members of the outgoing Convention, and enlisted 
Benjamin Constant to denounce the measure in the Nouvelles 
polltiques (6,7, and 8 measldor). His letters won the un­
solicited applause of ardent royalists, who openly Invited 
Constant and his collaboratress to cooperate with them to 
restore the monarchy, and predictably kindled resentment 
among the republican Conventionels. Mme. de Stael's inten­
tions ware further rendered suspect by her close friend­
ships with members of the Clichy Club, an association of 
moderate and reactionary monarchists later discribed by
one Directoral deputy as a "permanent conspiracy against 

25the Republic. Ih an effort to mollify republican hos­
tility, Constant publicly reversed his position the fol­
lowing month in the Republican francalse and authored a 
speech, delivered by the deputy Louvet, declaring that

26"without the Conventionels, a republic would be impossible."
Despite the apparent recklessness of her behavior,
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it was imperative that Mme. de Stael retain the favor of 
the Conventionels since, during this period, she had nur­
tured hopes of contributing to the framing of the Constitu­
tion of the Year III. Only four weeks after her arrival in 
Paris, Boissy d'Anglas, the rapporteur of the Comite dea 
onze, had presented his Dl3cours prelimirsaire, articulating 
a tentative framework for the new constitution to be re­
viewed by the Convention. In general, Mme. de Stael ap­
proved of the terms set by Boissy: she shared the view
that the new regime must be protected against the extremes 
of conservative reaction and social democracy; that wealth 
constituted evidence of enlightenment and was the criterion 
of legitimate political leadership; that property rights 
must be defended by a restricted political franchise; that 
civil liberty was a sufficient condition of equal economic 
opportunity; and that the Revolution embodied positive gains, 
but was deflected from its original course and betrayed by 
the Terror.

With regard to the structure of government proposed 
by Boissy, Mme. de Stael's attitude was more critical. As 
presented in the Dlscours prellmlnalre. the Constitution 
would provide for a strict separation of powers among a 
bicameral legislature, composed of a Council of Five Hundred 
and a Council of Elders; a five member Directory; and a High 
Court of Justice. The object of this arrangement was to pre­
vent a preponderance of power from accruing to any single 
branch of government. However, the total absence of any sys­
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tem of checks and balances left the constitution with no le­
gal means of dealing with possible conflicts between the 
several branches. On this issue, Mme. de Stael focused her 
principal criticism of the proposed constitution. True to 
the teachings of Montesquieu and Necker, she rejected the ar­
gument that a system of checks was Inimical to the protection 
of political liberty. Her present position recalled her ear­
lier stand with regard to the monarchical constitution of 
1791. Only an executive armed with a suspensive veto could 
mitigate the potential danger of impulsive legislative ac-' 
tion and, from a practical point of view, could hope to en­
list the crucial political support of the moderate royalists 
who remained convinced of the need for a constitutionally 
strong and independant executive branch. Secondly, while 
Mme. de 3tael championed the principle of a bicameral legis­
lature, she insisted that the chambers be adequately differ­
entiated; that the deputies of the lower chamber be subject 
to frequent election, while those of the upper chamber be as­
sured life tenure and a permanent annuity.

As before, Mme. de Stael's proposals were theoreti­
cally sound but politically unrealizable in face of the pre­
vailing prejudices against an "oligarchic" upper chamber and 
a potentially dictatorial veto. Indeed her ostensible com­
promise with "les circonBtances actuelles" was not sufficient 
to allay suspicions that her sympathies were really mon­
archist. With her accustomed vigor, she set out to promote 
her arguments. Her salon, the gathering place of leading
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Conventionels during the constitutional debate, served as 
the nucleus of her campaign. As attested to by her oppo­
nent, Legendre, Mme. de Stael's efforts to convince the 
deputies of the wisdom of her views were prodigious;

... que les reprdsentants du jaeuple dinent an famille, 
qu'ils dinent avec leurs collegues et leurs amis, mais qu'ils fuient ces banquets ou l'on cherche'a les 
corrompre. II n'est pas un membra de cette assembles 
qui n'ait requ des invitations frequences d'aller chez cette femme dont je me defie ...*7

Her Reflexions sur la -palx interleure. composed during this 
period and containing her views on the veto and upper cham­
ber, capped Mme. de Stael's political initiatives. The 
primary purpose of the essay was to marshal moderate sup­
port for the new republic (with or without her suggested con­
stitutional revisions). The pamphlet, divided into two sec­
tions, addressed both groups of the bifurcated moderate 
camp: the constitutional monarchists and their republican
counterparts. To the first group, she offered cogent rea­
sons why the monarchy no longer constituted a salutory po­
litical option, Her arguments were summed up by the obser­
vation that, "La France peut s'arreter dans la republique; 
mais pour arriver a la monarchic mixte, il faut passer par 
le gouverneraent militaire." The importance of the essay, 
however, lies in Mme. de Stael's attempt to found a consen­
sual basis for the new regime by articulating a set of 
values common to moderates of both camps. This intention 
is clearly revealed in the chapter entitled, "Que les prin- 
cipes des republicains amis de l'ordre, sont abaolument les 
memes que les principes des royalistes amis de la liberte."
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The principles cited include liberty, property, repose, and 
constitutional government. An impassioned plea for enlight­
ened leadership concluded the pamphlet.

Having failed to persuade the Conventionels either 
of the wisdom of her proposals or of her loyalty to the re­
public, Mme. de Stael retreated to Mathieu de Montmorency's 
chateau outside of Paris for the period of the September 
elections. In a futile attempt to stave off the royalist 
uprising of Vendemaire, she returned to the capital at the 
and of the month, only to find herself falsely accused of 
complicity in the aborted insurrection and forcibly ex­
pelled from France by the Committee of Public Safety. In 
the company of Constant and her father, she spent over a 
year of restless exile in Coppet. It was during this in­
terlude that she completed De 1'influence des passions, a 
work already begun durning her stay in England. The sub­
ject of the essay, Indicated in its full title, De 1*influ­
ence des passions s u p  le bonheur des lndlvldus et des na­
tions. clearly establishes Mme. de Stael's link with the 
Enlightenment. Although she abandoned her original in­
tention of treating the question of political felicity, an 
outline of the projected discussion is contained in the 
work's Introduction. In accordance with the teaching of 
the Ideologues, a group of savants who dominated intellec­
tual life under the Directory, Mme. de Stael proposed to 
demonstrate the applicability of the scientific method to 
problems of political order. Her specific contribution
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would focua on the acientiflc accomodation of the passions 
within the structure of the state. The body of the essay, 
however, addressed the question of individual hapiness, an 
inquiry falling outside the province of the scientific meth­
od. The first section examined the destructive effects of 
passion ("cette force impulsive qui entraSne 1 'homme inde- 
pendament de sa volonte") on the personal happiness of men. 
The two concluding sections explored ways of mitigating the 
passions through the cultivation of the less volitile fa­
cets of man's nature: paternal and conjugal tenderness,
friendship, religious belief, the lovo of study and philoso­
phy, and the practice of benevolence. The essay was a work 
of complex intentions. Within its pages could be found an 
interpretation of the Terror, a plea for compassion and po­
litical reconciliation following Thermidor, an introspective 
portrait of a "superior" woman bareing her emotional wounds, 
and a "liberal" vision of human nature emphasizing the value 
of man's private existence. Not the least of Mme. de Stael's 
purposes was to demonstrate her loyalty to the government, 
so as to obtain permission to return to France. Hence the 
essay is punctuated by desperate pleas for sympathy, solemn 
avowals of her good character and declarations of support 
for the Republic, Her efforts did not go unrewarded. The 
essay was accorded an enthusiastic reception by friendly 
critics like Suard and Roederer, and its authoress received 
a tacit political pardon.

After passing several months sequestered in Con­
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stant's abbey at Herivaux, Mme. de Stael returned to Paris 
to give birth to his daughter in June 1797. She quickly re­
sumed her political activities, committing herself whole­
heartedly to the defense of the Directorial constitution.
This stance precipitated a rupture with her former royalist 
colleagues, members of the Club Clichy, now posing an im­
minent threat to the Republic as a result of sweeping elec­
toral success in May. To counter the royalist offensive, 
supporters of the Directory under the stewardship of Ben­
jamin Constant, founded the Club du 3alm, with Mme. de Stael 
presiding as its official hostess. No longer stigmatized as 
a monarchist sympathizer, she eagerly ingratiated herself 
with members of the Directorial elite, cultivating an intim­
ate friendship with Barras and establishing close social 
ties with the Ideologues. Her ambition to serve as the re­
gime's political muse was further nourished by her success 
in securing the appointment of Talleyrand, an ex-lover, as 
Minister of Foreign Affairs. Her salon remained open to 
deputies of all political shadingB; pursuing a strategy of 
reconciliation through discussion, she continued attempts to 
salvage consensus for the beleagured regime. Notwithstand­
ing her efforts as a mediatress, she was an active partici­
pant in the preparations leading to the coup d'etat of the 
18th fructldor, which forcibly overturned the disloyal royal­
ist majority. If to "save" the Republic sanctioned a resort 
to violence, she did not condone the mass reprisals that 
followed in its wake. As Talleyrand observed, "Elle a fait
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le 18 fructidor, mais elle n'a pas fait le 19."2® Indeed 
her vigorous attempts to rescue royalist victims of the "dry 
guillotine," the term popularly used to characterize the 
mass deportations decreed by the Directory, aroused sus­
picions in republican circles, while her involvement in the 
plotting of the coup further disgraced her in the eyes of 
the monarchists.

As she was now out of favor with the ruling elite, 
as well as deplored by all factions of the opposition, Mme. 
de Stael's political influence waned considerably during the 
terra of the "second" Directory. Much of her time was, in 
fact, preoccupied by private matters such as the threatened 
invasion of her family property in Coppet by French troops. 
Shuttling between Coppet and various points in France, the 
subject of an intermittently enforced decree of exile, she 
produced no major political work until 1799 when, with the 
collaboration of Constant, she completed Les clrconstances 
actuelles qul peuvent terminer la Revolution. The treatise, 
which proposed revisions in the Constitution of the Year III 
and a general reconciliation of all political factions, was 
eclipsed by the events of the 18th brumalre and remained un­
published until 1932. It is a lengthy, often repetitious, 
work, which developed and enlarged upon already familiar 
themes. It proposed a theory of government Intended to dis­
credit both the Jacobin ideal of patriotic virtue and the 
royalist doctrine of divine right. The state, according to 
A%e. de Stael, was the source of Juridical penalties, neces-
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ssary to the maintenance of social order, but incapable of 
effecting the moral improvement of it citizens.

Within this context Mme. de Stael set out the cele­
brated theory of ancient and modern liberty: the former, an
anachronistic ideal attributed to the Jacobins, identified 
liberty viith political participation; the latter defined li­
berty as the absence of political Interference. The role of 
the modern state was, in essence, to protect the undisturbed 
private life of its citizens. Whereae the character of the 
ancients was moulded by their participation in civic life, 
the task of educating modern man fell to an intellectual 
elite of phllosophes and writers. Such arguments served the 
interests of the Ideologues, whose ideal of a Republic of 
Letters was enshrined in the National Institute founded in 
1795. Mme. de Stael's essay paid tribute to their faith in 
reason, the scientific method, and the perfectibility of man. 
Yet she was not an uncritical disciple. Proclaiming her 
sympathy with the movement to establish an offlcal republi­
can religion, Mme. de Stael favored Protestantism over the 
deistlc cult of theophilanthropy espoused by the majority of 
her colleagues. Her recommendations for constitutional re­
vision rehearsed familiar themes; she advocated a system of 
checks and balances Incorporating a strengthened executive 
and upper chamber. Nor did Mme. de Stael neglect the ques­
tion of political leadership. She acknowledged Jacobin 
charges of corruption in the ranks of the Directory and 
called for statesmen of senslblllte to provide the nation
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with moral direction. This tension between Mme. de Stael's 
minimalist conception of government and her positive empha­
sis on the potentialities of citizenship was to be a recur­
rent feature of her thought.

Mme. de Stael returned to Paris on the evening of 
the 18th brumaire. Like the members of the Institute, she 
was seduced by the vision of Napoleon as the savior of the 
Republic —  the embodiment of the virtuous political leader 
who would regenerate and restore a corrupt body politic.
She had, in fact, cherished hopes of reigning as Napoleon's 
mistress and political confidant; hopes which were soon ex­
tinguished by his repeated rejections of her advances and 
his publicly proclaimed distaste for intellectual women.
Yet her disenchantment with the hero of brumaire should not 
be seen as the consequence of his personal rebuffs, but 
rather as the result of Napoleon's increasingly brazen dis­
dain of republican institutions. It was not long before 
Mme. de Stael's disillusionment turned to open hostility. 
The occasion was a scathing attack by Benjamin Constant, 
then a member of the newly created Tribunate, against Napo­
leon's attempt to emasculate that body by proclaiming the 
right of the executive to dictate its procedures of debate.
Constant's speech of the 15th nlvol&e, which denounced the

29measure as a harbinger of "servitude and silence," pro­
voked the ire of Bonaparte and emptied the salon of Mme. de 
Stael, whom the First Counsel held personally responsible 
for Constant's invective.
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In April, Mme. de Stael published De la lltterature. 
Ostensibly presented as a gesture of conciliation with the 
regime, the work was actually a veiled polemic against Na­
poleon. It contained numerous references to the noxious ef­
fects of militarism and arbitrary rule, and it proclaimed 
Mme. de Stael's continued allegiance to the ideals of the 
Ideologues, a group which Napoleon had resolved to discredit. 
The treatise was far more than a political manifesto, how­
ever. The greater portion of the work was completed before 
Napoleon's rise to power and its intent was as much didaotic 
as partisan. Part I of the treatise expounded a theory of 
literature which synthesized Montesquieuan sociology with 
the doctrine of perfectibility championed by the Ideologues. 
It traced the development of the various literary genres 
through the principal epochs of history and explored the 
influence of national character on literary endeavor. Part 
II considered the role of literature in post-revolutionary 
society.

Although greeted with critical acclaim, the trea*
tise was petulantly dismissed by Napoleon:

Je me suis mis a 1 'etude au moins un quart d'heure 
pour tacher d'y comprendre quelque chose ... mais 
toute Inattention de mon intelligence n'a pas , 
reussi a trouver un sensQa une seule de ses idees 
rlput^ea si profoundes.-50

Indeed throughout the years 1800-1803, the two protagon­
ists followed a course of mutual provocation. For Bona­
parte, Mme. de Stael's salon activities remained a fester­
ing sore. Among the salon's regular visitors were members
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of his Intimate circle, including hie brothers Joseph and 
Lucien; moreover, he was receiving exaggerated reports of 
conspiratorial meetings from Mme. de Genlis, Mme. de Stael's 
literary rival. The purge of the Tribunate in 1802 pro­
voked an open clash, angered by the removal of Constant 
and his colleagues, many of whom were members of the Insti­
tute, Mme. de Stael pubicly dubbed Napoleon an "ldeophobe." 
In the Bpring, she particpated in the abortive General's 
Plot led by Bernadotte. Although he kept fully Informed of 
Mme. de Stael's intrigues, Napoleon took no formal measures 
to silence her until the publication of Delphine. A ram­
bling novel in epistolary style, Delphine was set during the 
period of the French Revolution. Its plot centered on the 
ill-fated love affair of Delphine d'Abbemar, a young widow 
whose exceptional senslblllte placed her outside the norms 
of conventional morality, and Leonce de Mcndoville, an aris­
tocrat whose susceptibility to social pressure led him to 
sacrifice happiness with Delphine for the sake of his repu­
tation. The novel's plea for the right of women to personal 
fulfillment was distasteful to Napoleon. Its tributes to 
the English constitution and attack on Catholicism in the 
wake of the Concordat seemed calculated provocations. Mme. 
de Stael was officially exiled from Paris in December, 1802. 
She set out for Germany the following October after having 
spent nearly a year engaged in futile attempts to obtain a 
pardon.

By a triumphal tour of Germany, where Delphine had 
reaped immense critical and popular success, Mme. de Stael
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hoped to strengthen her position domestically, Napoleon,
she reasoned, dared not refuse the petitions of a woman
"who was acclaimed abroad as the glory of the French civl- 

31iization." Her friendships with Germanophiles like 
Charles Villers, Camille Jordan, J.M. de Gerando and Lezay- 
Marnesia, as well as her research for De la lltterature. 
had given her a surface familiarity with the main currents 
of German thought. Despite her desire to enrich this know­
ledge, Mme. de Stael undertook the Journey with great reluc­
tance, For the remainder of her career, she would display 
a deep-seated ethnocentric distaste for travel^2that was not 
easily reconciled with her natural inquisitiveness and in­
tellectual cosmopolitanism:

II faut enfin partir et J'entrai dans cette Alie- 
magne dont Je connoissois a peine alors le merite 
lltteraire, avec un effrol tout a fait parisien.
Je ne voyois dans le reste du monde que l'^lolgne- 
ment de la France, et Je ne me faisois l'idee de 
rlen que cette maniere negative.53

Notwithstanding these initial reservations and an inauspi­
cious stopover in Frankfurt, Mme. de Stael's German sejour 
proved immensely valuable to her career. In Weimar, she 
made the acquaintance of Goethe, Schiller and Wleland, and 
was Intensively tutored in German philosophy by the young 
Englishman, Henry Crabb Robinson; in Berlin, she met Fichte 
and A.W. Schlegel, the expositor of German romanticism, 
whom she took back with her to Coppet as part of her house­
hold. Although Mme. de Stael's views had not been funda­
mentally altered by this first-hand exposure to German cul­
ture, the elements of Rousseauian emotionalism already pre*
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sent in her thought were further drawn out. The idea that 
the national-rootedneas and natural spontaneity of the Ger­
man culture could prove a salutary counterweight to the ex­
cessive social and intellectual worldliness of the French 
had occured to Mme. de Stael during her stay in Weimar. De 
l'Allemagne. the fruit of this inspiration, however, would 
not not be completed for another six years.

The news of Necker's death brought Mme. de Stael's 
trip to an abrupt and emotionally shattering conclusion. 
Upon returning to Coppet, she immersed herself in the task 
of preparing for publication a collection of her father's 
manuscripts. Seven months later (December, 1804), she de­
parted for Italy, accompanied by Schlegel and J.C.L. de 
Sismondi, the author of the Hlatolre des republlques ital- 
iennes au moyen age. Her intention was to collect materi­
als for her second novel. The six month visit which took 
Mme. de Stael from Milan to Naples was crammed with exhaus­
tive sight-seeing excursions, assiduous note-gathering, 
aristocratic soirees and public receptions. The Journey 
gave birth to Corlnne. a work aptly assessed as the "worst 
great novel ever written."''^ Like Delphine. it explored a 
foredoomed relationship between an exceptional woman and a 
man bound to the dictates of social convention. Unlike her 
earlier heroine, however, Corinne was portrayed as a woman 
of genius (a poetess), as well as possessing unique emo­
tional sensibility. Moat significantly, Corlnne stands as 
a work of comparative sociology. Plot lines fade into des-
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crlptions of the political, social and cultural determinants 
of the Italian nation. The novel's protagonists are less in­
dividual personalities than caricatures of their national 
traits: Ostwald embodies the liberal aristocracy of England;
d'Erfeuil symbolizes the frivolous French nobility; Corinne 
represents a hybrid of Italian passion and English reason.
The official press stigmatized the work as anti-French.

The years 1805-1810 have been dubbed "les grands 
Jours de Coppet." There In splendid isolation from Na­
poleonic hegemony a great proportion of the intellectual 
elite of Europe gathered to shape the nascent romantic move­
ment, producing such seminal works of literary criticism as 
Wilhelm Schlegel1s Cours sur la poesle dramatlque, Slsmondl fs 
De la litterature du midi de 1 'Europe, Prosper de Barante's 
Tableau de la lltterature franqalae aux XVIII6 slecle, Bon- 
stetten's L'Homme de Nord et 1 * homme du midi, Constant's pre­
face to Wallenstein, and Mme. de Stael's own De 1 'Allemagne. 
According to the Coppet circle, the roots of modern litera­
ture were German and Christian. This theory "seemed an ag-

*35gressive act of encirclement of French classicism" and car­
ried profound political implications that did not escape 
Napoleon. A common opposition to Napoleon unified the other­
wise disparate political philosophies of the group; this 
spirit of resistance generated works of polemical history 
like Slsmondi's recently uncovered Reoherches 3ur les con­
stitutions des peuples llbrea. In later years, the religious 
mysticism of Mme. Krudener and Zacharias Werner penetrated
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the Coppet circle. Seeking solace from emotionsal wounds, 
Mme de Stael showed sympathy for their teachings but 
stopped short of embracing a philosophy of Irrationalism 
and social withdrawal

Mme de Stael's residence at Coppet during this 
period was punctuated by a series of extended excursions 
outside the Lake Genevan retreat. From April 1806 to 
April 1807 she attempted to return to Paris. Her strategy 
was to approach the capital through a "circular system of 
approximations,"-*? progressively installing herself at 
Auxerre, Rouen and Meulan. Upon her arrival in Paris she 
was expelled at the directive of Napoleon. In 1808 Mme de 
Stael undertook a second trip to Germany for the purpose of 
completing research for De 1 'allemaKne. She spent five 
months in Vienna where she frequented aristocratic social 
gatherings and attended Schlegel's celebrated lectures on 
literary drama. By meeting with Fredrich Gentz in Teplitz, 
she provoked Napoleon to place her under permanent police 
surveillance.

In the spring of 1810 Mme de Stael returned to 
France to complete arrangements for the publication of 
De l'Allemagne, the incendiary product of seven years labor. 
Like her earlier efforts, It is a work of comparative 
analysis with a conceptual framework derived from 
Montesquieu's theory of physical and moral causes. The 
treatise is divided into four sections describing German 
geography, laws and customs; literature and art; philosophy; 
and religion.
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De l'Allemagne may be described as a monumental text­
book of Instruction, an attempt to acquaint French readers 
with all aspects of an unfamiliar and Inaccessible culture, 
as well as an intellectual and political manifesto. In this 
latter capacity, Mme de Stael envisioned that her portrait of 
Germany would have the practical consequence of penetrating 
the Intellectual quarantine imposed by Napoleonic censorship 
and spurring the spiritual and cultural renewal of France 
through an infusion of fresh ideas. Thus she established 
"enthusiasm" as the characteristic animating passion of the 
German nation; precisely the quality which, to her mind, lied 
dormant in France, muzzled by the political despotism of 
Napoleon and the intellectual tyranny of utilitarian philoso­
phy and literary neo-classicism. While Mme de Stael por­
trayed France and Germany as nearly dichotomous national types, 
she ascribed to neither nation a monopoly of valued traits, 
Instead she oscillated between rejoicing in the cultural in­
dividuality of each (as against Napoleon's dream of estab­
lishing French cultural hegemony) and advocating a mutual ex­
change of ideas that would effect a reconciliation on middle 
ground, creating a cosmopolitan European spirit (an ob­
jective equally incompatible with Napoleonic Intentions).
Aware of the work's seditious implications, Napoleon ordered 
the manuscript and proofs of De 1 'Allemagne destroyed and its 
authoress expelled from France.

Returning to Coppet in October, Mme de 3tael found 
the conditions of her exile intolerable. At Napoleon's di­
rective, she was placed under virtual quarantine; her ac-
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tlvitles were carefully monitored by a network of spies; her 
travels severely restricted; her friends forbidden visits on 
penalty of exile, She formulated plans of escape to England. 
Her departure was delayed by the birth of her son, fathered 
by a twenty-four year old ex-hussar named John Roooa, who 
would become her second husband.

In May 1812, Mme de Stael fled Coppel accompanied by 
Schlegel and her daughter, albertine. While England remain­
ed her ultimate destination, legal restrictions necessitated 
a circuitous Journey through Austria, Russia and Sweden. Her 
arrival at St. Petersberg in early August inaugurated a peri­
od of intense political activity. She had come to regard the
War of 1812 as a Manichaean battle between the forces of good 

39and evil, viewing Napoleon's defeat as a moral as well as a 
political Imperative. With Russia: the apparent instrument of 
European salavatlon, Mme de Stael offered her services to 
Gsar Alexander on the eve of his fateful conference at Abo 
with Bernadotte, now the Crown Prince of Sweden. She counsel­
ed Alexander on how to deal with her former ally, who, be­
cause of a smoldering dispute over Finland, was reluctant to 
enter an antl-Napoleonic coalition under the leadership of 
Russia. In Stockholm, the following month, Mme de Stael in­
tensified her campaign to promote Swedish participation. She 
paid daily visits to Bernadotte; engineered the appointment 
of Schlegel as Bernadotte's private secretary, and collaborat­
ed with him on the propagandists brochure Sur le systeme con­
tinental et sur les rapports aveo la Suede; gave diplomatic 
negotiations of major Importance; and persuaded Moreau to
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assume command of the Coalition forces. She can be credited 
with having hastened Swedish accession to the Fourth Coali­
tion, a factor which proved decisive in Napoleon's defeat.^0 
A second objective to which Mme de Stael applied herself with 
equal zeal, though less success, was the installation of 
Bernadotte on the French throne. In her correspondence with 
governmental leaders, as well as in the preface to her cele­
brated essay Reflexions sur le suicide, Mme de Stael carica­
tured Bernadotte as the model of liberal enlightened consti­
tutional monarch —  an appropriate heir to the French revolu­
tionary tradition, as she so interpreted it.

No less significant was the question of a suitable 
constitutional structure for the post-Bonapartist regime.
Mme de Stael's predilections for English institutions, Ju­
diciously muted during the Thermldorlan-Directorial inter­
lude, was now rekindled by the example of resolute British
opposition to Napoleon and intellectually nourished by exten-

41sive research carried out during her 3tay in London.
Shortly after her arrival in May 1813, Mme de Stael began 
the composition of her seminal history of the Revolution, 
Considerations sur la revolution fran^alse, whioh repeated­
ly advanced the theme of the applicability of the English 
model. The failure to adopt it in 1791, she maintained, led 
to the aberrations of the Terror and Napoleon. Under the 
Restoration, it would lead to an analogous collapse of lib­
erty. The fourth book of the treatise she devoted entirely 
to an idealized portrait of the English nation. That Mme de
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Stael intended the work to serve as a vindication of Neok- 
er's policies goes far in explaining its English bias; yet 
in it Necker's views are expanded and enlarged by the depth 
of her research and the scope of her intentions.

On the level of practical politics, however, the de­
feat of Napoleon remained Mme de Stael's immediate objective. 
Over this issue, she was forced into a reluctant alliance 
with the governing Tories and compelled to part political 
company with her Ideological brethern, the Y/hlgs. Disconcert­
ed but not discouraged, Mme de Stael held numerous meetings 
with Whig leaders, seeking to persuade them that support of 
Napoleon was incompatible with the traditional liberal prin­
ciples of the party. Her campaign, against Bonaparte received 
an additional impetus with the publication of the English 
edition of De l'Allemagne, which she negotiated upon her ar­
rival in London.

Her London campaign to promote the candidacy of 
Bernadotte failed dismally, though, as attested to by Fanny 
Allen, it was not for any lack of effort on Mme de Stael's 
part, "Elle parlalt si souvent de lui qu'on crut un certain 
temps qu'elle etalt un agent secret paye par le gouvernement 
suedois."^2 While the Whigs persisted in their support of 
Napoleon, the Tories contemplated a BOurbon restoration. The 
latter option became Increasingly attractive, or at least less 
repugnant to Mme de 3ta‘el during the winter of 1813-14 when 
she began to confront the abhorrent realities of a Russian 
occupation of France. Thus she chastened Constant for his
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De 1 'Esprit de conauete et de 1 Usurpation, a brilliant po­
lemic against Napoleon written on behalf of Bernadottes

Le due de Berry est venu me voir et je ne suis pas mal avec les BourbOns —  3'ils reviennent, 11 faudra 
se soumettre, car soumettre, ̂ ar tout vaux mieux que de nouveau troubles,... Reflechlssez inurement a ce 
que vous "etes en train de faire. On peut tout dire 
dans un grand ouvrage; raais dans un pamphlet, qui est 
une action, il faut bien choisir le moment —  On ne doit pas dire du mal des Francais lorsque les Russes 
sont a Langres —  Que Dleu me*banhisse de France, 
plut^t^ue de m'y faire rentrer a l'alde des etran-

Nonetheless, in the same letter, she continued to profess 
her own allegiance to Bernadotte ("Je l'ai vu de pres et Jele 
tlens pour le meilleur et le plus noble des hommes qui 
puissent regner."), and it was not until his ultimate de­
mise in the spring of 1814 that Mme. de Stael openly rallied 
to the Bourbons.

Following Napoleon's abdication, Mme. de Stael re­
turned to France to resume her salon activities and her ac­
customed role as political gadfly. Her acceptance of the 
constitutional architecture provided for in the Charte did 
not extend to the mode of its issuance —  it was "granted"
by Louis XVIII as an act of royal grace, not as a contract

44by one branch of a balanced system of government —  which, 
to her mind, symbolized a sweeping repudiation of the Revo­
lution. The theme Mme. de Stael had consistently articu+ 
lated throughout her career —  that the Revolution must be 
defended for its gains (if reviled for its excesses) —  
emerged again in the Considerations, now enriched by a ma­
ture intelligence, improved scholarship, and a deepened sense 
of historical awareness. This treatise proved her most en-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



47

during legacy to the new generation of Liberals —  Barante, 
DeBroglie, Guizot, Jordan —  who had now begun serving their 
political apprenticeahip in her salon. During the interlude 
of the Hundred Days, Mme de Stael was faced with a profound 
dilemma* ever skeptical of her celebrated adversary, but 
fearing renewed invasion, distrustful of the Bourbons, and 
hopeful of personal financial advantages, she reluctantly 
lent her support to the Acte addltlonnel framed, at the be­
hest of Napoleon, by his newly converted ally Benjamin
Constant.

Since her return to Paris in the spring, Mme de
Stael'a health had deteriorated rapidly. It was in Italy,
where she was forced to spend the winter, that the marriage 
of her daughter, Albertine, to Due Victor de Broglie, the 
"Doctrinare" and future Minister to Louis Phillips, took 
place in February, 1815. For the less than two years that 
remained of her life, Mme de Stael divided her time between 
Paris and Coppet, relentlessly residing over her salon, so­
cializing with an endless stream of political and literary 
notables, and carrying on with her writings. Her last work, 
which remained uncompleted, was Dlx annees d 1exll. an in­
timate chronicle of her persecution by Napoleon and her 
Journey through Sweden and Russia. Mme de Stael died on 
July 14, 1817, the twenty-eighth anniversary of the taking 
of the Bastille. Her collected works were published three 
years later by her son, Auguste.
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CHAPTER II:

PROLEGOMENA

In his Hlstolre des ldees -politlques, Jean Touchard 
characterized nineteenth century French liberal thought as 
"essentlellement confuse."^- His observation aptly describes 
the writings of Mme. de Stael, the spiritual mother of.the 
Restoration liberals, and points up the acute difficulty 
facing the student of her ideas. To undertake a serious 
study of Mme. de Stael's works is to confront a dishearten­
ing number of loose definitions, ambiguous concepts, con­
flicting angles of vision, and logical inconsistencies. 
Indeed she emerges as a stubbornly obscure figure, not due 
to an esoteric literary style or an impenetrable Intellec­
tuality, but rather as a consequence of the multiplicity 
of strands woven together in her thought. Accordingly, the 
present chapter is designed to suggest guidelines for the 
interpretation of her works. After a brief consideration 
of the manner in which her private life impinged upon her 
political writings, I shall focus on the various roles 
Mme. de Stael assumed throughout the course of her career: 
political activist, ideologist, political theorist and 
pedagogue. I shal examine the inconsistencies in her 
thought that derive from the overlapping of these roles,
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aa wall as inveatlgate the intellectual tensions peculiar 
to each.

What may be termed the "idiosyncratic" aspects of 
Mme. de Stael*s thought —  traits principally rooted in 
biographical or psychological factors —  affected her 
writings in various ways. First, such considerations fre­
quently informed her choice of literary genre. Perpetually 
distraught by calomnies leveled against her by a hostile 
press or disillusioned lovers, Mme. de Stael often adopted 
highly personalized literary forms as a direct means of 
responding to her critics (or to those of Neoker, her 
alter-ego) and vindicating her behavior. Thu3 she turned 
to the autobiographical novel in Delphlne and Corlnne, the 
memoir in Dix annees d*exile, and the eloge in Du carac- 
tere de M. Necker et de sa vie privee. Second, the over­
lapping of her emotional and political commitments was re­
sponsible for such curious turns in her analysis as the 
Juxtaposition of "love" and "partisan fanaticism" in her 
political treatise on the passions. Third, certain omis­
sions in her argument or gaps in her narrative can be 
traced to belated regrets over events in which she was 
personally implicated. Her account of the Revolution 
passed quickly over Narbonne's ministry and the fruotldor 
coup, falling to mention her part in either. Lastly,
Mme. de 3tael*s sexual self-awareness accounted for im­
portant areas of her theoretical concern such as the
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woman's distinctive role in socio-political arrangements 
and the social predicament of the woman of genius. More­
over her sex afforded Mme. de Stael a unique justification 
of her role as social critic; "Pour moi, qui n'ai rien a 
craindre ni a esperer dans la carriers politique, J *ai
pensee que cette independence me faisalt une loi d'exprimer

,,2les opinions que Je crois utiles.

POLITICAL ACTIVIST;

From her childhood apprenticeship in Mme. Necker1s 
drawing-room to her own celebrated establishments on the 
rue de Bac and at Coppet, Mme. de Stael's public life cen­
tered about the salon. The part played by this Institution 
in shaping Mme. de Stael's intellectual perspectives was 
crucial, and needs to be examined within the context of 
the historical transformation of the salon's role in French 
society. Except for a concern with questions of sexual 
equality and educational reform^ salonleres of an earlier 
era had generally remained aloof from the social and po­
litical life of their day. The primary function of the 
seventeenth century salon was to "amuse;" its habitues de­
voted themselves to cultivating the arts of literature and 
conversation. The eighteenth century salon frequented by 
the phllosophes, while preserving an emphasis on literary 
technique, turned its attentions outward to the realms of 
politics, religion and economics. With the nhllosophe 
casting himself the role of social reformer, a sense of
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mission and commitment permeated the atmosphere of the sa­

lons which now served as nucleii of an emergent republlque 
des lettres. A variety of factors contributed to this trans­

formation: the growth in size of the reading public; the

emancipation of the man of letters from the constraints of
financial patronage (although as Voltaire observed in the 

4Lettres phllosophloues , English authors enjoyed far greater 
financial independence than did their French counterparts); 
and a changing political climate. Nonetheless Tocqueville's 
point was well taken: the phllosophe still remained apart
from the actual business of governing and thus unhampered by 
the exegencies of practical politics. Against this back­
ground, Mme. de Stael’s quality of mind may be more fully 
appreciated.

From her seventeenth century ancestors Mme. de Stael 
inherited a fascination with literature, as exemplified by 
her De la lltterature, as well as a keen sensitivity to the 
conversational arts. Her eighteenth century predecessors 
bequeathed a sense of social responsibility along with a 
broadened range of intellectual concerns. Mme. de Stael's 
conception of literature expanded accordingly; her interest 
in its formal aesthetic qualities took second place to an 
examination of its role in socio-political arrangements.
Yet by virtue of her active involvement in the political 
events of her day, Mme. de Stael distinguished herself from 
both sets of predecessors. V/ithin the course of the Revolu­
tion, the salon was transformed from an insulated lntellec-
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tual gathering place into a political club wherein stra~ 
tegies of maneuver were mapped out and alliancee cemented. 
Mme. de Stael's spiritual colleagues (if political adver­
saries) were Mme. de Gondorcet and Mme. Rolland rather 
than Mme. de Tencln or even Mme. Necker. Her objectives 
were immediately practical, whether to marshal support for 
Necker's policies, to influence the framing of constitu*- 
tions, or to topple Napoleon. Her conversational elo­
quence was enlisted not to "amuse" but to "convince."
Hence Lacretelle's observation, "son salon fut ouvert aux 
homines les plus habitues a se combattre violement a la tri­
bune; elle esperait les calmer en les subjugant par son elo- 

,.6quence.
Mme. de 3tael's engagement in politics was not 

limited to the confines of her salon; through the medium of 
her writings, she aspired to reach a wider audience —  to 
influence public opinion. In 1791, Necker had referred to 
"l'oplnlon publlque" as the cornerstone of his writings 
("More than anyone else, I have called attention in my vari­
ous works to the rule of public opinion and its increasing 
power"^). Following his lead, Mme. de Stael placed much 
emphasis on this newly emergent force in political affairs. 
Hence she viewed her literary efforts as the logical exten­
sion of her salon activities and openly assumed the role of 
propagandist. This orientation accounted for certain charac­
teristics of her prose style and method of argument which I 
shall presently consider.
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Style;

First, it is noteworthy that although Mme. de 
Stael's prose ranged from colorless technical discourse to 
passages of inspired eloquence, her writing was almost en­
tirely devoid of the wit she characteristically displayed 
in her salon. That she eschewed this means of persuasion 
can he seen as an attempt to impress her readers with the 
seriousness of her intentions (her critics often seized 
upon her sex to satirically dismiss her writings) and to 
distinguish her style from the aristocratic frivolity cha­
racteristic of the Old Regime.

Second, Mme. de Stael's efforts to win endorsement 
for her views frequently led her to adopt a highly polemic 
cal and exhortatory style of expression which tended to 
conceal the essentially moderate nature of her actual re­
commendations and contributed to inconsistencies in her 
argument.

Finally, a few words must be said about Mme. de
Stael's use of language. As a publicist, Mme. de Stael was
acutely sensitive to the emotional values of language, and
especially to the powerful appeal of revolutionary rhetoric;

Un homme d'esprit l'a dlt; les mots rament les choses. 
Lorsqu'il faut^toujours pronouncer de certaines pa­
roles, pour operer les effets meme les plus opposes 
au sens*de ces paroles, elle commandant a la fin.

Proceeding from this insight, she appropriated the vocabu­
lary of the Revolution, but, in the process, defused and 
subverted its radical content. This strategy is exempli­
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fied by her use of the concepts "volonte generale" and 
"egalite politique." In Mme. de Stael's early pamphlet,
A quels slgne3 peut-on connoltre quelle est 1'opinion de la 
ma.lorlte de la nation?, the concept "volonte generale" is 
stripped of its association with the Rousseauian-Jacobin 
ideal of an all-embracing communal citizenship and equated 
instead with "l'opinion publique" characteristic of a moder­
ate constitutional monarchy. In like manner, she deployed 
the term "egalite politique" in Des circonstances actuelles 
(however, as seen by her repudiation of the term in her
earlier Reflexions sur le palx interleure. she was slower

gin recognizing its polemioal value ); arguing that la 
liberte politique est une et meme chose que 1‘egalite po­
litique, "^she went on to reconcile the value with a dis­
criminatory two-stage process of election.

Methods of argument)

Mme. de Stael's practical political purposes con­
tributed in various ways to shape the contours of her arg­
uments. The present section will examine her handling of 
theory as related to her role as a political activist in an 
age of revolutionary upheaval and bifurcated partisan ex­
tremism. Mme. de Stael's historical circumstances and po­
litical role permit few parallels to be drawn with her 
eighteenth century forebearers„ The phllosophes experi­
enced conditions of social and political ferment, not open 
conflict and telescoped constitutional change; they were.,.
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in general, political observers and critics, not participants 
in the affairs of state; they leveled their attacks against a 
single, if multi-layered, target —  the abuses of the Old Re­
gime —  not the competing claims of widely disparate philoso­
phies, Operating under a different set of circumstances,
Mme de Stael was required to develop certain modes of politi­
cal argument and polemical techniques largely unanticipated 
by her predecessors. The phllosophes had little need to ac­
quire . a sensitivity to an ever shifting constellation of po­
litical forces; to address practical Issues of political com­
promise and consensus-building, or to confront the problem of 
consolidating and arresting political change. These consid­
erations profoundly affected the quality of her theorizing 
and often directly contributed to the tensions and inconsisten­
cies of her arguments.

We can roughly categorize Mme de Stael's political 
strategies as oriented towards either positive or negative 
ends: the salvaging of consensus or the discrediting of her 
political opponents,

Mme de Stael's positive strategy of consensus-build­
ing is immediately revealed by her commitment to a centrist 
political position, and her specific appeals to the 'moderate' 
blocs of monarchist and republican opinion. Her arguments 
aimed at discovering values common to all moderate factions, 
while simultaneously minimizing the differences that sepa­
rated them. This effort led her to invoke conceptually 
vague but broadly accommodating ideals like ordre and pro- 
priete; Hence the conciliatory character of her constitu­
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tional proposals. Mme de Stael repeatedly stressed the prac­
tical imperatives of compromise. The alternatives were either 
reconciliation on her political terms or irremedial violence. 
On a more abstract plane, she alluded to man's natural in­
stinct of "benevolence" which inspired gestures of mutual ac­
commodation; alternatively, she appealed to the material "in­
terests" of her readers, arguing that their economic well-be­
ing was Jeopardized by the perpetuation of revolutionary vio­
lence.

Against these groups lying outside the spectrum of 
accommodation, Mme de Stael deployed a variety of tactics. A 
favorite polemical maneuver was to stigmatize her opponents 
on the Eight "absolutists" and on the Left "anarchists" 
(conversely, she identified political moderates with the ap­
probatory labels, "royalistes, amis de la liberte / repub­
licans, amis de I'ordre"). ^  This crude dichotomy not only 
enabled Mme. de Stael to ignore the actual complexity of her 
opponents' positions (the radical egalitarianism of the 
Babeuvists set them apart from the more moderate Jacobins), 
but also led her to exaggerate their political Intransigence
(the Jacobins had, in fact, displayed a willingness to abide

12by the framework of the Thermidorlan Constitution). Mme, de 
Stael's critique of her extremist opponents incorporated 
discrepant appeals to history and human nature. Her concept 
of historical progress furnished a double-edged weapon with 
which to repudiate the Jacobins' idealization of classical 
antiquity, as well as the Reactionaries' veneration of tra­
dition. This theory of historical progress she coupled with
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an incompatible appeal to historical precedent designed to 
challenge the accuracy of the Reactionary version of French 
history. Finally, Mme de Stael enlisted two separate po­
lemical strategies founded on appeals to human nature* the 
first proclaimed the primacy of man's self-interest against 
the Jacobin ideal of civisme; the second, grounded in a 
theory of the passions, deplored the partisan "fanaticism” 
of both political extremes. These strategies will be 
studied at greater length in what follows.

IDEOLOGIST*

In the present context, I shall interpret as "ideo­
logical" those aspects of Mme. de Stael's thought which may 
be seen to relate to her social position and economic class.
The dangers of this approach have been emphasized by his-

T 5torlans of the Revolution like Alfred Cobban, who quite 
correctly point out that members of the same socio-economic 
group frequently adopted contrasting political views. In­
deed Mme. de Stael herself implicitly affirmed the validity 
of Cobban's criticism by her politically derived distinc­
tion between the liberal and reactionary aristocracy (see 
below). Nevertheless Mme. de Stael's double allegiance to 
the bourgeoisie, through the banking heritage of Necker, 
and to the aristocracy, by birth, marriage, and romantic 
Involvements, may be seen to contribute important insights 
to the understanding of her work. For example, in order to 
understand why in 1789 Mme. de Stael advocated the creation 
of an aristocratic upper legislative chamber over the strong
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objections of the tiers, it is surely necessary (thought not 
sufficient) to refer to her closely felt ties to the nobil­
ity. Prom a broader perspective, "class" figured prominen­
tly as a category of her theorizing. Her efforts to legi­
timatize the claims of the bourgeoisie informed her inter­
pretation of the Revolution, her reading of French history, 
and her vision of a free society. Mme. de Stael's commit­
ment to the defense of aristocratic interests was more dis­
criminating, but had equally profound consequences for all 
areas cf her thought. These observations will be developed 
at length in the succeeding chapters. For the present, 
what must be done here is to explicate Mme. de Stael's con­
cept of social class.

For polemical as well as analytical reasons, Mme. 
de Stael used the common terminology of her day when treat­
ing the subject of class relations. The classes she re­
ferred to were thus: 1'arlstocratle (la noblesse), les pro- 
prletalres (le tiers etat) and le peunle. Upon close in­
spection, however, we find no consistent set of criteria 
on the basis of which Mme. de Stael distinguished these 
three social groups. If she attributed an all-embracing 
class consciousness to the middle class and the peuple» she 
did not do so in the case of the aristocracy. Nor were dis­
tinctions uniformly drawn on the basis of the ownership of 
wealth. Mme. de Stael's polemical objectives contributed 
to these confusions, and it is appropriate to note that her 
treatment of all three classes contained value Judgments of
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an explicitly ideological nature.
Although Mme, de Stael never investigated the com­

position of the tiers in a sustained manner, it may he 
gathered from her writings tnat she assumed it to include 
the following groups; manufacturers, merchants, finan­
ciers, landed proprietors and intellectuals. Not only did 
her broad references to the tiers gloss over the polymor­
phous character of this social compound, but it equally 
failed to take into account the proportional distribution 
of its component groups. The fact that the overwhelming 
majority of the tiers consisted of lawyers and petty func­
tionaries rather than manufacturers, financiers or savants, 
was not easily reconciled with Mme, de Stael's extravagent 
ideological claims on its behalf (such as her contention 
that the tiers was the modern agent of historical progress). 
She advanced two objective criteria in terms of which the 
tiers constituted an identifiable social class; its mem­
bers a) were property owners and b) performed socially use­
ful functions. We may note the circular logic (the general 
good being equated with the contribution of the middle 
class) and openly polemical quality of the latter criterion 
(by definition, those not members of the tiers were sources 
of social waste). Lastly, she attributed a common class 
consciousness to the tiers founded on interests at once 
subjective to their class and objectively valid for the 
nation. These interests may be summarized as a commitment 
to domestic order, constitutional government and material
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prosperity. The expression of these interests, Mme. de 
Stael tendentiously referred to as "1'opinion publique."

Mme. de Stael's treatment of le peuple was both 
brief and openly hostile. She posited "propertylessness" 
as the defining characteristic of the class, but left this 
concept inexplicit. She was equally vague as to whether 
the peuple possessed a consciousness of class membership 
and its interests, or was driven by irrational passions and 
appetites. In either case, Mme, de Stael concluded that 
the peuple constituted a revolutionary threat as the Impla­
cable enemies of social order.

As employed by Mme. de Stael, the term aristocratle 
embraced the following distinctions: the nobility of an­
cient lineage —  the parvenu nobility; reactionary apolo­
gists of the Old Regime —  liberal proponents of the Revo-

/ ✓ 14lutlon; the emigres of 1791 —  the emigres of 1792. On
the basis of these distinctions, Mme. de Stael defined her 
role as spokeswoman for the aristocracy: she undertook to
defend the claims of the liberal aristocrats of ancient 
lineage, and to repudiate the claims of the reactionary par­
venus. What is striking about Mme. de Stael's position is 
that it conflated social and political categories of analy­
sis (associating liberalism with ancient birth and reac­
tionary extremism with titles newly purchased). This con­
fusion will be carried over into her treatment of the 
aristocratle as a social class.

"Privilege" was the essential feature that marked
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off the aristocracy as a social class. This criterion 
alone, however, did not allow Mme. de Stael to make the 
discriminations necessary to her argument. To differen­
tiate between the ancient and parvenu nobility, she pos­
ited the further criterion of "tradition," "The nobility 
loses its whole empire over the imagination if it cannot 
be traced back to the nuit de temps."1̂  A second charac­
teristic she often imputed to the ancient aristocracy was 
functional utility; like the tiers, the aristocratle pro­
vided services useful to the population. These elements 
combined to create a class consciousness distinctive to the 
ancient aristocracy; an outlook Mme. de Stael identified 
with enlightened rational conservativism (more concretely 
stated, this entailed the acceptance of liberal constitu­
tionalism combined with a reverence for traditional values). 
By constrast, the parvenu nobility could claim none of the 
advantages of tradition, and enjoyed privileged status des­
pite the fact that they no longer performed socially use­
ful functions (upon purchasing titles, members of the tiers 
relinquished their trades). Their interests, conceived ex­
clusively in terms of the retention of privilege, dictated 
a reactionary allegiance to the Institutions of the Old Re­
gime. During her republican period, Mme. de Stael inclined 
to ascribe this position to the aristocracy as a whole, and 
on this basis denied the legitimacy of hereditary institu­
tions.

Lastly, in the Considerations. Mine, de Stael's com-
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parisons of the French and English aristocracy emphasized 
still another criterion of distinction: the openness of the
aristocracy to recruitment from other classes. From this 
view, she contrasted the caste-like exclusivity of the 
French noblesse with the liberal recruitment practices of 
the English aristocracy. She specifically praised the Eng­
lish policy of cooption based on "merit."

POLITICAL THEORIST:

In this section, political theory will be inter­
preted as an inquiry into the nature of the common good,1̂  
While such an inquiry may indeed incorporate certain ele­
ments I have referred to as "ideological" or "political," 
the scope of its concerns reaches beyond the Justification 
of particular socio-economic interests or partisan appeals. 
Based on this understanding, Mme. de Stael's role as a po­
litical theorist must be clarified and related to those in­
tellectual traditions which informed her perspectives.

Of the many thinkers who contributed to Mme. de 
Stael's theoretical concerns, it was Montesquieu to whom she 
her greatest debt.. Thus while'Interpreters of her thought 
rightly stress the influence of Necker, it must also be 
borne in mind that she regarded her father as Montesquieu's 
most brilliant disciple. Against the background of Montes­
quieu, she evolved her methodology of political inquiry; 
adopting her predecessor's sociological vision, she in­
cluded within her investigation of the common good not only
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Its political components, but also its social, economic and 
cultural determinants.

Following Montesquieu's lead, Mme. de Stael adopted 
liberty as the cornerstone of her political thought and set 
out to define the character of a society that was both 
modern and free. Yet her distinct historical vantage point 
precluded Mme. de Stael's literal application of Montes­
quieu i since his model of the monarchy had been made ob­
solete by the Revolution, Mme. de Stael undertook to define 
those gains of the Revolution that ought to be incorporated 
into a revised liberal political sociology. In keeping 
with Montesquieu's own political moderation, she main­
tained centrist posture, equidistant from reactionary de­
mands for a return to the Old Regime and the radical call 
for an egalitarian and omnicompetent political order. She 
acknowledged the legitimacy of the aristocrats' claims, 
but only within the context of a constitutionalist balance 
of powers and social forces. She acknowledged the legiti­
macy of the radical plea for equality, but restricted its 
meaning to equality of opportunity and limited the role of 
the state to the protection of privacy and the maintenance 
of order. These themes remained permanent features of her 
thought, although the details of her solutions varied ac­
cording to the monarchical and republican phases of her ca­
reer.

Together with her image of the state as a guarantor 
of individual privacy, Mme. de Stael advanced a conception
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of politics as an activity intrinsic to man's moral excel­
lence. This strand of her though was nourished by a theo­
retical tradition known as civic humanism, which developed 
from Aristotle and esteemed civic life as essential to man's 
self-perfection. Mme. de Stael's two conflicting images 
of the political were underpinned by corresponding ver­
sions of human nature: the first held that man was a pri­
vate being, monopolized by economic pursuits and domestic 
involvements; the second envisaged man as a citizen, whose 
personality was affirmed by his participation in the po­
litical life of the community. While these tensions were 
never satisfactorily resolved by Mme. de Stael, we 3hall 
see that her attempts to reconcile them pointed the way 
from Montesquieu to Tocaueville.

PEDAGOGUE:

Throughout her writings Mme. de Stael consistently
affirmed the value of scholarship. While she sometimes
counseled that knowledge be pursued as an end in itself
or as a retreat from the vicissitudes of temporal exist- 

17ence, she generally regarded it as a guide to practical 
action. Accordingly, knowledge was seen to heighten so­
cial consciousness ("L'habitude des occupations intellec- 
tuelles inspire une bienveillance eclairee pour les hommes 
et les choses.")x®and inevitably lead to practical recom­
mendations for social reform.

As a pedagogue, Mme. de Stael most frequently

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



68

turned to comparative analysis as a tool of instruction. 
Nearly all of her major works were informed by a comparative 
perspective: De. la lltterature, De l'Allemagne. Corlnne,
Considerations. Dix annees d'exil. This intellectual dis­
position, inherited from Montesquieu, was reinforced by her 
travels through Europe and her assiduous study of foreign 
cultures. Like her master, Mme. de Stael was intrigued by 
social diversity and dismayed by the narrow ethnocentrlsm 
of the French. An explicit purpose of her comparative 
studies was to penetrate France's "grande muraille de 
Chine." Her portraits of foreign cultures introduced new 
intellectual perspectives and contained detailed descrip­
tions of the social and political institutions of unfamil­
iar societies. Nonetheless, they were also highly tenden­
tious and linked to specific partisan objectives. Thus 
she proclaimed the English constitution as the criterion 
of good government; while her models of Italy, Germany and 
Russia served strategic role3 in her campaign against Na­
poleon.

On a more abstract level, Mme. de Stael's use3 of 
comparisaon embodied certain conflicting intellectual ori­
entations which need to be clarified. The following per­
spectives are revealed in her writingsi 
3-* Comparison to establish soclo-cultural diversities:
Mme. de Stael's attempt to uphold the cultural distlnctlve- 
ness of national societies against what she sensed to be a 
trend toward the cultural homogenization of Europe has
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roots in her Montesquieuan inheritance and later nour­
ished by her contacts with German nationalist thought. Al­
ready in De la lltterature, where Montesquieu's influence ■ 
predominates, she cautioned against the cultural imperial­
ism of the Italians ("L'Europe, et en particulier la
France, ont failli perdre tous les avantages du genie na-

19turel par 1'Imitation des ecrivans d'ltalle."). Later, 
in De 1 'Allemagne, she further stressed the importance of 
each nation's cultural self-expression, arguing that! a) 
only authentic national culture can claim aesthetic va­
lidity, and b) the grafting on of foreign cultures will

20deleteriously effect political and social stability,

2, Oomparlson to modify soclo-cultural diversities!
If, on the one hand, Mme, de Stael feared the spread of a 
suffocating cultural uniformity, on the other, she was 
critical of exaggerated national differences. In such in­
stances, she turned to comparison as a tool for modifying 
these differences by a mutual "balancing" or "checking" of 
national traits. In De 1'Allemagne, for example, by ex­
posing the "overly religious" Germans to the "excessively 
worldly" French, she proposed to moderate the pronounced 
tendencies of each nation, reconciling both on a cosmopoli­
tan middle ground,

3 • Comparison to Illustrate a theory of historical progress 
The theme that history is governed by general laws which re­
veal it to be advancing toward the realization of a unlver-
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sally valid type of society capable of realizing a unveraal 
human nature recurs throughout Mme. de Stael*3 major works. 
In Pea clrconstancea actuelles, she distinguished two broad 
categories of society, the ancient and the modern, fore­
casting that modernity will universally be realized by a 
representative form of government and a corresponding form 
of social organization. A similar persepctive informed the 
Considerations, in which three historical stages were dis­
tinguished. As in the previous category, comparison was 
again used to endorse "sameness," yet no longer as a cor­
rective to an exaggerated national uniqueness, but rather 
as an ideal prescribed by historical law. Unlike the first 
approach, it appealed not to the richest expression of na­
tional character, but to the ultimate emergence of man qua 
man. t

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



71

NOTES

Ijean Touchard, ed. Histolre des idees polltlques,
Vol. II (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France*, 1959;, 
p. 522.

^Mme. de Stael, Des clrconstances actuelles qul 
peuvent terminer la Revolution francaise, ed. Vienot 
(Paris: Flschbacker, 1904), p. 137.11

^See G. Reynier, La femme au XVIIe slecle (Paris: 
Libralrle Plon, 1933).

^Voltaire, Lettres philosophiques, ed. by F.A.
Taylor (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1961), p. 77.

^Alexis de Tocquevllle, The Old Regime and the 
Revolution (N.Y.: Doubleday, 1955”). Part III, ch. I, passim.

^Quoted in Gwynne, Mme de Stael, p. 38.
^Jacques Necker, Sur l1administration de M. Necker 

par lui-meme, in Oeuvres completes, ed. Baron de Stael (15 vols; Paris: Treuttel et YJurtz, 1820-21), VI, p. 43, 
quoted by Paul Palmer,"The Concept of Public Opinion in 
Political Theory," Essays in History and Political Theory 
in Honor of C .H. Mcllwaln "(Mass.: Harvard University Pres3, 
193STTP. 237.

8Des clrconstances, p. 291.
^Mme. de Stael, Reflexions sur la palx Interieure 

in Oeuvres completes (17 vols.; Paris: Treuttel et Wurtz,
1820), II, p. 151. See also Steven Golln, "Mme. de Stael: Culture as Social Control," The Review of Politics (Fall,
1975), PP. 345-46.

3-QPes clrconstances, p. 345.
•^See for example, Reflexions sur la palx interieure. 

Part I, ch. 1 and Part II, ch. II.
l^See Woloch, Jacobin Legacy.
^Alfred Cobban, "Political and Social Interpretations 

of the French Revolution," in Aspects of the French Revolution 
(N.Y.: George Braziller, 1968), pp. 264-74.

14-Mme. de Stael, Considerations sur la Revolution 
francaise (2 vols.; Paris: Charpentler, l8o2),I, pp. 227-30.

l5Quoted in Kelly, "Liberalism," p. 517.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



72

•^On this point, see George Kateb, Political 
Theory (N.Y.: St. Martin's Press, 1968).

-̂TMme. de Stael, De 1* influence des passions 
sur le bonheur des indivldus et des nations, in Oeuvres 
completes, III, p. 255.

•*-®Mme. de Stael, De 11 Allemagne (5 vols.; Paris: 
Librairie Hachette, 1958), IV, p. 400.

de Stael, De la lltterature conslderee 
dans ses rapports avec les institutions soclales, in 
Oeuvres completes, IV, pp. 243-44.

20See De I'AHenagne, Parti, ch. XVI.

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



73

CHAPTER Ills 

HISTORICAL PROGRESS

The purpose of thi3 chapter is to examine the con­
cept of progress found in the writings of lime, de Stael. 
Such an inquiry is valuable for a variety of reasons. 
Certainly the concept figured prominently in her thought, 
and it may fairly be argued that Mme. de Stael made sever­
al distinctive contributions to its theoretical develop­
ment. It is of Interest, too, that Mme, de Stael's con­
cept of progress was formulated against the backdrop of 
the French Revolution. While this fact did not alter her 
fundamental allegiance to eighteenth century progression­
ist views, it both created certain contradictions in her 
thought and intensified those tensions already present in 
her intellectual tradition. Finally, Mme. de Stael often 
used the idea of progress to serve practical political 
purposes. These purposes contributed to shape her treat­
ment of the concept, and hence need to be illuminated.

Mme. de Stael's concept of progress cannot be con­
sidered apart from the Intellectual tradition that nourish­
ed It. It is indeed relevant to the authoress of De la 
lltterature that the modern doctrine of progress had its
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origins in the "Querelle des Anciens et des Modernes," the 
celebrated seventeenth century debate over the comparative 
merits of classical and contemporary literature. For pro­
ponents of the Moderns, the terms of debate had already been 
set outside the literary sphere* Descartes and Pascal, cit­
ing the authority of reason and the accumulated lessons of 
experience, had proclaimed that man's knowledge must of ne­
cessity increase throughout the centuries. It was, however, 
the advance of scientific knowledge to which both thinkers 
referred. Indeed Pascal had carefully distinguished the 
provinces of "reason" and "authorityj|" assigning the realm 
of literature to the latter, he denied it the potential for 
progressive improvement.1 Defenders of the Moderns, like 
Charles Perrault, rejected this dichotomy and sought to en­
list arguments for the cumulative advance of man's knowledge 
in the service of the literary arts. Perrault founded his 
thesis on the assumption that nature was immutable; that, 
in consequence, men's aptitudes remained constant through­
out history. He thus denied to the ancients any Intrinsic 
superiority in talent or intellectual capacity, and went on 
to claim the pre-eminence of the Moderns on the basis of en­
lightenment gained through accumulated experience. "La 
nature est toujours la meme en general dans toutes ses pro­
ductions; mais les siecles ne sont toujours les memes; et, 
toutes choses pareilles, c'est un avantage d'etre venu apres 
les autres."2 Where Perrault strayed from the position of 
Bacon and Descartes was in his assertion that literature,
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like the sciences, was based on technique, and hence was 
similarly perfectible by the advance of knowledge, "Les an­
ciens n'avaienj; pas toutes lea regies que nous avons..."^ 
Perrault, then, ventured an Initial step in expanding the 
applicability of the concept of progress. The position of 
Fontenelle, a subtler proponent of the Moderns, was rather 
more complex: he contended that since literature was nourish­
ed by the imagination as well as by reason, it developed at 
a more rapid pace than the sciences, which required a long 
course of experimentation, and more quickly attained its 
perfection. Indeed in the realm of imaginative poetry, the 
achievements of the ancients could never be surpassed; 
"philosophical" poetry, however, would share in the advance­
ment of knowledge, "Perhaps the time will come when poets 
will pride themselves on being more philosophical than 
poetic, more intellectual than talented.."^, Lastly, it is 
significant that neither Fontenelle nor Perrault postulated 
a theory of uninterrupted literary progress. Both espoused 
a cyclical view of history in which periods of barbarism 
and ignorance alternated with periods of peace, enlighten­
ment and progressive advance; from this perspective, they 
accounted for the superiority of classical over medieval 
literature.

These thinkers, then, laid the foundation for the 
concept of progress as it would be envisaged by the philo­
sophies of the Enlightenment. They effected a break, albeit 
an incomplete one, with the cyclical theories of the an­
cients, as well as with the theological, though linear,
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conception of time held by Christian thinkerg. Retaining the 
idea of linear development, they argued that the vehicle of 
advancement was human initiative, specifically the increasing 
efficacy of man's powers of reason, rather than divine inter­
vention, This advance occurred In a number of realms and at 
varying rates* they regarded scientific knowledge as the key 
to progress and, in the case of the Modems, envisaged its 
application to the realms of literature and art. The think­
ers of the Enlightenment would further widen the applicabil­
ity of the concept to the realms of ethics and politics. 
Finally, if Perrault regarded his own era as the consummate 
expression of human achievement (thus implying that the term 
of progress had been spentr "I have the further joy of think­
ing that we shall probably not have much to envy in those 
who will come after us"),^ the phUcBophes would project their 
vision of man's perfectibility Infinitely into the future.

In the eighteenth century, the idea of progress came 
to assume the status of a philosophy of history. Theories 
of historical flux and cyclical change, which continued to 
find expression in Enlightenment historiography, now gener­
ated tensions with the emergent conception of history as a 
process of linear advance in all fields of human endeavor.
As envisaged by the phllosophes, the idea of progress had a 
distinctively utilitarian cast. It no longer implied the 
hermetic perfection of the scientific method or artistic 
technique, but rather the advance of knowledge in the ser­
vice of practical human needs and social reform. Achieve­
ments were accordingly evaluated in terms of their contri­
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bution to human felicity. The notion that knowledge neces­
sarily led to happiness represented a break from the earlier* 
less sanguine, views of Fontenelle. However, only in the 
works of the staunchest eighteenth century Enlighteners had 
Fontenelllan skepticism entirely vanished. More commonly, 
eighteenth century progressionist thought was marked by 
qualifications, hesitations, and uncertainties. The posi­
tion of D'Alembert is illustrative*

We hardly acquire any new knowledge without un­
deceiving ourselves about some agreeable illu­
sion, and our enlightenment is almost always at 
the expense of our pleasures Q.. Still, we would not want to exchange our enlightenment for .. 
the Ignorance of our ancestors. If this en­
lightenment does reduce our pleasure, it flat­
ters our vanity at the same time, we congratu­
late ourselves for having become sophisticated, 
as though this is some sort of merit.6

The writings of a single thinker often revealed a doctrine 
of historical progress existing along with competing 
strands of philosophical pessimism and incompatible theo­
ries of history. Not only were theories of historical deca­
dence and flux imported into eighteenth century thought, 
but, through the seminal Influence of Montesquieu, there 
also emerged theories of historical relativism which chal­
lenged the progressionist assumption of universally valid 
historical norms. These tensions were carried over into the 
writings of Mme de Stael, complicating and confusing her 
conception of progress. For the present, however, let us 
consider the doctrines of Turgot and Condoroet, the thinkers 
to whom she owed her greatest debts.

Because Gondorcet offered perhaps the most oompre-
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henalve theory of historical progress in the eighteenth cen­
tury, we shal}. reverse chronologioal order and examine his 
works before turning to those of Turgot. Following the lead 
of earlier progressionist thinkers, Condorcet set as a pre­
condition of historical progress the constancy and universal 
applicability of natural l$wt

Le soul fondement de crojjanoe dans les sciences 
naturelles, est cette idee , que les lols gen^rales, 
connues ou ignor^es, qui reglent les phenomenes 
de l'univers, sont necessaires et constantes; et 
par quelles raisons ce principe seralt-il moins 
vrai pour le developpement des facultes intel- 
lectuelles et morales de l'homme, que pour les 
autre3 operations de la nature? »

These laws, he argued, were accessible to human reason and 
contained the egalitarian norms of progressive development. 
Accordingly, progress was an autonomous human creation, 
initiated and sustained by the advance of human knowledge.® 
Scientific knowledge was fundamental: it alone illuminated 
the truths which linked together all areas of human activ­
ity, nAll errors in politics and morals have a basis in 
philosophical errors, which are themselves linked with 
errors in physics."^ On the basis of this understanding, 
Condorcet depicted history as the process of human en­
lightenment, perlodizing it into ten distinct epochs in ac­
cordance with their relation to advances in human know­
ledge.

Although Condorcet maintained a linear conception 
of historical advance, he nonetheless drew a distinction 
between the nature of progress in the past and as it would 
be in the future; the former being characterized by a
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checkered and halting pace; the latter, by a sustained, con­
tinuous and irreversible movement. His distinction, which 
turned on the historical role he attributed to the clergy, 
represented the first openly polemical use of the concept of 
progress. According to Condorcet, the progress of enlight­
enment in the past had been retarded by the self-seeking be­
havior of the clergy, a non-functional class which maintain­
ed itself in power by the deliberate propagation of error, 
superstition, and prejudice. Condorcet's historical tableau 
depicted a centuries old Manichean battle between the forces 
of ignorance and reason, with the latter slowly emerging tri­
umphant. By examining the relation of the "interests" of 
the clergy to the progress of enlightenment, Condorcet had 
adumbrated a theory of "progressive" and "non-progressive" 
class interests which Mme de Stael would later exploit 
for her own ideological purposes. That progress would in the 
future be irreversible was, in part, a consequence of Con- 
dorcet's own unmasking of the clergy's sinister designs and, 
in part, a result of innovations like the printing press 
which made possible the keeping of permanent records and the 
dissemination of learning to the masses. Finally, the dis­
covery of the scientific method guaranteed against retro­
gression. Because the experimental method was Infinitely 
perfectible with practice, correcting itself through the ac­
cumulation of experience, the progress of enlightenment 
would eventually become self-directing and self-controlling.

On the assumption that the social and physical sci­
ences shared a common foundation, Condorcet bequeathed to
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his disciples a sweeping vision of the potentialities of 
social science. Ke called for the application of scientif- 
ic methods to social and political questions and developed 
the discipline of "social mathematics" which entailed the 
use of statistical probability theory to predict the out­
come of social events (Condorcet never clearly defined the 
meaning of the scientific method with regard to the rela­
tive importance of induction and deduction, experiment and 
mathematics).^^ His most influential work in this area 
dealt with the theory of voting. In the Essai sur 1’appli­
cation de 1 ’analyse a la probablllte des decisions rendues 
iS. Pluralite des voix (1785), Condorcet argued that the 

correctness of a decision could be statistically estimated 
by a given majority vote. Underlying this argument are the
twin assumptions that a) a correct decision exists, and b)

12voting is the mechanism by which it is made manifest.
Through the construction of statistical models, he set out 
to discover the size of the majority, in relation to given 
circumstances (e.g. the level of enlightenment of the voting 
body), necessary to secure the maximum probability that the 
collective vote will reveal the "true" solution. This as­
pect of Condorcet’s thought enormously intrigued Mme de 
Stael, who reverently cited his theory of "social mathe­
matics" in her De la lltterature.

Despite the intense political struggle waged by 
Necker and Turgot over the Controller-Generalship of Prance, 
Mme de Stael bore Turgot no intellectual grudge and, in 
many respects, her writings on progress display a more
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profound debt to her father's former rival than to Condor­
cet. Indeed considerable differences separated the con­
ceptions of progress held by the two thinkers, yet they 
shared the following basic assumptions? both conceived of 
progress as a philosophy of history governed by invariable 
laws (however, Turgot explicitly referred to laws of "his­
tory" rather than laws of "nature," which he claimed fol­
lowed a cyclical pattern); both regarded the advance of 
scientific knowledge as the vehicle of historical progress 
and assumed it applicable to other spheres of endeavor; 
both presupposed an intimate connection between the intel­
lectual discovery of fundamental "truths," the implementa­
tion of practical reforms, and the spread of human felicity; 
both thinkers envisaged the future as an era of commerce, 
material abundance, international peace and domestic tran­
quility.

Turgot's most notable departure from Condorect was 
his attempt to reconcile the concept of progress with the 
idea of Providence and the historical role of Christianity. 
Unlike Condorcet, whose rabid anti-clericalism drove him 
to purge all vestiges of theology from his arguments, Tur­
got maintained that Providence was an operative force in 
the historical process? not through direct Intervention in 
human affairs, but rather as then beneficient creator of a 
rationally ordered and purposive universe, "The universe 
viewed in its totality, in the whole range of the progress­
ions, is the most glorious spectacle, witness to the wisdom
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ii 1^which presides over it. J For Turgot, all human endeavor 
was to be interpreted within this Providential design.
Hence the immdediate evil of private intentions was trans­
cended by the larger beneficient purpose of history. This 
conviction formed the basis of Turgot's argument that, 
during certain historical periods, man's selfish passions 
operated on behalf of progressive advance:

And the ambitious themselves, in forming great na­
tions, have contributed to the designs of Providence, 
to the progress of enlightenment, and thus to the in­
crease in the happiness of the human race, with which 
they were not concerned at all Their passions, even 
their fits of rage, have led them on their way with­
out their being aware of where they were going ... 
Reason, which is Justice itself, would not have taken away from anyone what belonged to him, would have ban­
ished war and usurpation forever, and would have left 
men divided up into a host of nations separated from 
one another and speaking different languages, .as a 
result the human race, limited in its ideas, incapable 
of that progress in all kinds of understanding, in the 
sciences, arts and government, which takes its rise 
from the collective genius of different regions, would 
have remained forever in a state of mediocrity. 14

Turgot's notion that the development of society was the un­
intended consequence of self-interested actions was also a 
key assumption of the Scottish Historical School with which 
Benjamin Constant was closely allied; its influence on Mme. 
de Stael's thinking was inescapable. In addition, Mme. de 
Stael would draw heavily on Turgot's demonstration of the
"progressive" role of Chirstianity. His Dlscours sur les 

/ v> / avantages que 1 'etabllssement du chrlstlanlame a procures
aux genre humaln credited religion with the preservation of
learning and the cultivation of reason during the Middle
Ages, and for having tempered the primitive ferocity of the
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Northern tribes by the teaching of compassion, charity and 
brotherly love. Within this context, Turgot appeared to lay 
equal stress ©n the reason and the sentiments. All these 
themes were to be further elaborated in the work of Mme. de 
Stael.

For all his faith in the inexorable advance of his­
tory, Turgot remained acutely aware of the permanent poten­
tials for decline and decay. He realized that while men of 
genius were more or less evenly distributed throughout all 
historical periods and geographical areas, the development 
of their talents and the reception of their discoveries de­
pended on the cultural milieu within which they operated. 
(This insight refected the influence on Turgot of Montes­
quieu's theory of physical and moral causes.)1'’ Thus it 
followed that nations advanced at an uneven tempo in rela­
tion to their relative political, social and economic cir­
cumstances. As factors favorable or pernicious to the de­
velopment of knowledge shifted, nations would accordingly 
mature or decline. These factors also served to different­
iate the pace of progress within its various spheres, which 
Turgot distinguished as technology, speculative science, 
ethics and aesthetics. Anticipating Mme, de Stael, he 
wrote;

The sciences, which are based on the combination or knowledge of objects, are as boundless as nature.
The arts, which are only relations to ourselves, are 
as limited as we are; in general all those which are 
carried on to give pleasure to the senses have a 
point at which they are unable to pass, determined by 
the limited sensibility of our organs. 16
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Mme. de Stael was a direct heir to the eighteenth
century progressionist tradition. And in light of her
seminal influence on Restoration liberal thought, she can
be credited with having defined its intellectual contours
for her later contemporaries. Recognition of Mme. de
Stael's transitional role must necessarily undermine the
prevailing view that Restoration liberalism manifested a
sense of history unanticipated by the ahistorical perspec-
tives of the Enlightenment. This argument was advanced by
the Doctrinaires themselves and is echoed today in the 

17work of Stanley Mellon. The Revolution did not, as Mel­
lon contends, "awaken" the historical sense of the French 
liberals, but extended an already vital tradition of his­
torical analysis to embrace the events of the recent past. 
Nor, as Mellon suggests, did Restoration liberals have to 
reach outside their tradition (i.e. borrow tactics from 
the conservatives) to enlist history for partisan pur­
poses. The Turgot-Condorcet debate over the role of the 
clergy as a progressive or anti-progressive class fore­
shadowed the liberal defense of middle class interests. 
Mme. de Stael's legacy to the Restoration liberals can­
not, then, be considered apart from the character of her 
theoretical inheritance: her eighteenth century back­
ground providing a key to the major themes and certain 
of the intellectual tensions transmitted in her historic­
al writing.
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Nevertheless, Mme. de Stael was historically sepa­
rated from her earlier contemporaries by the events of the 
French Revolution. Thus before examining the concept of pro­
gress set out in her writings, it would be useful to assess 
the significance of this fact for her attitude of histori­
cal optimism. If the Revolution had dealt a lethal blow to 
progressionist principles in'the minds of the conservatives, 
it had not had the same effects upon the liberals. Nor is 
this surprising. Proponents of progress had always to con­
front the harshness of empirical circumstances; invariably, 
their expositions of a rational structure of history were 
coupled observations of anomolous historical realities, 
which were either relegated to the sphere of accident or 
chance, or interpreted to conform to a progressionist frame­
work (i.e. Turgot's theory of unintended consequences).
This dualist tradition, combining rational analysis with 
heterogenous empirical observations, was continued by Mme. 
de Stael, for whom the idea of progress remained attractive 
as an intellectual and political resource despite the grim 
lessons of her historical experience. Indeed Mme. de Stael 
never completely abandoned the attitude of optimism con­
veyed in her adolescent essay Lettres sur Rousseau, in which 
she censured the Genevan philosopher for his sweeping rejec­
tion of the idea of progress.'1’®

Yet it would be wrong to conclude that the Bevolu-
iiposed no challenge to Mme. de Stael s faith in progress. It 

served, first, to aggravate certain strands of pessimism al­
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ready present within the progressionist tradition. Thus to­
gether with more sanguine evaluations of the human condi­
tion, Mme. de Stael maintained that man's reason was for­
ever incapable of bridling his destructive passions?-̂ that

20melancholy was the proper disposition of a free people,
athat man s powers over his enviornment was severely limited, 

or that the attainment of personal happiness lied outside of 
man's reach. Second, it brought into bold relief certain of 
the Intellectual tensions that characterized earlier pro­
gressionist thought. For example, Mme. de Stael*s inter­
pretation of the Terror as the ruthlessly mathematical pur­
suit led her to elaborate a theme already implicit in Tur­
got: the perfectibility of man's reason must be coupled
with the development of his benevolent sentiments. Lastly, 
if her forebearers had largely ignored the possibility that 
Improved technology and mass enlightenment could be exploit­
ed to debase rather than perfect men, Mme. de Stael's obser­
vations of the modern techniques of domination wielded un­
der the Terror and by Napoleon alerted her to this prospect.

Despite these qualifications and hestitations, Mme. 
de St&el never entirely abandoned the concept of progress, 
although she variously reformulated it throughout her car 
reer. It was most fully explored in De 1'influence des pas­
sions, Des clrconstances actuelles, and De la lltterature: 
all three works clearly reveal the influence of the Ideo­
logues. During this period, Mme. de Stael espoused a sen­
sationalist epistemology and maintained that historical pro­
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gress was integrally linked to the advance of scientific
knowledge (already in the Lettrea sur Rousseau, she had un-

22derscored the progressive role of science). In De l'Alle- 
magne the concept of progress did not loom large, and was 
disassociated from the idea of scientific perfectibility.
It reemerged as a central thesis in the Considerations. In 
that treatise, Mme. de Stael focused on the stages of "po- 
litical" progress, constructing a historical scheme that 
incorporated certain elements of her previous formulation, 
but drew in the main from other intellectual sources.

Like her eighteenth century predecessors, Mme. de 
Stael conceived of progress as a cumulative, albeit, un­
evenly paced, advance throughout all fields of human ac­
tivity toward the universal realization of certain immut­
able and harmonious norms. As ennumerated in De la llttera­
ture. these norms exemplified the ideals of the Enlighten­
ment: "la liberte, la vertu ... les lumleres, ce cortege
imposant de l'homme dans la dlgnite naturelle, ces idees
allies entre elles, et dont l'origine est la meme, ne saur-

23ent exister isolement." Her conception of progress was 
weighted heavily in the direction of social utility, fo­
cusing on the betterment of man's material condition . 
throughout the course of history. On this basis, she 
placed England in the forefront of contemporary societies, 
"Que d'ouvrages entrepris pour servir utllement les hommes, 
pour 1*education des enfans, pour la soulageraent des mal- 
heureux, pour l'economie politique, la legislation criml-
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i)24 neile...."
For Mme. de Stael, the most fundamental type of 

progress was the advance of human knowledge which was the 
fruit of accumulated experience. Unlike Turgot, she mini­
mized the role of genius, "Le genie le plus remarauable ne 
s'eleve jamais au-desstis des lumieres de son slecle, que 
d'un petit nombre de degrss."2^ Up to the period of her 
first German sojourn, Mme. de Stael maintained the primacy 
of scientific knowledge, especially as it related to in­
creasing refinements in the scientific method. She based 
her position on a sensationalist epistemolcgy which as­
sumed that all ideas originated in man’s sense experience 
of material reality?^ This epistemologlcal premise har­
bored the possibility cf creating a "science des idees," 
by which an investigation of the laws governing material 
phenomena would yield a true picture of man’s nature as 
well as suggest the principles according to which society 
must be ordered if that nature is to be fulfilled. In es­
pousing this ideal, Mme. de Stael joined forces with the 
Ideologues:

/ * *La metaphysique tlree des objets posltifs, la gene­
ralization des idees exactes est le plus beau tra- 
vail^dont 1'esprit humaine solt susceptible, mais 
la metaphysique du vague n'set qu'un ecart de 
1'imagination. 2'

In De la lltterature. Mme. de Stael spoke interchange­
ably of "la perfectibillte de 1*esprit humaine and "de 
1'espece humaine": the former referred to advances in
man's knowledge; the latter, to improvements in his social
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condition.2® Thus she shared the optimistic view, common 
to many thinkers of the Enlightenment, that the discovery 
of the truth was a sufficient guarantee of its ultimate 
triumph a3 social policy. And even after she turned her 
back on the scientific method, she retained her faith in 
the potentialities of human enlightenment. Hence she 
wrote in the Considerations: "Apres une lutte et des mal-
heurs plus ou moins prolonges le triomphe des lumieres a 
toujours ete favorable a la grandeur et a 1'amelioration 
de l'espece humaine."2^ At frequent intervals, however, 
Mme. de Stael punctuated these sanguine projections with 
more sober assessments of man's historical potentialities 
and limitiations; always she reamined alert to the quali­
tatively new form of domination made possible by advances 
in technology and education.

Mme. de Stael's conception of progress did not 
rest exclusively oh her demonstration of the cumulative ad­
vance of human knowledge. With regard to the sphere of 
ethical progress, she appeared to be of two minds: on
the one hand she affinned the Ideologues' teaching that 
reason alone supplied man's moral values; and on the 
other, she upheld the Rousseauian view that morality was 
rooted in man's pre-reflective sentiments. From the lat­
ter prespective, reason still retained a function in that 
it discovered those social conditions which would allow 
for the fullest cultivation of man's natural sentiments. 
Thus she could link man's ethical development to the per-
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fectibillty of his reason, while maintaining that the stand­
ard of ethical conduct was emotive rather than rational.
Yet as we shall see below, bar schematlzation of ethical pro­
gress emphasized historical turning points —  the spread of 
Christianity and the development of the woman-centered 
family —  that were only indirectly related to the progress­
ive course of reason. Moreover unlike the Ideologues, whose 
paeans to man's rationality left little room for his emotions, 
Mme, de Stael insisted that man's sentiments had an indis- 
pensible value without which the exercise of his reason was 
pernicious. This Rousseauian conviction, present in her 
earliest writings, was further encouraged by her experience 
of the Terror:

L'on a dit que, dans la revolution de France, des 
speculateurs barbares avoient pris pour bases de 
leurs sanglantes lois, des calculs mathematic^ues, 
dans lesquels ils avoient froidement sacrifie la 
vie de plusieurs mllllere d'indlvidus, 'a ce qu'ils 
regardolent comme le bonheur du plus grand nombre.
Ces hommes atroces, en retranchant de leur calcul 
les souffranees, les sentimens, 1'imagination, 
cr^yoient le simplifier; ils ne^s^ faisoient nulle 
idee de la nature des verites generales.^l

Mme. de Stael acknowleged, however, that certain of man's 
non-rational attributes —  specifically, she singled out 
his passions and faculty of imagination —  had been either 
modified or eclipsed by the course of history, though she 
did not argue this position consistently. For example, 
classifying "glory" as a passion, she maintained that pro­
gress necessarily eroded the base of glory ("Chaque decou- 
verte des sciences, en enrichlssant la masse dimlnue
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1’empire individual de l'homme ... la masse des homines 
eclaires prend une sorte d'orguell actif, destructeur des 
succes individuals")^2 while simultaneously insisting that 
glory be accorded a proper statues within the framework of 
modern government ("... mais a cotex du grand interet de 
l'avancement des lumieres 11 faut laisser le but de la 
gloire lndivlduelle. La republique doit donner beaucoup 
plus d'essor cue tout autre gouvernement a ce mobile 
d'emulation...).^ Paradoxically, the very ambiguity of 
Mme. de Stael1s concept of progress assured its continued 
intellectual vitality: her attempted synthesis of reason,
sentiment, and passion; her re-evaluation of medieval 
Christianity combined with her espousal of the scientific 
method opened intellectual vistas to nineteenth century 
schools of thought as disparate as the positivists and the 
romantics.

Like all proponents of historical progress, Mme. 
de gtael relied on an a •priori faith in the regularity and 
immutability of natural law. This assumption she linked 
to a conception of Providence not dissimilar to Turgot's, 
but nourished by her own Protestant heritage. She argued 
that the universe, as created by a benevolent Providence, 
was both purposive and rational; that historical events 
were only fully comprehensible from the broader perspective 
of God's design* "Ainsl le temps nous decouvre un dessein 
dans la suite d'evenemens qui aembloient n'etre que le 
pur hasard."^ Like Turgot, she set out a theodicy vin-
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dlcating Providence in the face of evil by appealing to ul­
timate divine purposes, while holding man personally respon­
sible for his actions and accomplishments, "II semble qu'une 
main divine conduise l'homme dans les recherches necessaires 
a son existence, et le livre a lui-meme dans les etudes 
d'une utilite* moins I m m e d i a t e I f  Providence designed the 
law-abiding process that made progress possible, it did not 
necessarily follow that all historical occurences were fate­
fully pre-determined or that Providence intervened directly 
in human affairs. Accordingly, Mme. de Stael focused her 
analysis on the immanent historical forces of progress rather 
than on the divine context of their operations.

Thus despite the ambiguities often clouding her po­
sition, Mme. de Stael clearly regarded history to be mean­
ingful, containing themes eminently relevant to her own 
time. This assumption she shared with her predecessors, 
though she shaped her inheritance in a manner more suggestive 
to her later contemporaries. Indeed Mme. de Stael merits 
recoginition as a key figure in the transition from eight­
eenth to nineteenth century modes of historical inquiry.
This link is ignored by Stanly Mellon who, in his "Intro­
duction" to Francois Guizot: Historical Essays and Lectures, 
subscribes to Guizot's own thesis that nineteenth century 
liberal historiography emerged as the result of new per­
spectives opened up by the Revolution. Such an interpreta­
tion presupposes a distinct break between an ahistorical En­
lightenment and a historically-minded Restoration. As I
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have attempted to show, this dichotomy is essentially mis­
informed. For not only did the phllosophes broaden the 
scope of what was considered historically significant, but 
they also formulated the priniples of historical progress. 
Let us, however, pursue the matter in greater detail. Mel­
lon characterizes liberal nineteenth century historiography, 
which the writings of Guizot are held to exemplify, as being 
dually "committed" and "impartial," I 3hall examine each 
claim in turn, relating my inquiry to the intellectual and 
political position of Mme. de Stael.

Central to Guizot’s historical perspective was his 
rejection of Elnseltlgkelt, or what he termed "the fault of 
seeing only one side of things.According to Guizot it 
was essential that analysis be detached from the particular 
socio-economic Interests of the historian and be based, in­
stead, upon the rational standards implicit in the histori­
cal process itself. The historian who carried out a ba­
lanced or impartial investigation of the past (i.e. resting 
on the standard of truth embodied in the historical pro­
cess) could not fail to reach a fuller and more adequate 
understanding of that process than his partisan colleagues, 
who, using erudition as a "party weapon," have "perverted
or mutilated [factsj, according to the interest or sentiment

h37in favor of which they were summoned to appear. He railed 
against sweeping historical value Judgments, claiming that 
every age necessarily contained elements of legitimacy by 
dint of its contribution to the progressive course of his=
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tory. A striking example of this point is provided by Gui­
zot’s critique of Kotzebue's History of Prussia, in which 
Guizot censured the author for failing to combine his con- 
demation of the bloody deeds of the Teutonic Knights with 
an appreciation of the positive historical role of Christian­
ity (the Teutonic Knights being agents for the spread of 
Christianity to the East). Although Mellon describes Gui­
zot's intellectual posture as "Hegelian,"-^implicitly affirm­
ing the claim of Restoration liberals to have reached out­
side the ahistorical perspectives of their French fore­
bearers, it is clear that the sources of Guizot's argument 
are located within the progressionist traditions of the 
French Enlightenment. Guizot's rejection of Einseltkelt 
may be viewed as a further and more explicit development of 
the eighteenth century progressionist assumption that his­
tory contained rational standards of evaluation which must 
serve as criteria for the historian. Similarly, Guizot's 
revaluations of historical episodes and individual actors 
were anticipated by Turgot who, from a progressionist per­
spective, distinguished between the motives and unintended 
consequences of men's actions, between private evil and his­
torical good. The same strategy was often used by Condorcet, 
though Turgot's attempt to uncover elements of legitimacy in 
medieval Christianity brought him closer to Guizot's notion 
of "balanced" history. Mme. de Stael's further rehabilita­
tions of the Middle Ages, the clergy, and the aristocracy 
are continuations of this tradition bearing directly on
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Guizot1a arguments. In addition, Guizot sometimes spoke of 
the need for the historian to achieve a "sympathetic" under­
standing of his subject. By this, he meant not that his­
torical actors be Judged on the basis of their unwitting 
roles in the historical process (as Implied above), but 
rather that they be assessed in their capacity as independ­
ent individuals. On this basis, Guizot pleaded for the his­
torian^ benevolent appreciation of the complex nature of 
man, of the possibilities of uncovering good in even the 
most criminal dispositions. Hence Guizot's objection to 
Hallam's overly severe portrait of Gtrafford, "There were 
crimes in his conduct which laws could not touch; there were

,.39qualities in his character untouched by his crimes.
Again, Mme. de Btael's writings offer an Intellectual pre­
cedent for Guizot's position in her attempt to synthesize 
a rationalist conception of history with an ethic of 
natural benevolence.

The peculiar paradox of Restoration historiography 
was that the very perspectives which cultivated scholarly 
detachment also nourished a patently partisan U3e of his­
tory by its liberal practitioners. The view of history as 
a rational process, harboring progressively realizable 
norms, suggested the polemical strategy of appealing to his­
tory as a source of legitimacy for those persons, social 
classes, events or Institutions claimed to be vehicles of 
its advance or embodiments of its norms. Thus Guizot's em­
phasis on "balanced" historical understanding emerged as an
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implicit justification of his doctrine cf "le juste milieu," 
which sought an institutional compromise between the gains of 
the Revolution and the legacy of the Old negime, and a social 
compromise between the aristocracy and the middle class. Y/e 
have seen how the concept of progress had earlier been ex­
ploited polemically by Turgot and Condorcet; by the former, 
in his defense of the priestly class as an agent of progress; 
by the latter, in his condemnation of that class for itB ex­
plicitly anti-progressionist interests.

It was Fime. de Stael, however, who more fully devel­
oped the partisan Implications of the doctrine, anticipating 
many of the arguments of Guizot. Her attempts at consensus- 
building, for example, translated into a theory of historical 
progress which conferred legitimacy on the claims of all 
warring parties, but which, nonetheless, established clear 
historical priorities. Like Guizot, she regarded the middle 
class as the modern torchbearers of progress ("... c'est 
d'ordinalre dans cette troisleme classe aue les lumieres se 
developpent."),^°arguing that their interests conformed to 
the objective norms of history. The claims of the nobility 
and the clergy were also tc be accomodated by her historical 
scheme, though, in relation to the middle class, their status 
was clearly secondary. In De la lltterature, she acknow­
ledged that the institution of chivalry had served a useful 
historical purposes "La chevalerie etoit necessaire pour
adoucir la ferocite militalre par le culte des femmes et

41 *1‘esprit religleux." In the Considerations. she credited
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the nobility as defenders of liberty in an age of abso­
lutism. As for the clergy, Mme. de Stael affirmed Turgot's 
assessment of their positive historic role. 3he also in­
voked the idea of historical progress to either legitimate 
or descredit certain types of political arrangements. Thus 
she disposed of Jacobin democratic theory by labeling it 
"ancient," and deployed a similar strategy against the emi­
gres, characterizing their demands as anachronistic vestiges 
of an earlier stage of history, against the Bonapartists, 
she used a somewhat different argument, claiming that the 
Napoleonic system was a modern perversion of the in­
struments of historical progress. Her own political recom­
mendations, v.'hich will be examined in the following chapter, 
were legitimated by the claim that they were "modern" and in 
conformity to historical law.

To this point, I have examined the broad outlines 
of Mme. de Stael's doctrine of progress, and suggested the 
nature of its intellectual tensions, its historical signifi­
cance and its theoretical contributions. I now turn to a 
more careful study of the doctrine, with a view to illumin­
ating my preceeding observations. On close analysis, Mme. 
de Stael's doctrine of progress can be broken down to reveal 
several subordinate progressions which, following the en­
larged historical perspective of the Enlightenment, pur­
ported to cover all areas of human activity.
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1. Progress In the literary arts:
De la lltterature may be characterized as a product 

of the seventeenth century "Querelle des Anciens et des 
Modernes" as modified by the perspectives of the Enlighten­
ment. The treatise combined a theory of literary progress 
not dissimilar to that of the "Modernes," with the socio­
cultural mode of explanation so dear to eighteenth century 
thinkers:

Je me suis propose d 1examiner quelle est 1'influence 
de la religion, des moeurs, et des lois sur la lit- 
terature, et quelle est l1influence de la lltterature 
sur la religion, les moeurs, et les lois.42

In her Introduction to the work, Mme. de Stael acknowledged
her Intellectual indebtedness by proclaiming the novelty of
her enterprise:

... il me semble que l'on n'a pas sufflsament analyse 
les causes morales et politiques, qui modlflent 1'es­
prit de la litterature. II me semble q^e l'on n'a pas encore considere, comment̂  les facultes humaines se 
sont graduellement developpees pajp les outrages il- 
lustres en toiit genre, qui ont ete composes depuis Homere jusqu'a nos Jours.4^

In a certain sense, however, Mme. de Stael was justified in 
her protestations of originality. Not since the seventeenth 
century "Querelle" had subsided had attention been squarely 
focused on the question of progress in the literary arts.
When Turgot and Condorcet took up the issue, it was not ac­
corded a prominent place in their oeuvre. Indeed the idea of 
literary progress had been supplanted in the early eighteenth 
century by a revival of classicism (as evidenced in the works 
of Batteux)^and, contrariwise, by emergent tendencies to­
wards aesthetic relativism (Dubds^ and Marmontel^). Both
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aesthetic philosophies exerted an influence on Mme. de Stael, 
each distinctively compromising her theory of literary pro­
gress. Numerous passages in De la lltterature invoke classic­
al standards of judgment, and even more striking are her con­
cessions to literary relativism. The latter tendency is re­
vealed in the organizational framework of the treatise: Part
I opens with an historical survey of the progressive develop­
ment of literature through the various stages of Greek and 
Roman civilization, the Kiddle Ages, and the Renaissance.
There then occurs a break in the structural continuity of 
the work as Mme. de Stael turns first to offer a broad dis­
tinction between the literature of the North and the South, 
and next to investigate the distinctive qualities of the 
Italian, Spanish, German and French literary traditions.
Part XI is devoted to a discussion of the nature and role of 
literature under an idealized French republic.

Despite the tensions generated by Mme. de Stael's 
ecclectic accaptance of competing aesthetic theories, it was 
the idea of literary progress which she most consistently 
maintained and which had been the intended basis of her in­
quiry. Her account of literary progress was linked to a 
study of literature within the context of particular socio­
cultural enviornments (Greece, Rome, medieval Christendom, 
etc.), each possessing an individual spirit or character. 
Literature, along with physical, social, political and re­
ligious causes, figured as a determinant of this spirit.
No one cause singlely determined the character of literary
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endeavor: thus religion had the greatest influence on the 
47tragic genre; customs, specifically the rising social sta-

48tus of the woman, on the novel; and form of government on 
49comedy. More often, however, Mme. de Stael hesitated to 

assign fixed relationships between literature and other 
causes, preferring Instead to explore the mainfold varieties 
of their interaction. While this perspective sometimes led 
Mme. de Stael to adopt relativist standards of evaluation, 
it served equally to nourish her theory of literary progress, 
which implied an historical movement toward the realization 
of universal norms of aesthetic excellence. From this view, 
she was concerned with a nation's socio-culturai context as 
it related to the development or acceptance of certain che­
rished literary forms and values. Hence a prerequisite of 
les ecrits -polemlques was the invention of the printing press 
and the spread of l i t e r a c y t h e  novel, "un genre presque 
inconnu aux anciens,"^ was rooted in a concept of privacy 
which emerged only with the spread of Christianity and the 
evolution of the domestic household; and modern aesthetic 
sensibility was alien to the austere culture of the ancients.

When examined in detail, Mme. de Stael's theory of
literary progress is ambiguous and often contradictory.
Much of the difficulty is attributable to the looseness of
her definitions, a weakness immediately betrayed in the
opening of the treatise:

... la lltteraturef> consideree dans son acception la 
plus etendu; c'ast a dire renferment en elle les ecrits philosophiques et les ouvrages d'imagination,
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tout ce qui concerne enfin l1exercise de la pensee dans les ecrits, les sciences physiques exceptees.52
The division between philosophical and imaginative literature
served, in turn, to distinguish varying rates of developments

J'al essaye de rendre compte de la marche lente, mais 
continuelle, de 1'esprit humain dans la philosophic, 
et de ses succes rapides, mais interrompua, dans lesarts. 53

As we have seen, this distinction had earlier been drawn 
by thinkers like Fontenelle, and Mme. de Stael did not hold 
to it consistently in practice. Turning to an examination 
of specific, literary genres, she was unable to keep separate 
the realms of reason, imagination and sentiment. Indeed even 
her discussions of poetry and the beaux-arts, genres she as­
cribed exclusively to the realm of imagination, were plagued 
by confusion. She alternately maintained that a) the poetry 
of the Greeks could never be equalled since the imagination 
was incapable of recapturing the Initial freshness of man's 
experience,^ or b) the ancients could be rivaled by the 
moderns, especially under absolutist rule.'5 Lastly, she 
conceived of a distinct form of poetry, at once philosophical 
and sensible, which was the unique province of the moderns 
and hence infinitely perfectible.^ That Mme. de 3tael held 
these disparate positions simultaneously is Indicative not 
simply of the undisciplined eccleeticism of her mind, but 
also of the nature of the intellectual tradition to which 
she was heir. Even staunch modernists like Perrault had ex­
empted poetry from their progressionist schemes; Turgot had 
later followed suit. Fontenelle, while proclaiming the
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superiority of the ancients in imaginative literature, an­
ticipated the rise of modern "philosophical" poetry. And 
nhllosonhes like Helvetlus^ suggested a relation between 
political absolutisim and the cultivation of a non-philo- 
sophical literature designed exclusively to amuse, flatter, 
or delight.

If Mme. de Stael contended that the poetic arts 
were subject to early exhaustion or Joined to the erratic 
fortunes of absolutist regimes, she maintained that the 
other literary genres were capable of opne-ended improve­
ment. It remained unclear, however, whether such improve­
ment was linked to the advance of man's reason or his sensi­
bilities. A rationalist position, echoing that of Perrault, 
is suggested by Mme. de Stael's assessment of Greek tragedy:

Les tragedies greques sont dont, Je le croia, tres in- 
ferieures a nos tragedies modernes, parceaue le talent 
dramatlque ne se compose pas seulement de l'art de la poesle, mais consists aussi dans la profonde connois- 
sance des passionsj et sous ce rapport la tragedle a du suivre le progres de l'esprit hum aine .5«

Elsewhere, it was the development of man's emotional sensi­
bilities that she stressed. Thus she argued that because the 
socio-economic preconditions of senslblllte had not yet 
emerged, the literary works of the Greeks and Romans were 
necessarily inferior to more contemporary efforts. This 
criticism applied equally to the tragic ("Dans les tra­
gedies ... on est sans cesse frappe de ce qui manquoit aux 
affections du coeur, lorsque les femmes n'etolent point ap- 
pelees a sentlr ni a Juger")^ and the comic genres ("L'ex-
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elusion des femmes empechoit aussi que les Grecs ne se per- 
fectlonnassent dans la comedle" ) . ^  When combined with the 
advance of reason, the progress of human sensibility would 
ultimately lead to a body of literature melancholy in tone, 
universal in subject matter, and utilitarian in effect. In 
theory, Mme. de Stael maintained that literature (excluding 
poetry and the beaux-arts) was infinitely perfectible to 
these ends; yet this assumption was undermined by her pro­
posal that the works of Moliere, Racine and Rousseau serve 
as models for future works of their genres.

Finally, the idea of progress set out in De la 
lltterature was not unrelated to Mme. de Stael's political 
purposes. By discrediting the literary achievements of the 
ancients, she simultaneously disparaged the neoclassicism 
of the Jacobins. By heralding the advent of a utilitarian 
literature addressed to "l'homme de tous les pays et de 
tous les temps,"^she similarly repudiated the aristocratic 
literary heritage of the absolutists.

2. Ethical progress:
Mme. de Stael devoted considerable attention to the 

theory of ethical progress. Its relation to the other pro­
gressions —  literature, science, politics —  was intimate, 
if characteristically ambiguous. In those literary genres 
that admitted of progressive improvement, perfectibility was 
linked to the increasing refinement of man's senslbllite*. 
which, in turn, was a product of his ethical development.
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In the realm of politics, the effects of ethical progress 
ranged from the emergence of global harmony among nations to 
the creation of a particularly modern standard of political 
liberty rooted in the notion of domestic privacy. For her 
theory of ethical progress, Mme de Stael drew on the writings 
of Turgot as buttressed by the emotionalist ethic of Rousseau. 
She carried further Turgot's revaluation of Christianity and 
the Middle Ages, and related ethical progress to the his­
torical role of women and the structure of modern political 
society.

In her introduction to De la lltterature. Mme de 
Stael ascribed to the realm of ethics an incremental and 
steady rate of development. However, this initial formula­
tion was implicited contradicted by the analysis which fol­
lowed. As suggested by her periodization of history, the 
tempo of progress was not even and gradual, but rather ir­
regularly punctuated by historical breakthroughs to higher 
levels of development. Hence the disproportionate emphasis 
Mme de Stael placed on Medieval Christianity as a vehicle for 
the emergence of modem ethical thought.

For Mme de Stael, ancient and modem concepts of 
morality were distinguished by the fact that the former held 
moral principles to be external to the Individual, while the 
latter recognized them as inhe.lng in man's nature. Pagan­
ism demanded that the ancients exclude from moral discourse 
and indeed repudiate all sentiment and spontaneous emotion;
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118 trouvoient effemines tous les mouvemens 
involontaires at rougissant^ en lea eprouver,
11s ne a'attachoient point a les connoitre 
dans eux-memes, ni^dans les autres. L1etude 
du coeur humaln n'etoit pour eux que celle 
de la force ou de la foiblesse .. 62

Although the separation of virtue and natural Impulse was a 
weakness common to the ethical thought of both the Greeks 
and the Romans, Mme de 3tael, affirming the necessary pro­
gress of history, argued that a kind of limited advance was 
perceptible in the moral philosophy of the later civiliza­
tion. For the early Greeks, morality consisted of an oracle 
from the gods; Greek philosophers of later epochs confound­
ed the ideal of contemplative wisdom with that of virtue. 
Under the Republic, the Romans enjoyed profounder moral in­
sights than their predecessors, though following its ool- 
lapse the course of elthical progress was retarded. Mme de 
Stael displayed little sympathy towards Eplcurlanism, "ce 
systems est immoral."^

Her assessment of Stoicism was equivocal: on the 
one hand, she Judged it to be properly introspective and 
melancholy; on the other, she bristled at a philosophy 
that required too great a degree of self-discipline and 
Ignored man's natural sympathy for his fellows, "Le bon- 
heur des autres n'est point l'objet de la morale des an- 
ciens: ce n'est pas les servlrj c'est se rendre lndependant 
d'eux, qui est le but principal de tous lea conseils des 
philosophes." ^

According to Mme de Stael's account, Christianity 
was the first moral force to recognize the inner man, to
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found ethical behavior on spontaneous human sentiment. The 
most Immediate effect of the Christian religion was to con­
summate the fusion of the Northern and Southern peoples a- 
chleved by the barbarian invasions. It tempered the belli­
cosity of the Northern tribes through its emphasis on char­
ity and brotherly love. It overturned the austere moral pre­
cepts of classical antiquity, and substituted for them an 
ethical doctrine rooted in man's natural benevolence, "le 
princlpe de ce sacrifice dans la religion chretienne, c'est 
le devouement a son Dleu ou a ses semblables, et non, comme 
chea les stoiciens, l'orgueil et la dignite." ^

Of crucial Importance to moral progress, was the 
role of Christianity in the social emancipation of women. 
'Whereas in the Greco-Roman world women were considered as 
little more than elevated slaves, Christianity proclaimed 
the sanctity of marriage and the equality of the sexes be­
fore God. In the Northern tribes, women had been respected 
as the equal partners of their mates, yet because of the 
bellicose nature of their existence the idea of domesticity 
remained unknown. By diverting the energies of the North­
ern peoples from war, Christianity stabllzed their domestic 
life enabling the pleasures of intimacy to be tranquilly 
tasted. The religion had afforded women an instrument of 
social ascendancy, "La legislation de la vie civile se re­
forms selon lea principes de la religion. C'est done alors 
que les femmes commencerent a etre de moitie dans 1 'asso­
ciation humaine." ^  This fact was of key significance to 
the course of ethical progress, since in Mme de Stael'a
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view, the precepts of virtue were more Immediately realized 
In woman's nature. The rise of feminine influence was thus 
essential to the cultivation of man's moral sentiments.
With the improvement of women's social status, the home be­
came a self-contained source of man's fulfillment. The do­
mestic relationship, by expanding the spectrum of feeling 
and multiplying men's ties, developed the full potentiali­
ties of human nature;

La feliclte de 1'homme s'accrut de toute 1'inde­
pendence qu'obtint l'objet de sa tendrosse: il peut 
se croire aim!: un etre llbre le choisitjun etre 
llbre obeit a ses desires. Les aper^us de 1 'esprit, 
les nuances senties par le coeur se multiplierent 
avec les ideas et% impressions de ses ames nouvelles, 
qui s'essayolent a 1 'existence morale, apres avoir 
longtemps langui dans la vie.

As more elaborate ties came to bind members of the household, 
domestic life was enriched: the complex dimensions of parent­
al love supplanted the rigid expectations of filial obedi­
ence, and marital bonds were enhanced by the heightened 
sensibilities of the partners. The open-ended development 
of man's moral character thus hinged on the progressive 
enrichment of his private domestic relations. Indeed It is 
the primacy of the private realm which, for Mme de Stael, 
defined the modern era. We have already seen that this 
view informed her theory of literary progress. The release 
of feminine sensibilities not only contributed to the rise 
of the novel as a genre, but also provided "modern" 
authors with an ever expanding range of creative re­
sources:

Les femmes ont decouvert dans les caracteres 
une foule de nuances que le besoln de dominer 
ou le cralnte d'etre asservles leur a fait
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apercevoir: alias ont fourai au talent dra­
ma tlque de nouveaux secrets pour emouvoir.Tous les sentlmens auxquels 11 leur est permls 
de se livrer, la crainte de la morte, le re­
gret de la vie, le devouement sans bomes,
1 'indignation sans mesure, enrlchissent la 
lltterature d'expressions nouvelles. 68

Although Mmd. de Stael's account of political pro­
gress will be treated separately, It Is appropriate to com­
ment here on its relation to her theory of ethical progress. 
The historical emergence of the private as the principal 
sphere of man’s moral development had, in her view, signal­
ed the demise of the political as an instrument of moral 
education. The ancient conception of political theory as 
active citizenship corresponded with circumstances peculiar 
to classical antiquity —  the intimate dimensions of the 
polls and the absence of any real family life. For the 
moderns, however, the vast expanse of the political unit ex­
cluded the possibility of direct participation in the af­
fairs of state, and the growth of domestic society culti­
vated sentiments incompatible with those that thrived on 
the srousal of patriotic fervor. The valor which charac­
terized thesaelents was founded on love of country; the 
qualities now in ascendancy —  pity, sympathy, benevolence —  
were clearly wedded to the rise of feminine Influence. The 
idea of liberty which developed since the establishment of 
Christianity was, then, distinct from its earlier formula­
tion, "La liberte des temps actuals, c'est tout ce qui 
garantit 1 *independance des citoyens contre le pouvoir du 
gouvernement."^ This concept of modern liberty was also 
nourished by a second theory of ethical progress which
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equated "modern" morality with enlightened self-interest.
From this view, liberty was rooted In the need of rational
egoist* to engage in unrestricted economic pursuits*

II n'y avalt done pas (In classical repub­lics), comme dans nos grands^tats, une 
masse d'hommes paislblement egoistea, se 
moquant des insenses qui font parlor d'eux 
et pouvant, 'a l'aide de tous les moyens indi- 
viduels et de 1 'organisation aotuelle du 
commerce et de la propriete, faire leur _ destinee a part des evenements publics.

Yet unlike many of her colleagues, Mme de Stael never wholly 
endorsed an ethic of narrow 3elf-interest. The economic di­
mensions of modern liberty were, for example, more thoroughly 
investigated by Benjamin Constant. Mme de Stael's distinctive 
contribution to the development of the concept remains her 
elaboration of a "domestic" model of society, with its focus 
on the cultivation of man's disinterested sentiments.

3. Scientific Progress:
Mme. de Stael's conception of scientific progress owed 

much to the Cartesian tradition outlined earlier in the chapter. 
She argued that scientific knowledge, because founded on man's 
accumulated experience, progressed at an even and gradual pace, 
was infinitely perfectible, and held the key to the all-encom­
passing process of historical advance. Yet her conception of 
scientific knowledge remained unclear. Its empirical and ra­
tional ingredients were never coherently sorted out; the roles 
of induction and deduction never clearly defined. With the 
Ideologues, she heralded the advent of "les sciences posi- 
tifs" which, rooted in observation and experimentation, would 
repudiate the authority of metaphysics, .and like them, she
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assumed a priori the fundamental unity of all knowledge and 
the rationality of historical law.

Despite a theoretical framework which presupposed 
the incremental accretion of scientific knowledge, Mme. de 
Stael's account focused on three key historical moments.
The first coincided with the pivotal episode of ethical pro­
gress —  medieval Christendom. The medieval Church, she 
argued, not only preserved the writings of the ancients but, 
in addition, sowed the seeds of historical inquiry by de-

71veloping man's faculties of "abstraction" and "attention." 
Her analysis was greatly indebted to Turgot. She invoked 
his theory of unintended consequences, claiming that per­
nicious disputes over religious dogma were instrumental in 
cultivating the intellectual faculty of abstraction. She 
also agreed with Turgot that, in the early stages of his­
tory, man's passions performed a role analogous to reasons 
religious fanaticism had contributed to sustain the "atten­
tion" of the disputants. A tension between the ethical and 
the scientific legacy of Christianity would always be mani­
fest in her writings.

Mme. de Stael distinguished the discovery of the 
printing press as the second major moment in the progress 
of the sciences. Its importance was twofold. First, by af­
fording a permanent and widely disseminated record of man's 
achievements, the printing press ensured that the course of 
progress would be steady and irreversible:

Elle a presque entierement affranchi les progre3 de
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1'esprit du hasard des circonstances et ... elle 
a transports plus de ressources pour 1'etude qu'il 
n'existait Jadis au milieu des philosophes d'Ath- 
enes ... cejn'est ... que depuis 1'iraprimerie que, 
chaque degre parcouru etant7assure, on peut pr^voir 
la suivant avec certitude. '

Second, by enabling knowledge to be disseminated among the 
vast majority of men, the printing press effectively re­
shaped the unit of history, replacing the individual actor 
with the mass;

Apprenon3 chez eux (the ancients) 1'histoire des in- 
dividus, mais celle de l'e3pece ne doit^dater.^ que de 
l'epoque ou les tresors dxi passl ont ete mis a 1'abris 
de l'avenlr, ou l$a richesse de la pensee ont^te de- 
mocratisees ... '*

Mme. de Stael's predecessors had extolled the printing press
for similar reasons; she distinguished herself from them by
her alertness to the possibility that it could serve equally
as an instrument of subjugation. Her praise of the invention
was thus coupled with an unprecedented warning intended to
discredit the methods of the Jacobins; "a l'aide de l'imprlm-
erie —  qui n'est qu'un poison sans la liberte de la presse —

i ’s s „ 7 4nous tenons d une maniere fixe la chalne des idees.
According to Mme. de Stael, the discovery of the 

scientific method was at once the apotheosis of man's past 
achievements ("cette methods n'est elle-meme que le resultat 
de 1 'ensemble de3 connoissances et des reflexions humaines" )*̂ 
and the vehicle of his future advancement. With the Ideo­
logues, she maintained that the experimental method of the 
physical sciences would disclose the fundamental unity of 
all knowledge, free the mind from the distortion of passion 
and prejudice, and provide the lawgiver with a set of "verl-
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fied" sociological and moral truths:
... c'est a 1'etude des sciences physiques que l'on doit cette rectitude de discussion et d ̂ analyse qui 
donne la certitude d'arrivgr a la verite lorsqu'on le desire sincesrement ... <5

Yet for all the historical weight she placed on the method, 
Mme. de Stael displayed little more than a dilettantish 
familiarity with its basic assumptions. In effect, her 
only detailed description of the method was a recapitula­
tion of Condorcet's theory of the social calculus:

Le calcul des probabilities, quand il s'applique a 
un tres grand nombre des chances, presents un re- 
sultat moralement infalllible?'... si vous^admettez 
cent mille chances, si vous calculez d'&pres cent 
mille hommes pris par hasard, vous s&urez, par une 
approximation juste, quelle est dans ce nombre la 
proportion des hommes eclaires, des hommes foibles, des scelerats et des esprits distingues ... En 
Joignant a ce calcul la connoissance eprouveedes 
effects de telle ou telle Institution, l'on pour- 
rolt fonder las pouvoirs politiques a peu pres 
certalnes ...*°

Other than to endorse its general tenets to her 
readers, Mme. de Stael contributed little to the actual 
development of positivist theory. The interest of her ac­
count lies instead with the tension it generated with that 
strain of her thought linking ethical behavior to man's 
pre-reflective sentiments as related to his individual cir­
cumstances (rather than to rationally apprehended "facts" 
capable of universal application, "les forces morales sont
calculees par les lois aussi positives que les forces physi- 

■I»79ques ). Sometimes Mme. de Stael perceived this tension,
"La morale dolt etre consideree dans l'homme eomme une In­
clination ... elle est fille de creation, et non d'analyse
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She recognized that the unit of analysis in each domain was 
distinct: in ethics, it was the individual; in social cal­
culus, the mass. The former dealt in unique events, in 
particular circumstances; the latter, in generalities, ap­
proximations and abstractions:

... ce calcul ne peut se fonder que sur un tres grand nombre de faits, desquels vous pouvez ex- 
traire un resultat approximatif ... mais la mo­
rale a pour but chaque homme en particulier, chaque circonstance

In De 1 * influence des passions Mme. de Stael remarked upon
the distinctive content of the norms governing each realm.
accordingly, she depicted two qualities of happiness:
one appropriate to nations; the other, to individuals:

Un grande difference, cependant, existe entre le 
systems du bonheur de l'individu et celui de bon- heur des nations; c'est que dans le premier, on 
peut avoir pour but 1'independence morale la plus 
parfait, c est-a-dlre 1'asservissment de toutes les passions, chaque homme pouvant tout tenter y 
sur lui meme; mais que, dan3 le second, la liberte 
politique doit toujours etre calculee, d'apres 
1'existence p9sltlve et indestructible d'une cer­
tains quantlte d'etres passiones, faiaant partie 
du peuple qui doit etre gouverne. °2

Yet her obvious sensitivity to the distinctions involved did
not prevent Mme. de Stael from demanding that the two orders
be reconciled:

La morale dolt diriger nos calculs, et nos calculs 
doivent diriger la politique ... cette place que 
nous assl^nons a la^morale, au-des3UB du calcul, 
convient egalement a la morale publlque et a la 
morale individuelle %... tout doit gtre soumis, 
en dernier ressort, a la vertu ...°3

The assumptions implicit in the above passage —  a) that one
could move from contingent questions of individual morality
to a general scheme of social morality without major con-
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ceptual readjustments and b) that both realms were Intrin­
sically harmonious —  were, by Mme. de Stael's own admis­
sion, untenable.

The presence of these incompatible strands can be 
attributed, in part, to Mme. de Stael's intellectual heri­
tage combining the teaching of Rousseau and Gondorcet, and, 
in part, to her political situation. Given that situation, 
each strand had a strong appeal. Her account of the pro­
gressive development of man's senslblllte was used to dis­
credit the ruthless calculations of the Jacobins and, more 
generally, to temper the passions of all hostile parties.
On the other hand, her espousal of a "positive science" of 
morality served her consensus-building efforts* by present­
ing a "scientific" vindication of the ordering principles of 
the Thermidorean republic, she placed hors de debate all 
competing political values.

4. Political Progress:
While earlier defenders of progress had either denied 

the applicability of the concept to the sphere of politics 
(this being especially true of seventeenth century thinkers) 
or accorded it only a brief treatment, the idea of political 
progress emerged as a key theme of Mme. de Stael's writings. 
Her own political activity was an important factor in ac­
counting for the crucial place it occupied in her work, as 
well as for the various formulations it received. In the 
works of her middle period several models of political pro­
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gress may be distinguishedi the "scientific" model; the "an­
cient/modern" model; the "miliary/pacific" model. In the 
Considerations. she presented a three-stage scheme of poli­
tical development. While all these models shared certain 
elements in common, each offered a distinctive angle of vis­
ion and each was directed towards specific partisan ends.
From this view, it is particularly instructive to compare 
the "ancient/modern" model of her post-Thermldorian period 
to the three-stage model of the Considerations. The former, 
intended to stigmatize the political aims of the Jacobins, 
errected an historical dichotomy between the Jacobin vision 
of classical antiquity and the moderate vision of modern com­
mercial society. The latter, written under a different set 
of political circumstances (during the early years of the 
Restoration, the reactionary aristocracy had replaced the 
Jacobins as the principal threat to Mme. de Stael's vision 
of order), omitted all reference to classical antiquity. 
Focusing instead on the historical claims of the nobility, 
it took as its starting point the period of feudalism and 
proceeded through the era of representative government.
Both models offered historical vindications of Mme. de 
Stael's cherished values: civil liberty and middle class
rule •
(Because the "scientific" model of political progress has 
been treated in the preceeding section, it is here omitted.) 
The anclent/modem model:

This model of progress was designed as a weapon to
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counter Jacobin political Ideology. Mme. de Stael formu­
lated the model in collaboration with Constant, who later

84enlisted a more detailed version of it against Napoleon.
In Mme. de Stael's own writings, it appears in embryo in 
Reflexions sur la paix lnterleure, and more fully developed 

Dea clrconstances aotuelles; there are also allusions to 
it in De 1a  lltterature, and later in De llAllemagne.
Framed as a polemical weapon, it took no account of the 
profound shifts in the Jacobin position under Thermidor or 
the subtilities of Jacobin political theory. Nonetheless 
the model struck at the central tenets of Jacobinisms its 
commitment to "civisme," popular participation in govern­
ment and equality, as well as its penchent for classical 
models of democracy. Indeed it was this last feature which 
suggested the grounds for Mme. de Stael's indictment, as a 
proponent of the doctrine of progress, Mme. de Stael could 
hot condone a theory of government that refused to recog­
nize the gains of history and opted instead to revive con­
cepts discredited by the passage of time. Her strategy was 
to illustrate this anachronism by identifying and contrast­
ing those characteristics peculiar to ancient and modern 
societies.

Mme. de Stael posited liberty as the organizing con« 
cept of her typology. Her purpose was to distinguish the 
type of liberty appropriate to ancient and modern societies, 
as related to the distinctive social and geographical con­
ditions of each. It will be recalled that Mme. de Stael de-
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fined ancient liberty as participation in the decisional 
process of the political community; a dynamic and selfless 
ideal, it rested on the assumption that man was entirely 
monopolized by his collective existence. This concept of 
liberty corresponded with circumstances peculiar to ancient 
society: intimate geographical dimensions, the absence of
domestic life (so long as woman suffered an inferior status, 
the gratifications of domestic life would remain secondary 
to the rewards of active civic involvement, rewards which 
ensued from participation with one's equals in the affairs 
of state), a low level of technology and a rudimentary 
economy. The most Immediate sources of Mme. de Stael's ar­
gument were Rousseau and Mably, whose interpretations of

8gantiquity the Jacobins at once embraced and modified.
She also derived much from Montesquieu, who had designated 
civic virtue as the animating passion of the classical re­
public and Investigated the physical and social causes that 
contributed to sustain it.®^

By contrast, Mme. de Stael identified the liberty of 
the moderns as "tout ce que garantit 1'independence des 
citoyens contre le pouvoir du gouvernement."®^ This nega­
tive concept of liberty corresponded, in turn, to those 
traits Mme. de Stael designated as characteristic of modern 
society: national units of vast territory (inhibiting direct
participation in political decision-making), domestic ar­
rangements based on sexual equality, technology capable of 
producing material abundance, highly developed patterns of
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trade and commerce. These factors contributed to the formu­
lation of ideas inconceivable to the ancients: the separa­
tion of the political from the social, the concept of pri­
vacy, and the recognition of the individual as a unit of 
material gratification and moral development. Not only were 
these views "different" from those held by the ancients, 
they were, according to Mme. de Stael’s progressionist 
theory of history, qualitatively "better:"

C ’est un grand bien ... pour la major!te des homines, 
que cette pos3lbilite d'exlster isolement des af­
faires publiques; ce repos inconnu aux anciens, c'est 
l'avantage des grandes associations djhommes, c'est 
une chance^de plug de bonheur donnee a la diverslte 
des caracteres.

I have already noted a central tension in Mme. de Stael's 
vision of modern society, namely whether its essential 
spring was the passive self-interest engendered by the 
spirit of commerce or the selfless virtue born of domesti­
city. This distinction was glossed over in her writings, 
due to the fact that each principle was equally capable of 
butressing her most cherished value —  negative liberty, 
and it is not irrelevant to Mme. de Stael's role as an 
apologist for the Thermidorians that both commercial free­
dom and domesticity were values dear to the emergent middle 
class elite. By representing the bourgeoisie as standard- 
bearers of a value-loaded concept of modernity, she pro­
claimed the universality of their interests and defended 
the legitimacy of their rule.
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The military/pacific model:
This model was not elaborately developed by Mme. de 

Stael, although it Is significant as an anticipation of Con­
stant's extended treatise, De 1'esprit de conquete et de 
usurpation, and of the related theories of Tocqueville and 
Spencer. Mme. de Stael's typology drew Inspiration from the 
writings of earlier progressionist thinkers. Turgot regarded 
the passions (including military spirit) as befitting an 
early stage of historical development, but properly supplant­
ed by reason in the modern era; Condorcet heralded the emerrr 
gence of "I'harmonie Internationale;" and the Scottish his­
torians maintained that the development of commerce and in­
dustry would render it unlikely for men willingly to ex­
change material comfort for military glory. Mme. de Stael 
consolidated these arguments to her own political ends: in
Des clrconstances actuelles, her intention was to descredit 
the militaristic policies of the Directory; in the Considera­
tions, her target was Napoleon. The earlier work offered a 
neat series of contrasts between military and modern (pacific) 
societies: the former requires a perpetual state of emer­
gency, the latter provides for legislation through estab­
lished channels ('.'.. tout ce qui assure les triomphes de la

\ 89guerre est subversif du regne de la loi"); the former rests 
on submission by force, the latter in consent ("... 1 'esprit 
militaire explique tout, march a tout par la force ... la 
liberte fonde 1'autorite sur la conviction ...");^° the for­
mer glorifies individual sacrifice, the latter, cooperative

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



120

endeavor ("... l'esprlt mllitaire aacrifie les hommes, la 
liberte multiplie leurs liens entre eux ...").^

The three-stage model*.
The three-stage scheme of progress presented In 

the Considerations contains notable departures from Mme. de 
Stael's dichotomous models, although the extent of her 
break with these earlier formulations should not be over­
estimated. The shift in her abgle of vision can be related 
to the political circumstances under which the Considera­
tions was composed. During the early years of the Restora­
tion, Mme. de Stael's principal political opponents had be­
come the reactionary aristocracy. Their demands for a re­
turn to the arrangements of the Old Regime directly counter­
ed her own efforts to legitimate the "gains" of the Revolu­
tion. a s  she had with the Jacobins, Mme. de Stael asserted 
her political claims by means of historical disputation. 
However, the distinct nature of her aristocratic opponents' 
arguments led her to emphasize different historical periods 
(feudalism replaced classical antiquity as the focus of her 
attention) and draw upon a separate tradition of theorizing.

As in her earlier writings, liberty emerged as Mme. 
de Stael's prime value in the Considerations. and again 
served as the cornerstone of her historical periodization. 
However, the concept of ancient liberty no longer figured 
in her account, which now centered exclusively on the course 
of "modern" history. Consistent with her previous formu-
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lations, Mme. de 3ta§l dated the modern era from the time 
of the Northern invasions. Although she now subdivided it 
into three successive stages: feudalism, despotism and re­
presentative government. These arrangements were, in turn, 
distinguished according to the degree of liberty secured by 
each: feudalism provided partial liberty; despotism, no
liberty; and representative government, liberty to all citi­
zens. The schema was patently Europocentric, with England 
representing the prototype of modern society. The particu­
lar circumstances of each nation, Mme. de otael contended, 
would determine the pace of its evolution: thus Germany and
Hungary presently remained feudal states; Frace, Italy and 
Russia, despotisms. In contrast to the linear conception of 
history set out in her earlier works, the schematization in 
the Considerations was dialectical, positing the "contradic­
tion" as the mechanism of historical movement.

For political reasons, Mme. de otael'3 characteriza­

tion of feudalism drew on French experience. She depicted 

it as a system of limited monarchy, introduced by the Frank­

ish conquerors of Gaul, in which the power of the Crowi was 

curbed by the privileges of the nobility:

La premiere periode politique e3t celle ou les nobles, c'est-a-dire les conauerants, se consideraient comme 
les copartageants de la puissance royale de leur ^hef, 
tandis que la nation etait dlvisee^ entre les differents 
seigneurs, qui disposaient d'elle a leur g re .9 2

The independence of the nobility, whom 3he described as des­

cendants of the victorious Franks, was secured through the 

institutions of hereditary fiefdom, elective monarchy, and
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the Champa de Mars and Champs de Mai. The commons had no 
share in these liberties, nor had they begun to cultivate 
those talents that would later fix their ascendancy, "II 
n'y avalt ni instruction, ni Industrie, ni commerce; la 
propriete fonciere etalt presque la seule connue.  ̂ Under 
feudalism, then, the enjoyment of liberty was confined ex­
clusively to the noble class:

Tout demontre que dans ces temps les grands seigneurs 
etalent tres-independants des rois; ils maintaient la 
liberte pour eux, si toutefois on est llbre sol-iueme 
alors qu'on impose la servitude aux autres.94-

Although Its restricted conception of freedom condemned the 
ancient constitution in Mme, de 3tael‘s eyes, she nonetheless 
conceded that it contained anticipations of the liberal form 
of government she cherished, "c'est la liberte qui est an- 
cienne, et le despotism qui est aoderne."^

Mme. de Stael traced the emergence of the despotic 
system to the feudal struggle between the crown and the no­
bility. To defend their power against encroachment by the 
nobles, monarchs began to turn to the commons as a source 
of military aid and economic support:

Les troupes reglees rendirent l'as3istance des nobles 
moin3 nicessaire; le besoin des impot3, au contraire, 
forca les souveralns a recourir au tiers etat; et pour 
en obtenlr des tributs directs, il fallut qu'ils le 
degageassent plus ou moins de 1'Influence des sei­
gneurs.

As a result of this alliance, the prerogatives of the
nobility were eventually undermined and the partial freedom
guaranteed by feudal institutions abolished:

II s'aglt seulement de remarquer que les nobles, dans x 
le temps de leur splendeur, avaient un genre de liberte
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politique, et que le pouvolr absolu de rois s'est 
£tabli centre lea granda avec l'appui des peuples.97

The concentration of political, economic and military power
in the hands of the sovereign gave rise to the despotic
system, which attained ita consumate form under Louis XIV.
Mme. de Stael defined despotism as "la reunion dans les
mains d'un seul du pouvoir executif et du pouvcir legis­

t slatif tout ensemble. " It connoted arbitrary rule, as well 
as a distinctive type of obedience resting on fear. In 
France, this mode of domination was challenged by the lib­
ertarian spirit of Protestantism and by the claims of the 
parlements and the Estates as heirs to the feudal assem­
blies, le Champs de Mars and le Champa de Mai, a more 
fundamental challenge to the despotic system arose from the 
very circumstances of its birth, namely, its alliance with 
the tiers.. Mme de Stael again drew upon the theory of un­
intended consequences to argue that the chief beneficiary 
of despotic power was that class whose interests it dia­
metrically opposed. By encouraging the talents and stimu­
lating the political awareness of the commons for the pur­
pose of enlisting these resources against the nobility, 
the despot unwillingly served to cultivate progressive 
forces — the spread of enlightenment, the rise of public 
opinion, the growth of commerce, industry, etc. —  inher­
ently hostile to the arbitrary character of his regime.

Representative government, presented by Mme. de 
Stael as the highest stage of political progress, resolved 
the inner contradictions of the despotic system. It was
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that form of government which recognized the political claims 
of the tiers, and transcended the partial liberty of feudal­
ism to secure it as a value for all citizens. It incorporat­
ed the principles of mixed government (a two-chambered legis­
lature reflected the interests of the aristocracy and the 
tiers), the separation of powers, and the rule of law, its 
characteristic mode of obedience wa3 consent, rooted in a Ju­
dicious balance of reason and tradition. Finally it was a 
distinctively "modern" form of government. As its principal 
value was negative liberty, it presupposed the existence of 
an intricately developed social of "private" sphere. Because 
public opinion formed the basis of its operations, it counted 
on a literate and enlightened citizenry. The establishment 
of the representative system was, according to Mme de Stael, 
the goal of both the English and French revolutions; whereas 
French efforts had gone awry Cfor reasons to be examined in
Chapter Five), the English had succeeded in attaining "le

99dernier perfectionnement de l'ordre soclale.
The scheme of political progress outlined in the 

Considerations is at once suggestive and ambiguous? sug­
gestive in its broad anticipations of Marx and its more im­
mediate legacy to Guizots ambiguous in its conceptualiza­
tion of historical change, its vacillation between particu­
laristic historical examples and universal formulas, its 
ill-defined political types, and its arbitrary periodiza­
tion of history. These difficulties are explained, if not 
dispelled, by an examination of Mme. de Stael's political 
position, and of the tradition of partisan theorizing that
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sustained her Intellectual efforts.
What was politically at issue In the Considerations 

was the acceptance of the limited constitutional monarchy 
embodied in the Charte (which closely approximated her 
model of representative government) by an aristocracy in­
tent on restoring the order of the Old Regime. To defend 
the Charte, and by implication the Revolution, Mme.de Stael 
appealed to her aristocratic opponents in tones that were 
alternately conciliatory and critical. This twin approach 
is immediately visible in her treatment of feudalism; while 
Mme. de Stael ultimately rejected the ancient constitution 
as a basis for contemporary political arrangements, she 
nonetheless recognized in it an affirmation of the historic­
al claims of the nobility. Indeed, in a major concession 
to the aristocrats, she formulated her own concept of feud­
alism from models earlier developed by proponents of the 
these noblllare. Let us examine the intellectual founda­
tions of this strategy.

The question of the historical origins of the 
French monarchy, had for many centuries, been the focus of 
intense partisan igontroversy. The dispute centered about 
two rival doctrines —  the these royale and the these 
noblllare , each offering a distinct theory of the French 
monarchy on the basis of separate readings of historical 
precedent. Eighteenth century defenders of the these 
royale, like the Abbe Dubos, Voltaire, and d'Argenson, set 
out an absolutist conception of the monarchy. Utilizing
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historical evidence as a standard of legitimacy, they traced 
the absolute power of the King to his right as heir to the 
Imperium Romanum and, on this basis, repudiated the claims 
of the nobility to share in the exercise of political power 
through the organs of the parlements and the Estates. Pro­
ponents of the royalist position regarded these institu­
tions as obstacles to social reform. They argued that an 
efficient government and a prosperous state required the 
uninhibited exercise of royal power. The opposing these 
noblllare was the product of a complex intellectual tra­
ditions Huguenot, feudal, and magistral theories of resis­
tance to royal absolutism all figured in its development. 
Like their opponents, champions of the theae noblllare 
turned to historical argument to defend their version of 
the French constitution, in which the prerogatives of the
crown were limited by the hereditary privileges of the no-

100bility. In this seminal treatise, Boulainvillers de­
picted the nobility as descendants of the Frankish con­
querors of Gaul, stigmatizing the centralization of royal 
power as a "despotic" usurpation of the ancient liberties 
introduced by Frankish warriors. Boulainvillers had fur­
ther argued that the enslaved Gauls were the ancestors of 
the roturlers. However, on this point he was prophetic­
ally challenged by Montesquieu (perhaps the most outstand­
ing Eighteenth century proponent of the these noblllare).
who admonished him for "un conjuration contre le tlers- 

, 101etat . Boulainvillers account was later more vehe­
mently repudiated by such committed defenders of the Third
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Estate as Mably and Sieyes the Third must not fear to
.. v 102go back Into past times ). Similarly, Mma de Stael dis­

puted Boulainvillers' political dismissal of the tiers,
"La question toutfois est de savolr si les vingt-trois 
millions neuf cent mille &mes qui composent maintenant le
tiers etat en France ne sont en effet et ne veulent etre 

,,103que les Gaulois vaincus. Nonetheless, she conceded to the
aristocrats the key tenets of the these noblllare; the Ger­
manic theory of French origins, the liberal version of the 
ancient constitution (a monarchy limited by the prerogatives 
of the nobility), the historically privileged status of the 
parlements and the estates, and the concept of despotism 
with which they stigmatized the absolutists. Indeed her ac­
knowledgement of the past devotion of the nobility to liberal 
values led her to demand that their historical claims be 
constitutionally guaranteed by an aristocratic upper chamber. 
Yet Mme, de Stael's political priorities —  the defense of 
the Revolution and the"progressive" interests of the tiers —  
prevented her from subscribing uncritically to the aristo­
cratic position. To extricate herself from this dilemma, 
she devised an ingenious, if confused, intellectual strategy; 
she offered to reconcile the aristocratic appeal to histor­
ical precedent with her own concept of historical progress.
Both sorts of appeal were rooted in a similar confusion of 
abstract normative standards and empirical history. But 
whereas the appeal to precedent was retrospective in focus, 
the appeal to progress enlisted a forward looking standard
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of legitimacy. These logical and temporal distinctions were 
merged in Mme, de Stael*s polemics. Thus she simultaneously 
praised the aristocracy for their historical defense of lib­
erty, and condemned them for their narrow interpretation of 
a value that would be only fully realized in a later stage 
of historical development. The claims of the past mu3t 
legitimately be taken into account, yet the aristocracy could 
continue to deny the gains of the Revolution (i.e. the ex- 
tention of liberty to the tiers) only at the cost of ignor­
ing the laws of historical progress, i.e. of becoming an 
anti-progressionist class. If Mme. de Stael was less than 
successful at achieving an intellectual synthesis of the two 
modes of eighteenth century historiography, she must, none­
theless be admired for her efforts, as well as credited for 
having formulated a political strategy so suggestive to 
later thinkers like Guizot.

In conclusion, it is appropriate to recall Stanley 
Mel?-' * s thesis that the historical perspectives of Restora­
tion liberalism were unanticipated by the Enlightenment,
This chapter has attempted to show that historical argu­
ment —  whether framed as an appeal to progress or preced­
ent —  figured significantly in the thought of such diverse 
yet characteristic Enlightenment thinkers as Montesquieu, 
Voltaire, d'Argenson, and later Mably and Sieyes. Mme, de 
Stael*s views, like those of her Restoration disciples, 
represent a continuation and adaptation of eighteenth cen­
tury "liberal11 perspectives, rather than an intellectual 
departure marked by borrowings from an alien "conservative"
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tradition.

It ia not easy to summarize Mme. de Stael's idea of 
progress. It took shape not as an Integrated concept, but 
rather as a set of heterogeneous models and formulations.
It embodied a variety of intellectual tensions, with Mme. de 
Stael alternating her emphasis between the perfectibility 
of reason and emotion, material well-being and moral humanity, 
science and ethics. The concept of progress was combined 
with competing historical perspectives, and often nearly 
displaced by them. Ironically, the ambivalence of the con­
cept contributed to preserve Mme. de Stael's legacy, making 
it available to disparate schools of thought.

Notwithstanding these logical confusions, Mme. de 
Stael made several distinctive contributions to the theory 
of historical progress. She was among the earliest pro­
gressionist thinkers to recognize a potential for perver­
sion in the technology of modernity (the following chapter 
will offer a more detailed investigation of this theme).
She may be credited for her focus on the historical role 
of women, her emphasis on the realm of political progress, 
her revival of the theory of literary progress, and her 
positive reassessment of the middle ages. Finally,she 
merits attention for having shaped the concept of progress 
as a partisan political weapon: whereas it had previously 
served polemical purposes in a literary dispute and later 
in a debate over the merits of Christianity, it remained 
for Mme. de 3tael to suggest the concept's strategic
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political implications for liberal thinkers under the 
Restoration.
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CHAPTER IV:

POLITICAL SOCIOLOGY

Both as a political sociologist and comparative 
political analyst, Mme. de Stael ranks among Montesquieu's 
worthiest descendants. We have already seen how a broad 
sociological perspective informed her theory of progress, 
as well as nourished an incompatible 3trand of historical 
relativism. The present chapter will attempt to explore 
more fully Mme. de Stael's uses of comparison and her 
sociological mode of inquiry. Because Mme. de Stael was 
indebted to Montesquieu both for her analytical framework 
and, with certain modifications, for her political values, 
I shall turn first to examine the nature of his legacy. 
Like Montesquieu, she was intrigued by the sheer diversity 
of cultures that she encountered; yet in spite of thl3 in­
trinsic fascination, her analyses were always connected to 
specific partisan purposes. This Investigation of Mme. de 
Steel's comparative sociology will, accordingly, be struc­
tured by her political intentions. From this standpoint,
I shall first study the idealized model of the French re­
public offered In Des circonstances actuelles and De la 
litterature. and the model of the English monarchy pre­
sented in the Considerations. Both represent Mme. de 
Stael's vision of the good, society, although each was con-
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structed in response to a different aet of political cir­
cumstances. .along with these models, I shall examine the 
model of despotism formulated in the Considerations. In­
tended to portray a system of total domination, it further 
illuminates, by means of negative contrast, Mme. de Stael's 
concept of a free society. Taken together, these positive 
and negative models offer perhaps the most complete state­
ment of French "liberalism" since Montesquieu, and hence 
are of crucial importance to any historical consideration 
of the liberal tradition. I shall next turn my attention 
to the models of Italy, Germany and Russia set out, respec­
tively, in De 1'Allemagne, Corlnne and Dlx annees d'exll. 
These models occupy an ambivalent status in Mme. de Stael1s 
oeuvre; they neither embody her preferred forms of society 
nor do they receive her blanket censure. Indeed, they offer 
examples of various national traits which, during the 
course of the Revolution, Mme. de Stael deemed essential to 
the triumph of her cherished values. Thus she lauded the 
"enthusiasm" of the Germans and the military spirit of the 
Russians at a period when the overthrow of Napoleon was 
uppermost in her thoughts. These models also served Mme.de 
Stael's practical purposes on a second level: by focusing
on the manifold variety of European political cultures, she 
implicitly repudiated Napoleonic designs for French hegemony. 
Ultimately, however, such concessions to relativist stand­
ards -are superseded by her commitment to the universal 
validity of "liberalism." From this view, Mme. de Gtael's
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comparative investigations of Germany, Italy and Russia 
function in a manner analogous to her concept of despotism; 
namely, they counterpoint her model of a free society.

MME. PS STAEL * S ADAPTION OF MONTESQUIEU:
Although the Lettres sur J.J. Rousseau ranks as the 

most significant work to emerge from Mme. de Stael's early 
period, it was preceded by several years by an annotation of 
De 1'esprit des lols. This adolescent sympathy for Montes­
quieu, encouraged by Necker's own high estimation of the 
theorist, evolved in her more mature writings as an intel­
lectual debt of formidable dimensions. Montesquieu's in­
fluence on Mme. de Stael may be detected in two distinct 
areas of her theorizing: the first, and most clearly visi­
ble, relates to her analytical tools; the second, to her 
political values. Montesquieu's methodological legacy will 
be detailed Immediately below. As for the shared political 
norms of the two theorists, 3ome preliminary remarks are in 
order. Both thinkers valued liberty above all other politic­
al goods, and set out to define the character of a political 
society that was both modern and free. For Montesquieu, 
these qualities were distinctive to monarchical regimes,
which he held England and France (as seen through the optic 
of the these nob11lare) to exemplify. Separated from her 
master by crucial historical circumstances, Mime, de Stael 
argued that Montesquieu's conceptualization of the monarchy 
was inappropriate to post-Revolutionary perspectives. Al­
though liberty was still to be regarded as a prime value, it
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could no longer be set in opposition to equality (as in 
Montesquieu's theory of monarchy) and no longer was its 
principal safeguard the elaborate artifice of ascrlptive 
rank. Indeed with the political emergence of the middle 
class, liberty became closely allied with the idea of 
"privacy," a concept largely unanticipated by Montesquieu. 
While Mme. de Stael recognized much that remained of value 
in Montesquieu’s formulations, she nonetheless insisted 
that his concept of a free society be recast to 3uit the 
circumstances of her own era.

In the preface to De 1'esprit des lols, Montesquieu 
alerted his readers, "Je n'ecrla point pour censurer ce qui 
est etabll dans quelque pays que ce soit." Although Montes­
quieu cannot be taken at his word —  and I shall later con­
sider the nature of his partisanship —  it is nevertheless 
possible to examine his method apart from its political con­
text. In his massive treatise, Montesquieu addressed him­
self to two central methodological problems: first, the
construction of a scheme of political classification; and 
second, the development of a theory of physical and moral 
causes. The typology of governments, which occupies the 
first thirteen books of De 1 'esprit des lol3, attests both 
to Montesquieu's cosmopolitan inquisitiveness and the­
oretical ingenuity. His voracious appetite for data on the 
diversity of human experience is here combined with a com­
bined with a concern to uncover essential uniformities and 
basic concepts. Thus Montesquieu organized a multiplicity
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of historically and culturally disparate political societies 
into three fundamental types. Each type he characterized by 
a distinctive "nature," which referred to the number of per­
sons holding sovereign power, and the manner in which that 
power is exercised; and "principle," or passion requisite 
for the optimum functioning of each governmental type. Al­
though the term was as yet uncoined, Montesquieu utilized the 
device of "ideal types;" the models he employed were heuris­
tic constructs, never intended to be fully embodied in em­
pirical reality.'*' The first political type treated by Mon­
tesquieu was the republic. Classified according to its na­
ture, it immediately broke down into two sub-types: the
democracy, in which sovereignty resided in the whole of the 
people; and the aristocracy, in which a part of the people 
was sovereign. The principle of the democracy was virtue; 
the principle of the aristocracy, moderation founded on vir­
tue. Montesquieu was clearly more intrigued by the democra-

2tic model, which he restricted to classical experience, 
than by the aristocratic, which he based on contemporary re­
publics like Venice. Virtue, the animating passion of the 
republic, was a purely political ideal. It connoted love of 
law, civic devotion, patriotic enthusiasm, the conquest of 
private interests; in short, the ideal of perfect citizen­
ship —  the individual absorbed completely by his social 
role.^

Political virtue did not spring directly from man's 
nature. It was, instead, a culturally created passion, the
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product of a particular combination of physical, eoonomic, 
and social causes. Although Montesquieu's theory of oauses 
was not elaborated until Book XIX of De 1*esprit des lols —  
written long after the typology of governments which opens 
the work —  it is nonetheless essential to the understanding 
of that typology, and relates specifically to the concept of 
principle. In Book XIX, however, Montesquieu's concern was 
no longer to reduce a multiplicity of socio-political struc­
tures to three basic categories, but rather to account for 
this diversity of human collectivities and render it in­
telligible. According to Montesquieu, the unique character 
of any national society could be explained by reference to 
a particular constellation of physical and moral causes.
By physical causes, Montesquieu meant such factors as cli­
mate, geographical expanse, and the barrenness or the fer­
tility of the terrain. While he was clearly intrigued by 
the possibility of correlating physical causes and mental 
dispositions, Montesquieu was not a climatic determinist.
He acknowledged that the effects of climate could be stem­
med by proper legislation and that, as civilization grew in 
complexity, the influence of physical causes would be lessen­
ed. A greater impact was produced by moral causes, all of 
which Montesquieu held to be empirically discernible. They 
included laws, religion, economy, customs, mores, and edu­
cation. These causes were regarded by Montesquieu to be in­
terdependent and irreducible, although within a given con­
text a particular cause (or causes) could assume an exag­
gerated role. The "general spirit," or characteristic
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quality of a given socio-political order la the product of 
the totality of these causes* It Is, as Aron contends, 
closely related to Montesquieu's earlier notion of princi­
ple.

The two synthetic ideas are related, because a 
regime endures only as long as the necessary 
sentiment (passion; exists in the people. The 
general spirit of a nation is that which best 
contributes to sustaining this sentiment or 
principle which is indispensible to the con­
tinuation of the regime# ^

Returning, then, to Montesquieu's concept of the 
republic, we are now in a better position to understand 
the manner in which its distinctive principle, political 
virtue, is generated by a specific combination of physi­
cal and moral causes. First, the cultivation of a civic 
ethos required that the republic be of a small size; for 
only a territory of intimate dimensions, in which all citi­
zens may come to know eaoh other, could support a feeling 
of social unity and public purpose. Second, the economic 
arrangements of the republic must be structured to promote 
frugality and equality; it is essential that landholdings 
be small, that paternal estates be broken up, and that 
doweries be m o d e r a t e . I n  a republic, it is inappropriate 
that wealth serve as a basis of individual distinction, or 
that its pursuit distract from the shared purposes of the 
community. The spirit of commerce, Montesquieu argued, 
cultivated those dispositions conducive to civic virtue#

G'est que l'esprit de commerce entraine avec sol, 
oelul de frugallte, d'economie, de moderation, de 
travail, da sagesse, de tranquillity, d'ordre et 
de regie. °
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Of the social requisites of republican virtue* it was edu­
cation that Montesquieu considered to be of prime importance. 
The term carried a broad meanings it referred to the lessons 
of parental example, formal schooling, and civic life. For 
Montesquieu, the distinctive feature of republican education 
was its homogeneity. In modern society, he argued, the 
various spheres of education are set in mutual contradiction,
whereas in ancient republios all three were compatible and 

7mutually re-enforcing. The transformation of self-love
into self-renunciation, the essence of republican virtue,
required a coordinated and continuous effort:

C'est dans le gouvemement republicaln que l'on a 
besoin de tout la puissance de l'education. La 
crainte des gouvemements despotiques nait d'elle- 
mfcme parml les menaces..,; l'honneur des monarchies 
est favoris^ par les passions, et les favorlse a 
son tours mais la vertu politique est un renonce­
ment a soi-meme,qul est touJours une chose tres 
penible.®

The deeds of the ancient republicans, mourished by a homo- 
genious political education, are thus "astonishing11 to mod­
ern man, a product of fragmented loyalties. (This emerges 
as a central theme in Mme. de Stael's writings.)

La plupart des peuples .ancieras vivalent dans des 
gouvernements qui ont la vertu pour principes 
et, lorsqu'elle y &tait dans sa force, on y falsalt 
des choses que nous ne voyons plus aujourd hui 
et qui etonnent nos petites £mes.9

While a spirit of equality is proper to social relations in 
a republic, It ought not to efface all distinctions of 
authority.10 Laws being simple, civic norms must be inter­
nalized and a rigid moral code upheld.11

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



144

Despite Montesquieu's celebrated assertion In Book
XI that England was unique among nations In setting polit- 

12leal liberty as Its goal, he clearly regarded liberty to 
be a property of all uncorrupted monarchies and republics, 
"la liberte politique concerne les monarchies moderees comme 
republiques In fact, his characterization of England
must be somewhat qualified by an earlier passage which at­
tributes the same goal of political liberty to Sparta 
(in Book XI, Montesquieu shifted his position and attrib­
uted to Sparta the aim of war), "Le seul but de Lacedemonet 
/ /etait la liberte*•• Thais political liberty emerges as 
a fundamental value for both the ancients and the moderns 
(regardless of the confusion over lt3 specific teleogical 
status); what remains distinct is the context of its real­
ization. Yet before turning to elaborate the conditions 
of liberty relevant to ancient republics, It is necessary 
to examine the meaning of the term itself.

Despite its central importance to his theory,
Montesquieu was unable to arrive at any clear definition
of political liberty. Three separate explanations of the
term are offered in Book XI. First, it is identified with
security from fear or peace of mind.

La liberte politique dans in cltoyen est cette 
tranqulllite d'esprit qui provient de 1 'opinion 
que chacun a de sa surete...

It is this conception of liberty which negatively illunln- 
ates his treatment of despotism. A second definition ap­
pears to carry FiOusseauian implications,
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...la liberte ne peut conslster qu'a pouvolr faire 
ce que l'on doit vouloir, et a n'&tre point 
constraint de fa ire ce que l'on ne doit pas 
vouloir..•

15 16Yet, as Neumann and Plamenatz argue, an interpretation
which equates freedom with authority is incompatible with
Montesquieu's general position. Thus Plamenatz suggests that
Montesquieu regarded this definition to be equivalent to a
third which followed it closely, "La liberte' est le droit de
faire tout ce que les lols permettent.." According to this
statement, a subject's liberty is that area within which he
is unrestrained by law. Neumann, too, suggests that this
was the essential point of Montesquieu's discussion. It is
important to make clear, however, that Montesquieu did not
stress the hostility of liberty and law; to the contrary, he
regarded law as a prior condition of liberty:

Un peuple libre n'est pas celui qui a une telle ou 
une telle forme de gouvemementi c'est celiu qui 
Jouit de la forme de gouvernement etabll par la 
lol.

. 17His position is not dissimilar to Locke s; both theorists 
maintained that through the constraint of arbitrary power 
by law, freedom is enlarged and given substance. Unlike 
Locke, however, Montesquieu recognized the existence of other 
forms of restraint —  religion, customs, manners; though In 
the absence of law, he considered them to be insufficient and 
preoarlous.

Although Montesquieu insisted on the compatibility of 
liberty and law, he remained sensitive to the faot that the 
law could itself be an Instrument of oppression. Hence, he 
concentrated his attentions on the character of the law and,
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more especially, on the nature of the political system of 
which the law was a product. Concerning the character of 
the law, Montesquieu insisted that its scope be appropriate­
ly restricted:

Nous avons dit que lea lois etaient des institutions 
particulieres et precises du leglslateur; et les moeurs 
et les maniere3, des institutions de la nation en general. De la il suit que lorsqu'on veut changer les 
moeurs et les manieres, il ne faut pas les changer par 
les lois; cela paraJtrait trop tyrannique: il vaut mieux leg changer par d'autres moeurs et d'autres man­
ieres. 18

As to the structural conditions of political liberty, Montes­
quieu argued that it can only be maintained by a "moderate" 
government in which political power is carefully diffused. 
Because he believed that men were by nature Intemperate, Mon­
tesquieu remained convinced that a system of Internal checks 
within the government, which would prevent the concentration 
of political power in any single source, was crucial to the 
safeguarding of liberty. Montesquieu continually emphasized 
the intricate design of a free government; its system of mul­
tiple checks depended upon both a juridical division of 
powers and the constitutional representation of contending 
social forces. Montesquieu not only recognized the legitimacy 
of social conflict, but considered it, within a framework of 
law, to be the very foundation of political liberty. For 
liberty to be effectlively realized, he argued, each major 
social group must be in a position to defend its interests.

It is this confllctual theory of liberty that Mon­
tesquieu adapted to, or more accurately, Imposed on his con­
ception of the ancient republic. The theme that liberty is
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born© of social dissensions was already present in Book II
11esprit deB lois ("Le malheur d'une republique, c'est 

lorsqu'i n ‘y a plus de brigues although* still under
the Influence of Aristotle, Montesquieu made no reference 
to a Juridical separation of powers. The theme is again 
taken up in the G onalderatlons. where Montesquieu offered 
as evidence of Roman liberty the constitutional recognition 
of class conflict under the Republic.^  in Book XI of De 
1 'esprit dea lois, however, Montesquieu made a half-hearted 
attempt to combine the theory of mixed government, which he 
had hitherto emphasized, with the doctrine of the separation 
of powers. His treatment of the Roman Republic followed 
directly upon his celebrated analysis of the English con­
stitution in which he first expounded the separation of 
powers doctrine. The doctrine, which calls for the strict
separation of political authority into Its three constituent 

20functions, is clearly reflected in the structure of his 
discussion of the Roman constitution. Thus he entitled 
chapter XVI, "De la puissance legislative dans la Republique 
Romaine;" chapter XVII, 11 De la puissance executrice dans la 
meme Republique;" and chapter XVIII, "De la puissance de 
Juger dans le gouvernement de Rome." (Montesquieu never 
sought to examine the possibility that these functions might 
have held different meanings for the ancients and the 
moderns.) Yet Montesquieu ultimately retreated from the 
conclusion suggested by his categories of analysis, i.e. 
that Roman liberty stemmed from the separation of the func-
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tionally divided branches of government, and again advanced 
a theory rooted in the older doctrine of mixed government.
It wa3, Montesquieu argued, the balance struck by the plebs 
and the patricians Jointly sharing all functions of govern­
ment upon which Roman liberty was founded;

A Rome, le peuple ayant la pluB grande partie de la 
puissance legislative, une partie de la puissance ex­
ecutrice, et une partie de la puissance de juger, 
c'etait un grand pouvoir qu'il fallait balancer par 
un autre., Le s£nat avait bien une partie de la puis­
sance executrice; 11 avait quelque branche de la 
puissance legislative, mais cela ne suffisait pas 
pour contre-balancer le peuple. II fallait qu'il 
eut part a la puissance de Juger ..

However, there exists a real tension between Montesquieu's 
ideal of self-renunciation, the essenco of republican vir­
tue, and his liberalism, v.’hlch relied on the presence of 
competitive group interests. Montesquieu, in effect, Juxta­
posed two quite distinct notions of the common good: the
first, resting on the assumption that private, partial or 
group interests are illegitimate, professes the existence 
of an objective transeendant public good; the second, ack­
nowledging the legitimacy of diverse interests, defined the 
public good as the most inclusive satisfaction of these 
subjective wants. This was precisely Rousseau's point when 
he distinguished between the "general will" and the "will 
of all," each of which was informed by a distinct concep­
tion of liberty. Montesquieu appears not to have perceived 
the tension. By offering separate definitions of "ancient" 
and "modern" liberty, Mine, de Stael ostensibly avoided this 
difficulty. Nevertheless a careful examination of her
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writings will, on a deeper level, reveal a similar conflict
of loyalties between the civic ideal of the polls and the
self-regarding claims of the individual.

Montesquieu had assumed that, as a form of govern-
22ment, the republic was primarily of antiquarian interest; 

it was the monarchy which he held to be that form of free 
society moat appropriate to European states of his own day. 
With his discussion of the monarchy, Montesquieu entered 
the active realm of French politics. For if, on one hand, 
his monarchical model was Intended as a heuristic classi- 
ficatory construct; on another, it was deployed as a po­
litical weapon with which to uphold the claims of the aris­
tocracy against the defenders of centralized royal power. 
Indeed the origins of Montesquieu's monarchical model are 
to be found in that tradition of thought associated with 
proponents of the these noblliare. I have, in the previous 
chapter, discussed the nature and background of this tra­
dition; it was Montesquieu's great accomplishment to have
synthesized the various 3trands of argument —  Huguenot,

23feudal, magistral —  which nourished it, and to have 
raised the level of historical scholarship submitted in its 
defense.24 Thus the monarchical model, ostensibly an ob­
jective general category of comparative analysis, embodied 
Montesquieu's cherished norms and was the product of a dis­
tinctly partisan way of theorizing about the French consti­
tution.

Describing the "nature" of the monarchy, Montes­
quieu wrotes
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Les pouvoirs intermediaries, subordonnes et dependants, 
constituent la nature du gouvernement monarchique, c'est-a-dlre de celul ou un seul gouverne par les lois 
fondamentales. 25

While Montesquieu shed little light on the explicit content 
of these fundamental laws, it is clear that he interpreted 
them to legitimate the presence of "les pouvoirs intermedl- 
aires." These Included, in addition to a nobility with 
hereditary privileges and parlements with political func­
tions as elaborated above, a clergy with fixed rights and 
municipalities with acknowledged privileges. By assorting 
that the status of these intermediary bodies was recognized 
by the fundamental law, Montesquieu drew upon the arguments 
of his constitutionalist forebearers to dispute the absolu­
tist claims set out by proponents of the these royale.
Familiar with the Mandevillian paradox that egoistic calcu­
lation forms the basis of socially useful activity and the 
Machiavellian theory of "salutary frictions,"2  ̂Montesquieu 
depicted the monarchical system as actuated by the aggres-. 
slve self-interest of its various social ranks. This thesis 
he developed in his conception of "honor," the distinctive 
principle of the monarchy. Defined as "le prejuge de 
chaque personne et de chaque condition,honor "fait 
mouvoir toutes les parties du corps politique; il les lie
par son action meme et il se trouve que ohacun va au bien

n /  / \  ,,28commun, croyant aller a ses interets particuliers. As
compared with the self-sacrificing virtue of the ancient 
republic, the principle of the monarchy was "un honneur faux:" 
it was animated by the less exhalted springs of man's nature^
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It valued pleasing appearances above genuine worth; it 
sanctioned deception and goaded ambitions.31 Considera­
tions such as these often impelled Montesquieu to adopt 
an ironic tone when describing the mechanics of honor and
especially when reviling its excesses; his final assess-

52ment of the principle, however, was decidedly positive.' 
First, the competition for esteem and distinction inspired 
by honor secured for the monarchy a number of social bene­
fits including military grandeur, economic prosperity and 
a flourishing culture.^ Second, Montesquieu regarded 
honor as an attitude of mind appropriate to the maintan- 
ence of political liberty. The mutual diffidence, exclu­
sive loyalties!^ and contending ambitions of the various 
aocial groups animated by that principle militated against 
the concentration of political power in any single source. 
As a result, the exercise of power in the monarchical sys­
tem never passed unchallenged; only through a process of 
accommodation and compromise could obedience be secured.
As a barrier against the encroachment of arbitrary power, 
then, the sentiment of honor supplemented and buttressed 
the formal structure of the law;

... que les choses que l'honneur defend sont plus rigoureusementvdefendues, lorseque les lois ne con- 
courent point a les proscrire;^et que cellea au'il 
exige sont plus fortemgnt exigees, lorsque les lois ne les demandent pas.36

Montesquieu spoke in detail of the physical and
moral causes which create and sustain the sentiment of
honor in the monarchy. With regard to its physical requls-
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ltes, Montesquieu stressed the Importance of moderate ter- 
"57rltorial dimensions. Prominent among the moral causes 

supportive of the monarchy were a complex social structure 
and an intricate network of law. Social relations, accord­
ing to Montesquieu, were marked by inequalities arising

*7 Qfrom the differentiation of ranksj-'0 a hierarchy of privil-
*9 40eges, and a discriminating system of etiquette. Rela­

tions between the sexes exhibited a spirit of liberty^1,
1142Les femmes ont peu de retenue dans les monarchies ...

This complex stratification of monarchical society was mir­
rored by a system of legal restraints of comparable intri­
cacy:

II ne faut done pas etre etonne" de trouver dans les 
lois de oes Etats tant de regies, de restrictions, 
d'extensions, qul multiplient les cas particuliers, 
et semblent faire un art de la raison m§me.43

Finally, an economy founded on luxury2̂  sustained the in­
egalitarian sonditions essential to the monarchy and con­
tributed to the well-being of all ranks of society:

Comme, par la constitution des monarchies, les 
richesses y sont inegalement partage'es, il faut bien qu'il ait du luxe. Si les riches n'y depensent pas 
beaucoup, les pauvres mourront de faimN ... le luxe 
doit aller en croissant, du laboureur a 1'artisan, 
au negoclant, au;< nobles, aux grands seigneurs, aux 
traitants princlpaux, aux princes ... «

To summarize, then, Montesquieu constructed the re­
public and the monarchy as contrasting political types: in
the former, social forces trained the ancients to sacrifice 
their individual interests to the collectivity; in modern 
society, these forces promoted individualism and group self- 
seeking. As we shall see, Montesquieu's model of England
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falls under the seoond category (In the English model, how­
ever, ego-centered behavior does not give rise to a struc­
ture of social artifice). In both cases, Montesquieu 
sought to demonstrate how, given the demise of ancient virtue, 
a common good was realizable within the context of contem­
porary society. Following Mandeville's lead, he focused on 
the paradox that actions inspired by self-interest had bene­
ficial results for society as a whole. From this view, it 
was unnecessary that men be actuated by the common good, so 
long as the consequences of their behavior indirectly served 
it. Hence liberty thrived on Jealous conflicts; the taste 
for luxury supported a flourishing economy; and a vain at­
tention to court etiquette instilled the discipline of so­
cial order. If Montesquieu expressed admiration for the 
classical republican citizen, his theoretical concern focus­
ed on the problem of transforming and adapting ancient oivic 
values to the conditions of modernity. This enterprise 
broadly anticipated Mme. de Stael's own, more complex, ef­
forts. Lastly, while Montesquieu never consciously adhered 
to a theory of historical progress, it is striking to ob­
serve that his formulation contained many of the key ele­
ments of Mme. de Stael's progressionist political sociology.

To Justify and further illuminate his monarchial 
model by means of contrast, Montesquieu offered a third po­
litical construct-despotisim. As political types, monarchy 
and despotism were antithetical; the one depicted a free 
and moderate political system, while the other character­
ized a system of total domination. Although Montesquieu's
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formulation of the concept of deppotism was unprecedented in 
its sophistication, it cannot stand apart from the tradition 
of theorizing which anticipated it, Montesquieu's most im­
mediate sources were the tracts composed "by aristocratic and

48Hugenot opponents of Louis XIV, By identifying despotism 
as a distinctively Oriental mode of government, both groups 
made use of the concept to denounce the arbitrary exercise 
of power by the King and the centralization of royal author­
ity as incompatible with the French constitution, Mon­
tesquieu, pursuing an analogous set of political purposes, 
took over the concept of Oriental despotism and elaborated 
upon the relativist arguments of his predecessors. His 
principal indictment of despotism, however, derived not 
from the dictates of relativism but rather from a universal

49standard of Justice. Despotic government, he argued, vio­
lated Natural Law* "corrompu par sa nature," it contained 
the germs of its own destruction.

According to Montesquieu, despotism was that form of
government in wnich, "un seul, sans regie, entralne tout par

✓ 51sa volonte et par see caprices11. In contrast to the repub­
lic and the monarchy, the despotism was, by definition, im­
moderate} only religion and custom functioned as restraints 52on despotic power. Absent from the despotism were the
"salutary conflicts" which, for Montesquieu, constituted
evidence of a free society; its supportive passion being
"fear," despotism could accommodate only the most servile 53forms of obedience. An egalitarian and atomized social 
structure replaced the hierarchical rank order of the
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monarchy and the communal values of the republic. Despotic 
equality connoted equality In servitude —  the uniform sub- 
Jagation of an aggregate of isolated and impotent Individu­
als by the despot. The simplicity characteristic of the 
despotism was equally manifest in the cultural and economic 
realms. As intellectual enlightenment would arouse opposi­
tion to despotic rule, it was requisite that subjects be 
kept in a state of Ignorances

Tout y doit rouler sur deax ou trois ldeess il n 9en faut done pas de nouvelles. Quand vous in- 
struiaez une b$te, vous vous donnez blen de 
garde de lui faire changer de maitre, de le^on, 
et d'allure| vous frappez son oerveau par.deux ou trois mouvements, et pas davantage.

In the economic sphere, theU® existed no fixed structure of
property rights} all property relations were subject to the
arbitrary discretion of the despot:

II suit de oe que les terres appartiennent au 
prince, qu'il n'y a presque point de lois 
civiles sur la propriete des terras. II suit 
du droit que le souverain a de suoceder, qu'il 
n'y en a pas non plus sur les successions. Le 
negoce exclusif qu'il fait dans quelques pays, 
rend inutlles toutes de lois sur le commerce. 55

This resulting insecurity produced a condition of unrelieved 56economic distress. As a negative political model, the des­
potism thus stood condemned both by the transcendent stan­
dards of Natural Law and my immanent systemic contradic­
tions.

Despite Montesquieu's Implication that the consti­
tutions of France and England were linked by common Frankish 

57origins, it is implausible that, given his acute appre­
ciation of the uniqueness of national circumstances, he ever
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58intended the English system to be replicated in France. 

However a number of his later disciples, among them Jacques 
Necker and his daughter, took full advantage of this his­
torical loophole to translate Montesquieu’s admiration of 
the English model into a demand for its literal adoption by 
the French. The attractiveness of the English constitution 
to thinkers like Montesquieu and the Protestant Mme. de 
Sta'el is illuminated by the knowledge of the political ori­
gins of French Anglophilia; namely, the aristocratic and 
Hugmot opposition to royal absolutism. Notwithstanding 
laudatory accounts of the English system furnished by earlier 
visitors like Salnt-Evremond, England did not assume signifi­
cance as a political model until it became a refuge for 
Hugjanot exiles following the revocation of the Edict of 
Nantes. Through the optic of these victims of French abso­
lutism, England was felicitously regarded as "(le) plus sage 
gouvernement qui ait jamais ete."^ Its defining qualities 
were consistently held to be liberty, tolerance, and consti­
tutional government —  the polar opposites of those charac­
teristics imputed to France. Thus conceived, the English 
model also figured in the polemical strategy of the Hugue­
nots' allies, the noblesse d'enee. as well as in the writ­
ings of Montesquieu's own class, the noblesse de robe. The 
publist Jean Le Laboureur, for example, concluded his 
treatise in defense of the political claims of the French 
aristocracy, Hlstolre de la Palrle de France et du Parle- 
ment de Paris, with a tendentious study of the English House 
of Lords. Although by Montesquieu's time, Anglophilia was
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no longer confined exclusively to proponents of the these 
nob11lare (as evidenced by Voltaire's seminal panegyric, the

x 6°Lettres phllosophlques). it remained for the French nobil­
ity's greatest theoretician to produce the period's most so­
phisticated and influential analysis of the English constitu­
tion.

As depicted in Books XI and XIX of the De 1 'Esprit 
des lois. England could not neatly be accommodated by Montes­
quieu's earlier ^  analytical framework. His various at­
tempts to classify it as a "mixed" or "moderate"^ mon­
archy were incompatible with his observation that England
lacked the two essential ingredients of the monarchical

64model, namely, intermediary bodies and fi highly refined 
65sense of honor. Nor could England properly be classified 

as "une nation ou la republique se cache sous la forme de 
la monarchic"*^ given its acknowledged absence of virtue, 
the animating passion of the republic. Thus it is pos­
sible to conclude that, unlike the previous governmental

67types he formulated, England was a model sul generis.
According to Montesquieu, England's uniqueness consisted
of liberty as a national goal; for whereas most forms of
moderate government incorporated liberty to some degree,

68only England promoted it as the supreme political good.
In Book XI, Montesquieu analyzed the constitutional mecha­
nisms which secured English liberty; in Book XIX, he ex­
amined the physical and moral causes which combined to 
maintain it.

Montesquieu's characterization of the English con­
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stitution, which drew upon the well-worn theory of mixed
government and the newly emergent doctrine of the separation
of powers, once again revealed the synthetic quality of his
intelligence. For his notion of the separation of powers
Montesquieu was Indebted to the polemical writings of Boling-
broke, the English theorist whose social perspectives and

69political orientations he shared.  ̂ The doctrine, which 
called for a three-fold division and separation of govern­
mental functions, well accorded with Montesquieu's own pre­
ferences for a fragmented structure of politica': power. But 
whereas in Bolingbroke's hands, the doctrine remained only a 
"partisan cry,"7® it was, in Book XI, transformed by Montes­
quieu into an articulate and coherent theory.7^ Montesquieu 
was the first, according to M.J.C. Vile/2 to describe the 
three branches of government in a characteristically modern 
way:7-5

... ces trois pouvoirs: celul de faire les lois, 
celui d'executer les resolutions publiques, et 
celui de juger les crimes ou les differends des 
particuliers .

And, with a clarity which eluded his p re d e c e s s o rs /^ Montes­
quieu proposed that the strict separation of these function­
ally distinct branches of government was a necessary pre- . 
condition of political liberty:

Lorsque dans la meme personne ou dans le meme corps 
de magistrature, la puissance legislative est reunie 
a la puissance executrice, il n'y appoint de liberte;
... II n'y a point encore de liberte si la puissance 
de juger n'est pas separee de la puissance legislative 
et de 1 'executrice ...

Upon this framework, Montesquieu elaborated a system of posi-
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tlve checks between the executive and the legislature,*^

78and within the legislative branch itself. Lastly, he 
combined with these Juridical notions a sociological theory 
of liberty deriving from the traditional concept of mixed 
government, as interpreted in the England of Montesquieu's 
day, the idea of mixed government connoted the joint shar­
ing of legislative power by the monarch, the nobility, and 
the people. Although Montesquieu refused to regard the 
monarch as part of the legislative branch, he nonetheless 
deemed it essential for each social class to be in a con­
stitutional position to defend its interests. While ascrib-

70ing no determinant social status to the Judiciary,1̂  Montes­
quieu envisaged a balance of social forces within a two- 
chambered legislature, with an upper chamber controlled by 
the nobility and a lower chamber representing the people.
A faith in the fundamental harmony of nature prevented Mon­
tesquieu from conceiving of the possibilty of political 
deadlocki

Ces trois puissances devraient former un repoŝ , ou 
une inaction. Mals comma, par le mouvement ne'ces- 
saire des choses,^lles sont contraintes d'aller, 
elles seront forcees d'aller de concert.

It was not until chapter XIX that Montesquieu com­
pleted his portrait of England with an examination of the 
physical and moral circumstances that animated its intri­
cate constitutional machinery. While a good deal of Mon­
tesquieu's account simply reflected the conventional image 
of England held by Anglophiles of his day, he can be credit­
ed as having, within the short space of several pages, shaped
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that image into intellectually manageable proportions 
easily transmittable to such later disciples as Jacques 
Necker and his daughter. The independence of spirit which, 
according to Montesquieu, characterized the English and ac­
counted for their high valuation of political liberty, was 
the product of a variety of causes. Although his diagnosis
ascribed a subordinate role to the influence of physical 

81causes, Montesquieu remained attentive to such determi­
nants as England's Insular position,®2 fertile but non-

8^ 84autarkic terrain, J and distinctive climate.
For Montesquieu, moral causes had contributed more 

directly to the formation of the English character, and 
prominent among these were economic activity and social 
structure. He described England as a commercial nation, 
with a manufacturing and trading economy founded on "des 
besoins reeiW' rather than "le raffinement de la vanlte."®^ 
This commercial spirit, which engendered a concern for in­
dividual well-being and the maintenance of prosperity, was 
incompatible with the interests of the military; D hence 
the disposition of the nation was pacific. In consequence, 
"Si cette nation envoyait au loin des colonies, elle le fer- 
alt plus pour etendre son commerce que sa domination."®*^ 
Lastly, because public credit financed the operations of the 
state, its citizens were continually alert to the conduct of 
government.®®

In Book XI, Montesquieu alluded to the aristocratic 
character of English society as reflected in the constltu-
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tional architecture of the state; in Book XIX, he turned to 
examine the foundations of class stratification» The criter 
rion he singled out as the basis of social distinction was 
merit: privileges of social status were accorded in propor­
tion to one's contribution to the spiritual and material en­
richment of the nation. The English aristocracy comprised 1 
the natural elite of society, those whose superior capacl+> 
ties —  evidenced by their talents and their wealth —  en­
titled them to rule. Thus social divisions, while pronounced, 
were not rigid. By comparison, Montesquieu viewed tks 
French nobility as a source of social waste and political 
servility. His equivocal attitude toward his native breth­
ren had, in light of this idealized portrait of the English 
aristocracy, had taken a decidedly negative turn:

Les dignites, falsnt partie de la constitution fonda- 
mentale, seraient plus fixes qu'ailleurs; mais, d'un 
autre c'Ste, les grands ... s'approcheraient plus du 
peuple; les rangs 3eraient done plus separes, et les 
personnes plus confondues ... On n'y estime guere les hommes par les/talents ou des attributs frivole, mais 
par des qualites reelles; et^ds ce genre il n'y a que 
deux: les richesses et le merite personnel.

Montesquieu's description of the customs and character of
the English merely restated the commonplace: their manners
were without affectation; their dispositions, melancholic;

gotheir women, timid and retiring.
Montesquieu's views on what today we would term the 

"political sociology" of England were complex. There was 
much that he admired about the English system: he spoke of 
the high salience of political matters, the toleration of 
diverse viewpoints, the function of public opinion as a
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safeguard of English liberties, and the deep patriotism of 
the English nation. He looked upon its representative
government as providing maximum opportunity for political

Q1 opinvolvement, yet escaping the dangers of mob rule. His
analysis of English party politics brilliantly illustrates 
a mastery of the Mandevilllan paradox: what appeared to be
the evils of the English party system —  its factious dis­
sensions and Jealously shifting party loyalties —  in fact 
served socially useful ends by maintaining political liberty 
and ensuring the continued vitality of English public life.^5 

The two remaining moral causes to be examined by 
Montesquieu were religion and literary culture. He re­
marked upon the spirit of religious toleration, as evidenced 
by the many sects that flourished along side the established 
faith, and upon the simplicity and restraint of the English 
of the English clergy. As for England's literary culture, 
Montesquieu advanced a sociological theory of literature 
which, though skeletal, anticipated Mme. de Stael's most 
celebrated work:

Le caractere de la nation paraltralt surtout dans les 
ouvrages d'esprit, dans lesquels on verralt des re- 
cueilles ... Lours ecrits satiriques seraient san- 
glants ... Leurs poetes auraient plus souvent Cette 
rudesse original© de 1'Invention, au'une certain© 
delicatesse qui donne le gout ...94

Of the two modern political types depicted by Mon­
tesquieu, his model of England most directly Informed Mme. 
de Stael's own perspectives. Whereas 3he explicitly reject­
ed many of the feature of the monarchical model as unsuited 
to post-Revolutionary France,_ his analysis of the English
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constitution contained themes she would further refine 
and adapt. Among the themes to re-emerge in Mme. de 
Stael's writings were Montesquieu's attentiveness to the 
political role of merit and esteem; his conflictual theory 
of liberty; and, most significantly, his refusal to regard 
the public life of the citizen and the private pursuits of 
modern man as mutually exclusive ideals.

At the opening of this chapter, Mme. de Stael's 
twofold debt to Montesquieu was described. His first lega­
cy was methodological. Montesquieu's theory of physical and 
moral causes provided the structural framework of De l'Al- 
lemagne. as well as cf her investigations of other national 
societies:

Les reflections que le pays et les livres m'ont 
suggerees sont partagees en quatre sections ...
Le premiere traitera de l'Allemagne et des moeurs 
des Allemands; la second, de la litterature et 
des arts; la trolsSeme, de la philosophie et de la 
morale; la quatrieme, de la religion et de l!en- 
thousiasme. 95

She more carefully treated moral determinants that Montes­
quieu had merely touched on —  literature and woman's social 
status —  and transformed his concept of "general spirit" 
into "national character." Like Montesquieu, Mme. de 
Stael refused to attribute to any one cause a decisive role 
in shaping a nation's character; nonetheless she often ven­
tured to assign priorities:

... les religions et les lois decident presque entiere- 
ment de la ressemblance ou de la difference de 1'esprit 
des nations. Le climate peut encore y apporter quel- 
ques changemens ...96
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If Montesquieu’a perspective was global, Mme. .de Stael don- 
fined her attention to the nations of Europe, offering vivid 
portraits of France, England, Germany, Italy and Russia.
She turned to comparison for reasons both intellectual and 
partisan, both to explain and to exhort: thus English con­
stitutionalism was not only illuminated by contrast to the 
arbitrary government of Napoleonic France, but also endorsed. 
In a less consistent manner, Mme. de Stael also made use of 
Montesqueiu'a scheme of political classification. Like him, 
ahe spoke of honor as the actuating principle of the (pre­
revolutionary) monarchy; fear as the passion distinctive to 
despotism (though she largely re-worked its meaning) and, 
as seen in the preceding chapter, civic virtue as the 
spring of the republic. As for representative government, 
the political type she regarded most approriate to her own 
day, its distinguishing passion was the "spirit of liberty,H 
incorporating the motives of natural sympathy and self- 
seeking individualism.

Thus we come to Montesquieu's second legacy to Mme. 
de Stael: the valuation of liberty as a prime political
good. Not only did Mme, de Stael espouse her master's pre­
ferred value, ahe also accepted much of what he had to say 
about the requirements of a free political system: its re­
cognition of ordered group conflicts, its constitutional 
limitations on the exercise of power, its decentralization 
of political decision-making. What Mme. de Stael could 
not accept, however, was the adequacy of monarchical model
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to herown hiatorloal circumstances. It was, she conceded, 
a framework properly fitted to the Old Regime, though her 
assessment of honor recalls Montesquieu's irony more than 
his approval;

La delicatesse du point d'honneur, I'un des ̂ prestiges 
de l'ordre prlvil^gle, obligeoit les nobles'a decorer^ la soumission la plus devou§e des formes de la liberte.
II falloit qu'ils conservassent, dans leurs rapports 
avec leur maltre une sorte d'esprit de chevalerie ... 
afln de se dohner 1'air de choisir le Joug qu'ils 
portoient; et rrfelant ainsi l'honneur avec la servitude, 
ils s'essayoient de se courber sans s ' a v i l i r . ^ w

The Revolution had, to Mme. de Stael's mind, brought about 
changes in France which challenged the literal applicability 
of Montesquieu's model. Of these changes, perhaps the most 
fundamental was the shift from artifice to nature as a stan­
dard of legitimacy. If, prior to the Revolution, the nobili­
ty had preserved the form of liberty by means of artifice, 

substance of liberty would now be secured by a political 
system rooted In man's nature:

Sous la monarchic, une foule d'usages substituoient 
quelquefois le ton de la conv^nance a celui de la 
raison, les egards de la societe ̂ aux̂  sentimens du 
coeur ... mais la parure de la verite dans un pays 
libre, e3t d'accord avec la ve'rite meme. L'expres- 
slon et le sentiment doivent deriver de la metae 
source.

This shift, it should be noted, entailed a major readjust­
ment in Mme. de Stael's angle of vision: she no longer
discussed human nature in exclusively sociological terms, 
as in her national character studies, but now referred to 
an "essentlalist" definition of man, realizable through a 
distinctive socio-political structure of universal applica­
bility. This perspective provided the basis of a thorough­
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going reassessment of Montesquieu's views on the ordering 
principles of political society. With certain modifications 
in its formulation, liberty was retained as Mme. de Stael's 
central political value. She argued, however, that liberty 
could no longer be based on the inequalities of social con­
vention as depicted in Montesquieu's monarchical model, but 
rather must be combined with that form of equality dictated 
by man's nature. The reconcilation of these values was, in 
turn, to be achieved through a representative form of govern­
ment based on indirect popular participation and public 
opinion. Because these concepts —  liberty, equality and 
representative government -- are fundamental to both the re­
publican and monarchical models constructed by Mme. de Stael,
I shall consider the meaning of each before proceeding 
further.
Liberty:

We have, in the previous chapter, already encountered 
Mme. de Stael's definition of liberty; the modern meaning of 
the term, it will be recalled, was essentially negative in 
emphasis* "c'est tout ce qul garantit 11Independence des 
cltoyens contre le pouvoir du gouvemement." It will also be 
recalled that Montesquieu's understanding of the term was not 
dissimilar, "La liberte est le droit de faire tout ce que les 
lois permettent ..." For both thinkers, then, liberty re­
ferred to that area within which the citizens was unrestrain­
ed by law. Neither theorist, however, equated liberty with 
license (both pointed out the presence of non-legal restraints
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on men's actions) and neither went the route of Godwin by 
interpreting liberty as the absence of law. Indeed Mme. de 
Stael also shared Montesquieu's concept of liberty as se­
curity from fear which, in political terms, translated as 
the condition of assured expectations provided by constitu­
tional government. As law was recognized as a necessary 
condition of liberty, the fundamental question for both 
theorists was not the presence or absence of legal res­
traint, but rather the range and method of law-making ap­
propriate to a "liberal" or "moderate" government.

although Mme. de Stael offered no concise state­
ment defining the legitimate boundaries of political inter­
ference, it may be Inferred from her writings that she en­
visaged a line of demarcation similar to the one proposed 
by Constant:

Les citoyens possedent des droits individuals inde­
pendents de toute autorite 3ociale et politique, et 
toute autorite qul vlole ces droits devient illegitlme. Les droits des citoyens sont la liberte indlviduelle, la liberty religieuse, la liberty d'opinlon, dans la- 
quelle ̂ st comprise sa publicity', la Jouissance.de la propriete, la guarantie contre tout arbitraire. 0

More often than Constant, however, Mme. de Stael appeared 
willing to compromise the liberties in the face of what she 
considered to be overriding circumstances; thus she advo­
cated restrictions on the freedom of the press and assembly 
under the Directory as a means of quelling extremist 
threats to the Republic.Nonetheless it is clear that 
she intended such measures to be temporary ,102allowing Con­
stant's formulation to stand as the cornerstone of her own
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political theory.
Having noted that Mme. de Stael posited "human 

nature" as the basis for political values in the post-Revo- 
luilonary era, it is appropriate to consider her Justifica­
tion of liberty from this perspective. Recall that both 
liberty and human nature were historically bound concepts: 
liberty, as defined above, was a distinctively modern value; 
human nature, tbo, was tied to modernity since self-interest 
and sympathy were revealed as essential springs of man's be­
havior only at an advanced stage of historical progress. In 
the modern era these facets of man's nature manifested them­
selves in a variety of spontaneous relationships, ranging 
from those rooted primarily in sympathy and its related senti­
ments —  marriage, the family, friendship, charitable and re­
ligious ties —  to those rooted in passive self-interest —  
commerlcal enterprise, property ownership, etc. These 
spheres of endeavor were regarded by Mme. de Stael as outlets 
for man's natural inclinations. To the extent that they were 
encroached upon by the state (other than for the necessary 
preservation of order), man's opportunities for felicity were 
diminished.

The concept of privacy enlisted by Mme. de Stael 
figured only obliquely in Montesquieu's treatment of English 
liberty. The demand for privacy was closely tied to the as­
cendancy of the middle class, and invoked as a rationalization 
of their interests. It embodied claims for a free maket 
economy; it rested on a vision of personal relations (a high
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valuation of family life, etc.) that was distinctively 
bourgeois. Admittedly, Mme. de Stael's discussion of the 
concept raised more difficulties than it resolved: Why,
for example, presume a natural harmony between the motives 
of self-interest and sympathy? Wh&t, precisely, is the de­
fining quality of the private, since all man's actions can 
be said to derive from his nature? Notwithstanding such 
difficuties, the concept of liberty as privacy posed a fun- 
damnetal challenge to Mme. de Stael's political opponents 
of the Left and Right. The Jacobins warned against its in-
dlfferbrence to the values of community and proclaimed it

103a principle of social disintegration. The conservatives 
similarly condemned its defense of the Individual at the 
expense of the community; for them, however, community sug­
gested hierarchy, tradition and religion —  principles anti­
thetical to the communitarian ideal of the Jacobins.

To this point, I have examined Mme. de Stael's con­
cept of liberty as it referred to the relation of the in­
dividual to the state. She was no less intrigued by the 
concept as it bore on the relation of the individual to 
society, and specifically with regard to the "superior" or 
"unique" personality confronted by the suffocating pres­
sures of social sentiment (a question unanticipated by Mon­
tesquieu). Mme. de Stael approached the issue from a dis­
tinctively femlne angle of vision: she focused on the
plight of the superior woman who, to her mind, suffered the 
yoke of a double prejudice against both her sex and her
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superiority:
La societe est constitute pour l'interet de la 
majorite, c'est-a-dire des gens mediocres: lors- 
que des personnes extraordinaires se presentent, 
elle ne sait trop si elle^oit en attendre du bien 
ou du. mal; et oette inquietude la porte necessaire- 
ment & les Juger avec rigueur. Ces verit^s gene- 
rales s'appliquent aux femmes d'une maniere bien 
plus forte encore: il est convenu^qu'elles
doivent respecter toutes les barrieres, porter 
tous les genres de Joug; et comme il y auroit de 
1'inconvenient pour le bonheur de la society en general a ce que le plus grand nombre des femmes 
eut dqs sentimens passlonnees ou m£me des lumieres 
tres-etendus, il n'est pas etonnant qu'a cet egard 
la societe redoute tout ce qui fait exception, 
meme dans le sens le plus favorable.104

Mme. de Stael thus raised the question that would later be
more subtly discussed by Tocqueville and Mill. Her own
treatment of the issue was, in fact, disappointingly vague,
and frequently lapsed into emotional outburst, "vous
(society) brisez des coeurs, vous renversez des destinees
qui auroient fait l'ornement du monde."105
Equality:

For Montesquieu, the ascriptive inequality of
social orders constituted the essence of the monarchy, as
well as the prime guarentee of its liberty. Separated from
her master by the intervening Revolution, Mme. de Stael
could no longer consider this formulation acceptable. She
recognized equality as the triumphant principle of the
Revolution: it had, accordingly, to be reconciled with
liberty and accommodated by her own political perspectives:

... l'egalite*’ politique est une verite eternelle que - 
la force de la Revolution franchise a fait triompher.t.° 
c'est pour l'etablir a Jamais dans l'univers qu'il 
faut 1 unir aux prlnclpes de gouvemanant que l'ex- 
perlence a con3acr£es. ^07
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What was the meaning of equality as ^me. de 3tael 
understood the term? It referred,first, to the concept of 
equality of opportunity (earlier alluded to by Montesquieu 
in his discussion of England) implying: a) that careers 
must be accessible to all irrespective of hereditary distinc­
tions of rank; and b) that all rewards, titles, and honors 
be awarded on the basis of merit as determined by perform­
ance :

Toutes les distinctions heredltaires sont une inegalite' 
factice quelquefois d('accord, mais souvent en opposi* 
tion avec I'inegalite naturelle. CJuand vous admettea tous les hommes a la concurrence de tous les emplois 
et que vous assurez la liberty de choix ... vous e'tes 
assures que les hommes les plus eclaires, les plus 
honne'tes, les plus consideres seront appeles par le 
peuple a le gouverner. 10°

This principle of equality rested on the assumption that men
were, in fact, unequal in talent, ability and intelligence;
it recognized these inequalities and sanctioned them by an
appeal to nature. The purity of this principle was somewhat
compromised by Mme. de 3tael's attempt in the Considerations
to reconcile it with the existence of a hereditary nobility:

En Angl^terre les rangs et l'egalite sont combines de 
la^maniere la plus favorable a la prosperite de % 
l'Etat ... on a fait servir le respect des ancetres a 
former une classe qui donne le moyen de flatter les 
hommes de talent en les y associant. 109

Yet the most striking departure from the principle remained
Mme. de Stael's refusal to apply it to members of her own
sex: "On a raison d'exclure les femmes des affaires poli-
tlques et civlles.1,110
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Mme. de Steel's conception of political equality pre­
sumed property-ownership as a requisite for active citizen­
ship. This criterion and its Justification will be examined 
in detail in the following chapter. Because the right to 
acquire and hold property was open to all, Mme. de Stael 
maintained that the restriction of active citizenship to 
property-holders was fully consistent with her cardinal prin­
ciple of equality of opportunity.

A third principle of equality defended by Mme. de 
Stael was equality before the law, as contained in her notion 

liberte' civile. By this principle, she understood 
equal protection of the law with reference to: a) rules 
equally applicable to all men qua men ("Point d'arrestation, 
de Jugement, que dans les formes le'gales et universelles") 
b) rules as they recognize relevant differences among men 
("Points d'impots qui ne soient proportionnels");112 and c) 
impartiality in the administration of the law.11^

If Mme. de Stael extolled equality as "la verlte 
etemelle qui la force de la Revolution a fait triompher," 
she refused to embrace the other meanings of that term that 
flowed from the Revolutionary experience. With regard to the 
idea of economic equality, she could abide neither the Jaco­
bin's minimal program of economic regulation nor the more 
radical Babeuvist demand for 1'egallte reele to be achieved 
through the abolition of private property. The absolute 
sahctlty of property rights being intrinsic to her constitu­
tionalist conception of liberty, Mme. de Stael dubbed her op­

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



173

ponents of the Left "anarchists." Like Tocqueville after
her, she perceived the tension between the values of liberty
and equality. As for social equality, Mme. de Stael abhorred
what she regarded to be the indiscriminate social leveling
inspired by the Jacobins:

On,vouloit cependant etablir un genre d'egalite; e'etoit celle qui met exterieurement au meme niveau 
tous les esprits etvtous les caracteres; on vouloit 
cette egallte qui pese sur les hommes distingues, 
soulage la mediocratie jalouse.11

In sum, Mme. de Stael's egalitarianslm represented a major 
break with the perspectives of the Old Regime as typified by 
Montesquieu's monarchical model. Yet she refused to accede 
to the more generous perspectives that prevailed during the 
later phases of the Revolution. Her egalitarianslm embodied 
a variety of formulations, incorporating both "arithmetic" 
and "proportional" forms of equality. Still it remained in 
many respects a narrow ideal, historically bound to the de­
fense of the tiers.
Representative Government:

Both the republican model depicted in Des olroon- 
stances actuelles and the monarchical model of the Considera­
tions were classified by Mme. de Stael as forms of repre­
sentative government. In the previous chapter we saw that 
she considered representative government to be that political 
type most suited to her own era: direct democracy was incon­
ceivable given the extended geographical dimensions and 
transformed cultural perspectives of modern life. Repre­
sentative government, as she would define it, was structured 
to protect and maintain those values (liberty and equality)
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entailed by man's nature, which formed the legitimate basis 
of modern political arrangements. Already in her adoles­
cent essay, Lettres sur Rousseaut Mme. de Stael described 
representative government as a guarantor of liberty, "J'oser- 
ai blamer Rousseau cependant de ne pas regarder comtne libre 
la nation qui a ses representans pour legislateurs, et d'exl- 
ger 1'assembles generals de tous les individua;" in Des 
circonstances actuelles. she identified it as a necessary 
condition of political equality, "il ne peut p&3 y avoir de 
doute que le gouvernement representatif est le seul qui main- 
tienne le principe lmmuable de l'egallte des droit3 politi- 
ques."^^ It was the category Mme. de Stael applied to her 
republican and monarchical models, and despite fundamental 
differences between the two constructs (during her republican 
phase, Mme. de Stael rejected heredity as a principle of 
legitimacy, though she later recognized it in her monarchic­
al model), both are related by elements common to her no­
tion of representation. Mme. de Stael's most careful inves­
tigation of the concept of representative government occurs 
in Des circonstances actuelles; the concept is Invoked in 
the Considerations, but little explored despite the adjust­
ments seemingly necessitated by her political accomodation 
of the hereditary aristocracy. Accordingly, Mme. de Stael's 
discussion of the concept in Des circonstances actuelles will 
serve as the focus of my own inquiry, though I shall refer 
to her English model in the course of the following analysis 
and examine it more closely by way of conclusion.
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Again it is instructive to view Mme. de Stael's 
concept of representative government as a departure from 
the monarchical model depicted by Montesquieu (Montesquieu's 
model of England offered a nearer approximation to Mme„ de 
Stael's ideal; nonetheless he failed to investigate the 
question of representation in any sustained manner). The 
idea of representation implicit in Montesquieu's model of 
the French monarchy had origins in feudal thought. Accord­
ingly, his units of representation were orders, groups, 
corporations, etc.; his representative bodies were con­
ceived as intermediary channels between their mandatories 
and the sovereign.These views did not survive the 
French Revolution, a s  revealed in the Constitution of 
1791, the "nation" had both replaced the "group" as the 
fundamental unit of representation and succeeded the 
monarch as the locus of sovereignty. These new perspec­
tives, in turn, shaped the role of the representative. 
Because he was no longer considered the agent of particu­
lar interests, but rather of the nation as a whole, the 
representative could not be bound by the mandate of his 
electoral constituency. The national will (which embodied 
the "general" interest, as distinguished from the aggregate 
of either individual or group interests) remained to be 
determined by the representatives themselves, deliberating 
as a body within the legislative assembly. Within this 
broadly defined framework, however, there remained gener­
ous ground for disagreement over the nature and functions
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of political representation. Was the national will to be 
"discovered" or "created" by the representatives? Was their 
role essentially active or passive? What constituted the 
essence of representation —  authorization by election? the 
descriptive similarity of the representatives to the nation? 
the activity of governing in the national interest? What 
were the limits of the representatives' authority and func­
tions? What institutional arrangements were most compatible 
with the representative principle? Such issues subtly di­
vided ideological allies like Sieyes and Roederer (the for­
mer maintained that the national will was created by the .
legislative deputies, while the latter appeared to suggest 

Xl8that it was discovered), as well as muddied the efforts 
of individual thinkers. Mme. de Stael's own concept of 
representation is most fully appreciated against this back­
ground, for not only do her writings display a lucid 
awareness of the manifold intricacies of the concept, but 
they also mirror much of the confusion that plagued the 
thought of her contemporaries.

The intellectual reorientation that placed 1'lnteret 
general at the center of representation directly informed 
Mme. de Stael's own position. In Des clrconstance actuelles 
she expressly rejected the view that limited personal in­
terests could form the basis of representation, "... ce sont 
les interets de la nation, et non les lndividus qui la com- 
posent, qui sont representes." Nor could she accept the 
idea of representation by occupational group proposed by
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thinkers like Sieyes, who, in the Dlacoura du 2 thermldor,
had amended his earlier views on the nature of "l'unite 

,,120rationale:
On a propose, de nos jours, de diviser la representa­
tion en deputes negociants agriculteurs, hommes de 
lettres, etc., et cette idee eut ete' bonne, ei les 
etats de la acciete ete fixement separes. 121

Having cleared the board of competing concepts of
representation, Mme. de Stael turned to set forth her own
theory. The essence of representation was, she maintained,
the exercise of power on behalf of 1 *interet general;

Voici celui qui me parait I 1essence du gouvernement 
representatif: c'est ce 3ont les inter^ts de la 
nation ... qui sont representees. ^22

Her attention was directed to the standard of judgment ap­
plied by the representatives (i.e. what constitutes the 
general interest?^, rather than to the degree of "literal" 
or "descriptive" resemblance between the legislator and the 
nation:

... il me suffit de prouver que le principe de la 
representation n'est point ni la^proportion des 
representants avec les representes, ni l'unite de 
la representation, nl sa toute puissance. La re­
presentation n'est pas le calcul de reduction, si 
l'on peut s'exprimer ainsi, qui donne en petit 
1'image du peuple. 123

Now Mme. de Stael sometimes spoke otherwise; indeed her 
argument that representative government was a modern sub­
stitute for the direct democracy of the ancients ("Les 
citoyens sont trop nombreux pour discuter ensemble, trop 
elolgnes du centre pour s'y transporter: ils nomment un
fonde^ de pouvoir, pour discuter leurs affaires a leur 
place")12^ seemed to suggest that it should replicate, to
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the greatest possible degree, the assemblage of the whole
12gpeople. This view, however, was inconsistent with her 

fundamental position which entailed the promotion of the 
Interet general with an elitist doctrine of representation. 
The national interest was to be determined, she argued, by 
an assembly of representatives whose superior capacities 
were proven by their victories in open electoral com­
petition:

La representation, c'est la combinaison politique qui 
fait, gouverner la nation par des hommes elus et ̂ com­
bines de maniere qu'ils ont la volonte et 1 'interet de 
tous. 126

Here, then, are two key elements in Mme. de Stael's concept 
of representation: authorization by election and the pro­
motion of the general interest.

Given this view of representation, the burden of 
analysis must shift to Mme. de Stael's concept of the ge­
neral interest. Let us again proceed negatively. She in­
voked the concept to discredit the claims of her political 
opponents: both the absolutists and radical republicans
represented interests hostile to the interet general, and 
thereby "factious." In both cases., interest was inter­
preted as a self-regarding calculation: thus the aristo­
crats favored the restoration of ascrlptive privileges; 
thus the masses aspired to the lawless acquisition of 
property. As distinct from these narrow political claims, 
the Interet general embodied the Interests of all; its 
content was the common good. Mme. de Stael clearly in­
tended for 1 'interet general to serve as an eqivalent of
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Natural Law, I.e. to contain an objective transcendent stan­
dard of right, "un principe etemellement vrai."12? Unlike 
Natural Law, however, the general interest was taken to be 
congruent with the interests of a particular social group —  

the middle class, whose subjective claims embodied norms of 
universal validity. Mme. de Stael's concept of general in­
terest thus straddled the line between subjectivity and ob­
jectivity in a manner analogous to the volonte gene'rale of 
Diderot and Rousseau. Diderot^^had sought the objective 
foundations of morality in "each individual" (considered as 
a member of a common humanity), while Rousseaul^ to the 
same purpose, had invoked the will of the community. For 
Mme. de Stael, the criterion of objective truth was to be 
discovered within the claims of a distinct social class 
and hence temporally rooted in the historical emergence of 
that class (the dimension of history did not figure in the 
formulations of either Diderot or Rousseau; in this re­
spect, as well as by her focus on the category of social 
class, Mme. de Stael anticipated Marx). From this view, 
it is also significant that Mme. de Stael spoke inter­
changeably of 1* Interet general, la volonte'' gene rale and 
1 'opinion nublloue. The concept of opinion had been, 
throughout the history of political thought, essentially 
pejorative: Plato's distinction between the subjective,
prejudiced, shifting half-truths of opinion.and the objec­
tive universal truth of knowledge continued to make itself 
felt well into the eighteenth century. Mme. de Stael at
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once embraced and transcended this distinction; by iden­
tifying the Interests of the middle class with 1 'opinion 
publlque, she retained the subjective sociological con­
tent of the concept, while simultaneously transforming it 
into an objective standard of right.

Apart from the tension between objectivity and sub­
jectivity contained in Mme.de Stael's concept of public 
opinion, there is also the question of whether this opinion 
esists "prior to" or as a "result of" the activity of the 
legislative representatives. Is it "discovered" by the 
deputies or "created" by them? The answer to this question 
entailed consequences central to Mme. de Stael's political 
thought. If public opinion exists as the autonomous dis­
position of the middle classes, then it can operate as a 
restraint on governmental action. If, however, it remains 
to be created by the deputies, then it no longer functions 
as a negative check but as a positive means of enlisting 
support; it serves as an instrument of consensus-building. 
This distinction was conflated in Mme. de Stael's writings; 
hence, to those of her interpreters concerned only with the 
positive role of public opinion in her thought, she has be­
come a precursor of totalitariansim;^^ to those concerned 
only with it3 negative face, she has been heralded as a 
champion of liberty. Actually, both strands are present in 
her thought.

Already in Montesquieu's Book XIX discussion of the 
English constitution, there were anticipations of Mme. de
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Stael's negative model of public opinion. He had, it will 
be recalled, attributed the alertness of the English to the 
operation of their government to the commercial spirit of 
the nation, and specifically to the institution of public 
credit. This theme was, in turn, taken over and expanded 
by Jacques Necker who, in the judgment of Paul P a l m e r ,  ̂ l  
must be credited with having first detailed the political 
significance of public opinion. Throughout his writings, 
Necker insisted that public credit depended on the views 
which "actual and potential holders of government securities 
entertain with respect to the stability and integrity of 
the g o v e r n m e n t ; s u c h  views, held by the middle class, 
Necker classified as "l'opinion publique." Its principal 
function was to operate as a negative check or sociological 
safeguard against the abuse of power, "... c'est 1 'ascend­
ant de l'opinion publique, qui souvent plus qu'aucune 
autre consideration, oppose des obstacle en France aux abus 
de 1 'autorite."^33 Accordingly, it was regarded by Necker 
as "un pouvoir invisible," existing independently of po­
litical authority. Its autonomous status was emphasized by 
by Necker in his historical account of the emergence of 
public opinion in France as the unintended consequence of 
the policies of Louis XIV:

Louis XIV, pendant longtemps, n'avoit connu de l'opin­
ion publique que ses faveurs, et 11 ne craignoit point 
de le mettre en credit, Elle ajoutoit d la gloire du 
Monarque une plus grande solemnite: et comme elle a'oc- 
cupolt entierement de lui, il crut sur la foi de sa 
grandeur personnelle, que lesARois pourrolt,^ dans tous 
les temps, en demeurer les maitres et les regulateurs.
II se trompa. Le mouvement des esprlts, l'emulation
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des talens, le desire passionne de la louage, toute 
eette agitation nouvelle dont Louie paroisaoit l'as- 
tre vivifiant, acquit insensible une force qui lui 
devint propre; et lorsque ce grand Konarque s'eteignt, 
les ld6es et les sentimens qu 11 avoit faire animees, 
qu'il avolt faire na'itre, devenus plus independans, 
se developperent sous divers formes

.although Necker had maintained that the development 
of public opinion was aborted in a republic because its ci­
tizens valued their individual opinions too highly to agree 
on a common ground, Mme. de Stael applied her father's in­
sights to her republican model as well as her model of the 
English monarchy (Necker's own preferred political form). 
Following Necker, she regarded public opinion as the pro­
duct of commercial society and closely linked to the growth 
of the national debt. It was formed independently of po­
litical authority and revealed a fixed content: "l'amour de 
repos, le desire d'acauerir de la fortune, le besoin de la 
conserver."1-^ With respect to the operations of govern­
ment, public opinion was directed at limiting the range of 
political action to the maintenance of order and the protec­
tion of property. This latter function, as indicated in 
her definition, embodied two kinds of interests: "... il 
y a deux grands interets, deux intersts elementaires, pour 
ainsi dire, qui se partagent le monde: le besoin d'acquerir 
et celui de conserver."^^ A bicameral legislature was 
necessary to accommodate both Interests which, more broadly 
viewed, represented the principles of "le mouvement et la 
duree."^7 in the monarchy, the principle of conservation 
was to be upheld by an aristocratic upper chamber. During
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her republican period, however, Mme. de Stael had aban­
doned her support of the French aristocracy, although she 
continued to regard them as guardians of the "conservative" 
spirit:

De quelque maniere que vous combinez les privileges, 
vous leur donnez bien un interet commun avec la na­
tion. C ’est 1 ’esprit conservateur.. .3-38

Yet as the aristocracy was alloted no role in the legisla­
tive process, institutional measures alone had to differen­
tiate the dispositions of the two chambers: "vous placez 
les princlpes democratiaues sous la sauvegarde des formes 
aristocratlques By refining the general interest
into two component elements —  "le besoin d'acquerir et 
celui de conserver" -- Mme. de ota'el was able to Introduce 
a varient of Montesquieu's doctrine of mixed government in­
to a framework which, on its face, appeared to preclude it. 
This strategy will be examined more carefully below. For 
the present, we may note its contribution to the idea of 
limited government compatible with the negative face of 
public opinion. Hence the mutual checking of "le mouve- 
ment et la duree" as a way of balancing (or even stale­
mating) political power:

Leurs institutions [referring to those of the ancients} 
n'avait point pour but la stabilite, 1 'lmmoblllte. 
pour ainsi dire, des affaires publiques ... En France 
on croira que si le gouveraement n'aglssait pas, 
tout irait mieux.

Public opinion, thus conceived, may broadly be de­
fined as a diffident alertness to the policies of govern­
ment based on the conviction that the meaningful realm of
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life is properly private. It wag rooted in a view of the
political as a realm of coercion, wholly devoid of moral
content yet essential to the orderly functioning of society:

Tout pouvoir politique eat institue contre le crime; 
layvertu rend inutile la puissance, ou la puissance 
fletrit la vertu. Ce que les hommes mettent en com- 
mun, ce sont les vertus negatives: ne pas se nuire,
ne pas se voler, ne pas se detuire 441<#< i# gouverne- 
ment alors a plus besoin de contenir que d'exciter.
II est a sa place, quand 11 fait les fonction3 de 
barriers ... 142

Trained exclusively on the operations of government, public
opinion functioned as a sociological check against political
usurpation:

II ne peut pas y avoir d'usurpateur dans un pays ou 
il faudroit que le meme homrne rallalt l ’opinion a 
lui, depuis ie Rhin jusqu'aux Pyrenees ...43

This theme Mme. de Stael carried over into her portrait of 
England in the Considerations.-*^ She depicted public opin­
ion as a strong, steady yet calm disposition, analagous to 
Necker's conception of "un pouvoir invisible:"

Dans un empire ou deux partis opposes se combattent 
avec fureur, il y a blen peu d'oplnion publique ...
II existe cependant une masse dans la nation, tou- 
jours inerte, toujours Immobile, qui, dans les temps 
de trouble, n'a d autre soin que de conna'itre le 
parti le plus forte, afin de s ’y rallier. Cette 
masse est bien tentant d ’opprimer, tant elle sJy 
prete de bonne grace, pese cependant a la longue 
dans un meme sens et, du moment qu’il y du calme ... 
murmure tout bas une sorte d ’oplnion publique...x45

Public opinion did not, then, remain to be created by the 
legislative representatives; rather it existed autonomously 
as the moderate critical disposition of the middle class 
toward the government. It was, accordingly, this disposi­
tion that the representatives had to discover and abide by:
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On ne peut pas detuire son influence, car c'est celle 
de tous et de chacun. On ne peut pas faire changer 
d'avis, car il no veut rlen que son bien-etre. On peut 
bien, tant qu'on est en guerre, oublier qu'elle existe, 
maia comae elle est la veritable puissance national®, 
des qu'on voudra fonder le gouvernement sur la nature 
£es choses, il faudra que cette opinion soit rallies 
a la Republique, ou le gouvernement ne s'etablira pas.

Thus the following assumptions are entailed by the 
negative image of public opinion: l) the political realm 
operates on principles distinct from the private; 2) because 
the essence of the political is coercion, it cannot be a 
force in shaping men's characters; 3) because of the narrow 
province of the political, the quality of political leader­
ship is not of prime concern —  it is sufficient that am­
bitions be moderate and powers constitutionally limited;
4) public opinion is a temperate self-centered disposition 
that operates autonomously as a negative check on the govern­
ment. None of these assumptions apply to the positive im­
age of public opinion.

The positive image of public opinion wa3 intimately 
connected to, although not synonomous with, the concept of 
Interet general. But whereas the general Interest had pre­
viously been seen to emenate from the pre-existent disposi­
tion of the electorate, it was now the national representa­
tives themselves who defined its content. In both cases, 
the general interest remained as a transcendent ideal; what 
shifted was the locus of its determination. From this new 
perspective, the function of the representative —  presently 
conceived as the possessor of superior moral and intellectual 
attributes —  was to apprehend the common imperative and re­
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veal it to the nation. With regard to the determination of
the general interest, the role of the electorate was now
clearly passive:

Neanmoins, pour gcuter et pour pratiquer cette liberte 
qui reunit tous les avantages des vertus republlcaines 
des lumieres philcsophlques ... il faut. dans la peujble 
beaucoup de raison,^ et dans les hommes de la premiere 
classe beaucoup d'e'tudes et de vertus. ^ 7

With regard to the acceptance or reception of the representa­
tives' determination, however, the public assumed an active 
posture. Hence Mme. de Stael's second image of public opin­
ion as the positive social force of esteem which bestowed 
political rewards on the most worthy members of the elite 
and inspired the emulation of all men. In contrast to its 
first image, public opinion was now seen to originate in re­
sponse to the activities of the political elite; it was 
generated rather than discovered by the nations's representa­
tives. As before, it was linked to the attitudes of the 
bourgeoisie, since that class possessed the active right of 
sufferage; nonetheless, in a broader sense, it embraced the 
non-propertied classes as well. When it operated in the 
context of a free society, public opinion served as a stan­
dard of political legitimacy, as well as a basis of social 
cohesion and moral direction.

Public opinion had thus been transformed from a dif­
fident guard of private interests into a positive expression 
of public approval which served as a vehicle of development 
for both the rulers and the ruled. Mme. de Stael's concept 
of 1 'interet general expanded to accommodate this shift in
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perspective: whereas its content had been previously re­
stricted to the maintenance of order and protection of pro­
perty, it now came to include the determination of moral 
values. As a consequence, the representative became the 
guardian of the nation's ethical standards —  a role which 
conferred on him the right to demand from his conatitutents 
the sacrifice of their private pleasures:

Je oseral dire que mon pere est le premier, et j;us- 
qu'a present, le plus parfait model de l'art d'ecrire 
pour les hommes publics, de ce talent d'en appeler a 
l'opinion, de s'aider de son secours pour soutenlr le 
gouvernement, de reanimer dans le coeur des hommes les 
princlpes de la morale, puissance dont les magistrate 
doivent regarder comme les representans, puissance qui 
leur donne aeyle le droit de demander a la nation des 
sacrifices. 14°

The premises of this argument warrent close examination.
Unlike the first image of public opinion, the second 

rested on the assumption that public and private realms oper­
ate on analogous principles. From this view, Mme. de Stael 
regarded the family not only as the cornerstone of the civic 
order, but also as a microcosom of the political. She dis­
tinguished four categories of marriages the two of which she 
approved, I shall call the "happy" and "dutiful" marriage; 
the two of which she disapproved, the "unhappy" and the "sta­
tic." Significantly her criteria of evaluation are identical 
to the criteria she elsewhere applied to Judgments of the 
political.

The only distinction to be drwan between the "happy" 
and "dutiful" marriage was the absence from the latter of 
spontaneously given love.*^9 Both types of marriage, however,
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embodied an Identical structure of authority! a ruling ele­
ment, the husband, whose position derived from superior 
merit and wisdom; and a ruled element, the wife, whose own 
development was contingent on the emulation of her husband. 
Thus Mme. de Belmont, a character in Delphine, emphasized - 
the hierarchical structure of her "happy" marriage:

Pour que le marlage remplisse 1 'intention,de la nature, 
il faut que 1'homme ait pour son merite reel un veri­
table avantage qu'elle reconnoisse et dont elle Jou- 
isse ... le plus grand des plaisirs, c'est cette ad­
miration du coeur qui remplit tous les momens, donne 
un but a tcutes les actions,^une emulation continuelle 
au perfectionnement de soi-meme, et une place aupres 
de soi la veritable glolre, l'approbation de l'arai qui 
vous honore en vous aimant. 50

By contrast, the "unhappy" marriage was characterized by the 
moral baseness of the husband, and the consequent degrada­
tion of the wife. Yet another varlent was provided by the 
"static" marriage in which the husband was praiseworthy, but 
failed to develop the virtues of his wife. Because the ele­
ment of emulation was lacking; the relationship could not 
be truly satisfying to either partner. The model for this 
marriage is taken from the portrait of English domesticity 
presented in Gorlnne (Mme. de Stael did not develop this 
theme in her more sympathetic treatment of England in the 
Considerations):

... en Angleterre,^des interets des divers genres qui 
honorent l'humanite, les hommes, dans quelque retraite 
qu'ils vivent, ont toujours les moyens d'occupier digne- 
ment leur loisir; mais l'existence des femmes, dans le 
coin isole de^la terre que J>'habitois, etait bien lnsi- 
pide ... represente z-vous ce que c'etait j^our moi 
que d'etre assise autour d'une table & the plusieurs 
heures par jour apres d£ner ... tous les quarts d'heure 
11 s'elevolt une voix qui faisoit la question la plus
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insipide ... enfin, les Messieurs revenoient, et ce 
moment si attendu n'apportoit pas un grand changement 
dans la maniere d'etre des femmes; les hommes con- 
tinuolent leur conversation aupres de la cheminee, 
les femmes restolent dans le fond de la chambre, jdis- 
rlbuant les tasses de the; et quand 1'heure de depart 
arrivoit, elles s'en alloient avec leurs epoux, pretes 
a recommencer le lendemaln une vie que dlfferolt 
celle de la veille que par la date de l'almanach. -

In this model, then, the isolation of the marital partners 
Inhibited the beneficial development of esteem and its at­
tendant principle, emulation.

When applied to the realm of politics, this positive 
force of moral approbation translated as public opinion. 
Public and private realms thus operated on analogous princi­
ples. lime, de Stael spoke similarly of a dominant-subordin­
ate political relationship based on the exceptional worth of 
the ruling element;

Le principe^d'une republlque ou l'egalite politique 
est consacree,ydoit §tre d'etablir les distinctions 
les plus marquees entre lea hommes, selon leuro 
talens et leurs vertus.̂ 52

The ruled element had to be developed through the emulation
of its leaders;

La republlque doit donner beaucoup plu| d'essor que 
tout autre gouvernement a ce mobile d'emulation; elle 
s'enrichit des travaux multiplies qu'il inspire 
il ne faut pas oter aux grandes Snes leur devotion a 
la gloire; il ne faut pas 6ter aux peuple le senti­
ment d'admiration. De ce sentiment derivent tous 
les degrees d'affection entre les magistrats et les 
gouvernes. 153

If the first image of public opinion was exclusively 
trained on delimiting the power of the political elite (with 
the implication that representatives were men of ordinary 
talents and moderate ambitions-), the second demanded great
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statesman capable of winning the esteem of the nation. Thus 
Mme. de Stael spoke of the "aristocratie naturelle" which

IgAwould emerge from open competition for public office. ^ The 
idea of representatives forming a natural aristocracy was not 
uncommon among thinkers of the Revolutionary period.^^ In 
De la lltterature, however, Mme. de Stael took the concept 
a step further in the direction of romanticism by positing 
the ideal of the statesman as genius and emphasizing the pro­
tean quality of his excellence. Significantly, this vision 
not only was incompatible with the idea of a deliberative 
representative assembly (as it stressed the individual ex­
cellence of the genius above the collective wisdom of the 
elite), but also unwittingly endangered the constitutional­
ist dimension of her thoughts

... lorsque la nature du governement promet a I'homme 
de genie la puissance ... deB vainqueurs dignes de 
remporter un tel prix ne tardent point a se presenter... 
il faut pour^le bonheur du genre humain, que les^grands hommes charges de sa destinee possedent presque egale- 
ment un certain nombre de qualities tres differentes; 
un seul genre de superiorite ne 3uffit pas pour captl- ver les dlverses classes jdL 'opinions et d'estime; une 
seul genre de superiorite ne personifie point •••
1'idee qu’on aime a faire d'un homme celebre.

The other face of the disinterested sentiment of esteem was 
the self-interested desire for reputation. Worthy men did 
not, like Plato's Phllosopher-Kings, reluctantly accept pub­
lic office, but actively aspired to it. This applied to Mme. 
de Stael's republican model ("La republlque ... ne faut pas 
oter aux grands ames leur devotion a la gloire) ,^^as well 
as to her model of the English monarchy ("La consideration 
publique en Angleterre est le premier but des hommes 6n
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pouvoir."),1^8
Thus public opinion was not the moderate self-cen- 

tered disposition of the first image, but rather an other- 
directed sentiment of sometimes high Intensity (ranging from 
esteem to enthusiasm). It was the vehicle, not for the pro­
tection of private pleasures, but rather for the shaping of 
men's characters in which the statesman now assumed a promi­
nent role. Like the negative concept of public opinion, it 
required that the operations of government be given a great 
degree of publicity. But whereas from the first perspective, 
public scrutiny was essential for the purpose of preventing 
usurpation; from the second, it was indispensable (recall the 
analogy of the "static" marriage) to the moral development 
of the citizenry, i.e. the deportment of the statesman pro­
viding a model for national emulation. In sum, the repre­
sentation of public opinion had shifted from an act of dis­
covery to an act of creation.

Although it played a central role in her political 
thought, Mme. de Stael's concept of representation was 
neither systematic nor consistent. In its essentials —  
representation being defined as the exercise of power on 
behalf of the general Interest —  it was clearly a product 
of the intellectual perspectives of the devolution. Con­
sequently Mme. de Stael rejected the idea of explicit man­
dates from the electors, although she hesitated between re­
garding the general interest as a pre-existent disposition
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of the electorate (suggesting an implicit, generalized and 
diffuse mandate) or as the determination of the representa­
tives themselves of the transcendent interest of the nation. 
Each position entailed a distinctive view of the general in­
terest; each was predicated on a different set of assump­
tions concerning both the nature of the political and the 
role of the representative.

The relation of the concepts of representation found 
in Mme. de Stael's monarchical and republican models pre­
sent a second set of difficulties. Unlike the republic, 
the monarchy included an upper legislative chamber composed 
of an hereditary aristocracy. While open to recruitment 
from below, it nonetheless was not an elected body; hence 
the criterion of "authorization by election" that Mme. de 
Stael had earlier posited as a condition of representation 
was not fulfilled. Moreover the recognition of "aristocra­
tic" interests appears to contradict her republican insist­
ence that the exclusive subject of representation was the 
Interet general. It will be recalled, however, that Mme. de 
Stael had envisaged the -general interest not as monolithic, 
but rather as composed of two types of interests -- "le 
besoin d'acqueVir et celui de conserver" —  the latter being 
aristocratic in nature. She slipped through this loophole 
in the Considerations to legitimate the political representa­
tion of the nobility: in England, she maintained, there was 
no contradiction between the promotion of the general inter­
est and the recognition of the claims of the aristocracy.
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THE THERMIDORIAN REPUBLIC:

A reluctant convert to republicanism, Mme. de Stael 
had long shared her father's admiration for the English 
monarchy. Her attachment to the monarchial form of govern­
ment prompted her public support for the Constitution of 
1791* although she privately expressed concern over its 
provisions for a unicameral legislature and weak executive. 
As for the alternative of a republic, she summarily dis­
missed it as ill-suited to France. The events of Thermldor 
compelled Mme. de Stael to reconsider her position. The 
republic had survived the Terror: to resume an active po­
litical life she would have to come to terms with the new 
constitutional order. The fact that she never condemned 
republican institutions as intrinsically pernicious, but 
only as Incompatible with the social and historical cir­
cumstances of the French nation, facilitated her new pos­
ture of accommodation. Accordingly, it was to relativist 
principles that she turned, in the Reflexions sur la paix 
lnterleure, to Justify her conversion to republicanism:

Heritor duAtrfine, ou le reconquerir, somt deux 
actes extremement differens* 1 'unrest passif 
comme la loi, 1'autre appartlent a toutes les passions des hommes 1 ... en France, vers quel 
roi, depuis la mort deplorable de 1 infortune 
Louis XVI, vers quel roi, dans I'ordre legal,  ̂
pout-on toumer les yeux, qui ne se soit montre 
l'ennemi de la liberte ... La France peut 
s'arreter danB la republlque; mais pouJ? arriver 
a la monarchie mlxte, 11 faut passer par lo 
gouvernement milItaire, Tel est le changement 
qui s'eat fait dans la revolution depuis trols 
ans, qu'aujourd'hui la proclamation de la con­
stitution de 1791 rejouiroit les roi et at- 
tristerolt hors de France tous les amis de la 
liberte.
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The two works central to the understanding of Mme. de 

Stael's concept of republicanism are Des circonstances 
actuelles qui peuvent terminer la Revolution et des prlnolpes 
qui dolvent fonder la Republlque en France and De la llttera- 
ture oonslderoe dans ses rapports avec les Institutions so- 
dales; two earlier pamphlets anticipated their arguments. 
Reflexions aur la palx, and Reflexions sur la palx lnterleure.

Mme. de 3tael domposed Des circonstances actuelles
in co11aboration with Benjamin Constant and began work on De 

3la lltterature during the latter half of 1798, while a vic­
tim of exile for her role in the Fructldor coup d'etat. The 
royalist challenge of Fructldor was only one in a series of 
attacks which had buffeted the Republic between extremes of 
the Left and the Right. On the Right, there were the royal­
ist uprisings of Quiberon and VendemaIre, the pre-Fructidor 
electoral crises, and the incendiary polemics of Papist re­
actionaries like Joseph de Maistre and the Abbe Barreul. On 
the Left, the Republic confronted the opposition of the 
Jacobins (whose hostility to the Constitution the Directori­
a l  were prone to exaggerate), and the insurrection of the 
Babouvists, with their call for the abolition of private 
property and the wholesale leveling of economic, social, and 
political Inequalities. Significantly, the same year that 
Mme. de Stael wrote Des olroonatances actuelles. the Directory 
had for the second time violated the constitution on the pre­
text of saving the republic* The coup d'etat of Floreal 
(May 1798) had forcibly squelched the electoral victories
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of the Jacobins, as the coup of Fructldor had earlier done 
to those of the royalists. Des circonstances actuelles rep­
resents Mme. de Stael's attempt to deliver the Republic 
from its periodic bouts with political crisis by widening 
the base of its popular support. To this end, she proposed 
major revisions in the Directoral Constitution, as well as 
a thorough reassessment of the ethical, social, and intel­
lectual foundations of the republican order. Always, Mme. 
de Stael's proposals were geared to the practical problem 
of consensus-building, which she interpreted as the need to 
bridge all shades of moderate opinion. Thus her republi­
canism steered a precarious middle course between radical­
ism and reaction.

What did Mme de.Stael mean by republican government? 
The question admits of no clear answer, but can be illum­
inated by the application of Montesquieu's analytical 
framework. Classified by its "nature", the republic's 
sovereignty resides in the people as a whole who rule accord­
ing to fixed laws. This formulation must, however, imme­
diately be qualified in two ways* first, active participa­
tion in political life is confined to the middle class; and 
second, the political power of the "nation" is not exercised 
directly, but through the medium of representatives. Nor is 
Mme. de.Stael's republic a direct descendant of Montes­
quieu's model of English representative government. It is 
distinguished both from Montesquieu's and her own model of 
England (to be devext&loped in the Considerations) by its 
exclusion of hereditary Institutions.
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Virtue was the animating passion, or principle, that 
Montesquieu ascribed to the republic; it connoted selfless 
devotion to the common good achieved through discipline and 
austerity. Mme. de Stael, too, seized upon virtue as the 
distinctive principle of the republic, although she under­
stood the term quite differently than her predecessor and in­
corporated it into her argument with far less consistency.
As interpreted by Mme. de Stael, virtue was a function of 
man's innate character rather than a product of disciplined 
self-denial; it referred to man's natural tendency towards 
his fellows, his sentiment of sympathy. And whereas for 
Montesquieu virtue had only a political relevance, it was re­
garded by Mme. de Stael as the foundation of both public and 
private morality. She was not alone in perceiving the sig­
nificance of virtue to the post-Thermidorian republic.
Similar tributes to man's natural sympathy and benevolence 
are to be discovered in the political writings of the Ideo­
logues. But while they derived man's instinct of sympathy 
from his faculty of self-love, Mme. de Stael appeared to 
adopt the Rousseaulan view that moral sentiment existed 
apart from egoism.^ From the standpoint of practical poli­
tics, arguments for the priority of natural virtue served 
the position of the moderates who sought to identify a 
spring of government equally distant from the austere "clv- 
isme" of the Jacobins and the artificial feudal ethos of 
honor. Moreover, an appeal to man's natural benevolence to 
his fellows well-suited their strategy of comprehensive
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political reconciliation.
In certain passages, however, tyme. de Stael ap­

peared to shift the mainspring of republican government 
from virtue to self-interest, a move that brought her more 
into line with the teachings of the Ideologues. Like them, 
she grounded her arguments in a double appeal to nature and 
historical progress? by nature, man's self-interest dictated 
his ends and means; while from a historical perspective, 
man's self-seeking character was best realized in the . 
modern setting of representative Institutions and commercial 
society. Within this framework the ego's pursuit of happi­
ness translated as economic man's pursuit of security and 
prosperity —  goods which Mme. de Stael associated with pro- 
perty-ownership. I shall shortly examine her concept of pro­
perty, but what requires emphasis here is that she regarded 
the ego’s pursuit of material satisfactions as both privately 
oriented (each man's happiness being subjectively defined) 
and pluralistic (economic satisfactions are multiple and ac­
cessible through a variety of routes). Her arguments pre­
supposed a market model of society, in which Individualistic 
self-seeking was spontaneously reconciled with the general 
good defined in terms od stability and prosperity. While 
Mme. de Stael offered little explanation of the mechanics 
of this model, she did elaborate upon its consequences for - 
the conceptualization of the political. Corresponding to 
the view of society as the realm of spontaneous actions and 
worthwhile endeavor, government was envisaged as a coercive
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power instituted for the sole purpose of protecting per­
sons and property ag&inBt criminal invasion. Its value was 
exclusively negatives government contributed neither to 
man's happiness nor to his moral perfection:

Tout pouvoir est institue contre le crime ce que 
les hommes mettent en commun, ce sont les vertus 
negatives: ne pas se nuire, ne pas se voler, ne
pas se detuire ... 5

The priority of self-interest, then, entailed a disposition 
of diffident alertness towards the state lest it abuse its 
prerogatives to encroach upon individual rights and pri­
vate Initiative (recall the negative face of public opinlon)i 
The sanctity of man's private sphere was further secured by 
constitutional constraints on the state as well as by the 
modern emergence of political representation which, by sub­
stituting an indirect form of government for the self- 
government of the ancients, enlarged man's capacity to pur­
sue his private satisfactions:

C;'est un grand blen, Je le crois, pour la majorite des 
hommes que cette possibilite a'exister isolement des 
affaires pubiiques; ce repos inconnu aux anciens, c'est 
1'avantage des grands associations d'hommes, c|est une 
chance^de plus de bonheur donnee a la dlversite des 
caracteres. ®

Civic Involvement, even the mere act of electing a repre­
sentative, was looked upon as a burdensome necessity, as a 
cost borne by the citizen to secure the protection of his 
individual interests.^ Loyalty to the republic stemmed from 
its guarantee of civil liberties and protection of property 
rights; material self-interest lay at the core of modern 
patriotism. This version of politics defined itself against
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the classical republican apotheosis of civic virtue and 
self-abnegation —  ideals which Mme. de Stael ascribed to 
the Jacobins and renounced as utopian and brutal.

Notwithstanding Mme. de Stael's apparent disdain 
of communitarian Ideals, she was sensitive to the Jacobin 
charges that the apotheosis of egoism led to social disin­
tegration. At the same time that she defended material 
self-interest as a realistic basis of commitment to the re­
public, she grudgingly acknowledged her opponents' claim 
that under the Directory egoism had become synonymous with 
greed and rapacity:

L'argent est devenu le seul moyen d 1 independence, le 
premier bonheur, 1 'unique espoir de salut ... On ne 
cherche pluB l'estime, parce^qu'il n'existe nl gloire 
pour les puissants, ni iriteret pcurvle3 victlmes ... 
ces divers causes demoralisent entierement la plupart 
des hommes.

In the wake of a revolution which had rent the fabric of 
society, overturned prevailing norms, and unleashed the an­
archic passions of the masses, France wa3 in need of a more 
positive social bond. But whereas the radical Left had 
sought a remedy in Montesquieu's image of classical anti­
quity, Mme. de Stael, taking a more innovative route, at­
tempted to translate the ancient principle of civic virtue 
into a form palatable to the post-Revclutionary commercial 
society. Her strategy pivoted on the introduction of a 
third psychological spring into the republic: the motive
of higher self-interest. Unlike the narrow form of egoism 
described above, it referred to man's thirst for esteem, 
ranging from a desire for respect from members of one's
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intimate circle to, on its highest level, the desire for 
public recognition of one's outstanding service to the 
nation. Nowhere is the synthetic quality of Mme. de 
Stael's intelligence shown to better advantage than in 
this ingenious reconciliation of modern egoism with an­
cient civic self-renunciation. Anticipations of this 
formulation may be found in Montesquieu's model of England. 
However Montesquieu placed greater stress on the unintended 
public benefits of individual self-seeking, whereas the 
concept of higher self-interest entailed the conscious and 
deliberate performance of publically oriented deeds (al­
beit ultimately for self-interested ends). Her analysis 
also owed much to eighteenth century Scottish theories of 
human nature (assimilated by Benjamin Constant during his 
tenure at Edinburgh), which focused on man's innate need 
for social approbation and discussed the relation of "re­
putation" to true "praiseworthiness." Like her Scottish 
predecessors, Mme. de Stael optimistically assumed esteem 
and merit to be intrinsically interconnected. As it suit­
ed her political strategy, she oscillated between basing 
this assumption on man's "sentiment de beau,"^ an intui­
tive faculty combining ethical and aesthetic Judgment, 
and the qualities of reflective wisdom inhering in pro- 
perty-ownership. I shall develop these themes below.

The principle of higher self-interest suggested a 
mode of politics quite dissimilar to that entailed by ma­
terialistic egoism. The latter, as we have seen, was
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characterized by a night-watchman state, a devaluation of 
political leadership and a common good defined in terms 
of order and stability -- features commonly associated 
with the classical liberal tradition as developed from 
Locke. The motive of higher self-interest turned away 
from this vision of politics, for its ancestry was civic 
humanist rather than Lockean. The civic humanist tradi­
tion, which evolved from Aristotle to embrace a wide 
variety of formulations, diametrically opposed the Lockean 
by its emphasis on the educative aspects of political life, 
and specifically by its claim that the moral and rational 
fulfillment of the individual was contingent upon his 
acting as a citizen (i.e. as a conscious and autonomous 
participant in the deci3ion-making community). It directly 
Informed Montesquieu's model of the republic, and indi­
rectly influenced his vision of England, although this 
was precisely the style of thought for which Mme. de Stael 
denounced the Jacobins, she did not hesitate to admit it 
into her own political vision through the back door of 
higher self-interest. My earlier discussion of public 
opinion already introduced this aspect of her teaching 
which I shall now examine in greater detail.

Higher self-interest was linked to Mme. de Stael*s 
meritocratic conception of government, according to which 
political rewards (ego-serving ends) were conferred by the 
electorate in recognition of deeds publicly performed in 
the service of the common good. Depending upon whether
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Mme. de Stael referred to passive non-propertied citizens 
or active propertied electors, the approbation of the 
electorate issued from distinct sources (though this is 
not made explicit in her writings). With regard to the 
non-propertied, it3 spring was the "sentiment de beau," 
that unerring instinct of ethical-aesthetic appreciation 
common to all men. As for the active citizens, their role 
was to confirm rationally the spontaneous insight of the 
unpropertied masses.. Property, which had been previously 
associated with th^ narrowly selfish ideal of profit, was 
now conceived in terms of leisure, recalling Aristotle's 
condition of fitness for citizenship. ("C'est la condi­
tion du loislr qui imports dans la condition de propri- 
ete.")^ Thus seen, property-ownership was essential to 
the cultivation of rational judgment needed to discern 
talent and assess performance.^ As a criterion of poli­
tical leadership, however, property-ownership was insuf­
ficient; the further requirement of open electoral com­
petition served to ensure that only the most outstanding 
candidates were rewarded with public office. The for­
tune and reputation of the elite thus turned on the pub­
lic display of their exceptional qualities. Analogously, 
the fortunes of the non-elite pivoted on the successful 
emulation of their superiors. Disinterested sentiment or 
reason were the faculties with which true merit was dis­
cerned, yet it was the egocentric motive of higher self- 
interest that impelled men to behave meritoriously:
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La r^publlque doit donner beaucoup plus d ’essor 
que tout autre gouvernement a ce mobile d'emu­
lation ; elle s'enrichit des travaux multiplies 
qu'il inspire . ..^2

The passage also suggests that Mme* de Stael had in mind 
a theatrical image of politics, according to which the 
political elite promotes the public good, not through legis­
lative enactment (which would patently contradict her valu­
ation of negative liberty), but rather through moral ex­
ample, magnanimous civic gestures, and public-3plrlted ex­
hortation. Thus we find Mme. de Stael supremely concerned 
with the personal character of the statesman, and with his 
abilities as an orator and publicist. Significantly, in 
De la lltterature, the statesman is indistinguishable 
from the man of letters:

La vraie dignite du langage est le meilleur moyen 
de pronouncer toute3 les ̂ distances morales, ji'in- 
spirer un respect qui ameliore celui qul I'eprouve... 
Lorsque les premiers magistrate d'un pays possedent 
cette puissance, elle forme un H e n  volontaire entre 
les gouvemans et les gouvem^s. H

Through the reciprocal principles of reputation and 
emulation that governed relations between ruler and ruled, 
the way was paved for a reconciliation of civic virtue 
with the representative government of the moderns. If 
direct personal particiaptlon was no longer possible, the 
electorate might still participate in an on-going empathy 
with their representatives, an empathy concretized in the 
act of voting. The Indespensable function of the elector­
ate was to endorse and give meaning to the "natural aris­
tocracy." It Is striking to observe the contrast between
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this conception of voting and the defensive "opportunity- 
cost" version supported by Mme* de Stael's previous argu­
ments. While she continued to espouse an ego-centered 
scheme of government, this formulation, which reconciled 
higher self-interest with a commitment to the common good, 
remained faithful to the tenets of civic humanism* through 
t*10 display and emulation of civic virtue, rulers and 
ruled were bound together in the service of the public 
good, raising the nation as a whole to a higher level of 
civic excellence.

In seeking to define the various strands or Mme. 
de Stael's thought, I have perhaps been guilty or attribut­
ing too great a consistency to her arguments. While the po­
sitions deliheated above were sometimes clearly and logical­
ly expounded in her writings, more often they were confused 
and conflated. Her political polemics —  articulating a 
simple antithesis between ancient and modern liberty —  con­
cealed the true complexity of her intellectual posture. If 
Mme. de Stael proudly ranked herself among the apologists 
of the emergent commercial order, she simultaneously retain­
ed an allegiance to classical ideas of civic humanism that 
ill-accorded with her opposition to the Jacobins. Not only 
did the two strains run parallel in her writings, they also 
interested and overlapped one another. Civic humanist 
premises were coupled with classical liberal conclusions, 
or a single set of facts made to serve both types of argu­
ment. Thus she sometimes attached the label "natural aris­
tocracy" to the bourgeoisie as a class, illogically but
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tendentiously linking the middle class commitment to modera­
tion and stability with elitist displays of outstanding 
civic virtue. Similarly, the motive of emulation inspired 
men to seek ever greater material gains, as well as to cul­
tivate their capacities as citizens. Public opinion func­
tioned both as a safeguard against despotic encroachments of 
government and as a vehicle of civic eduoation. The ten­
sions between these two strains of Mme. de Stael's thought 
crystallized in her conception of property. And since prop­
erty served as the cornerstone of her republic, it is appro­
priate to turn to consider its meaning and role in her poli­
tics.

We have seen that property figured in Mme. de 
Stael'̂ s two concepts of self-interest* in the first, it was 
conceived in terms of "profit," the material condition of 
individual happiness; in the second, it afforded the oppor­
tunity of "leisure," the temporal condition of citizenship. 
Before pursuing these more abstract themes, however, I shall 
examine the role of property within the constitutional struc­
ture of Mme. de Stael's republic.

First, the direct exercise of political power was 
confined to the propertied classes. Prior to 1796 Mme. de 
Stael had advocated a restricted franchise but later came 
to defend the two-stage election provided for in the Consti­
tution of the Year III that formally extended the suffrage 
to the poor but, through the intermediary institution of 
electors, effectively mitigated their political power. Such 
a scheme, she contended, offered the advantage of reconcil-
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ing the potentially disruptive masses to the bourgeois re- 

15piiblic while consolidating actual political control in 
the hands of a propertied elite, whose commitment to the 
defense of property rights and to the maintenance of in­
ternal order was ensured by their material self-interest.
At best, this arrangement secured a governing elite of ex­
ceptional talent and accomplishment. Second, property-own­
ership assumed a distinctive role within the framework of 
the upper legislative chamber. Members of the Council of 
Elders were to receive, along with tenure for life, a gen­
erous lifetime annuity subsidized by funds from the State

16Treasury or national properties. By this measure, Mme. 
de Stael sought to imbue the upper chamber with a "con­
servative spirit" in order that it may function as a counter-

17weight to the dynamic and precipltious popular Assembly.
Viewed more broadly, this scheme, In which property played 
a key role, may be seen as Mme, de Stael’s attempt to pre­
serve the spirit of an aristocratic upper chamber within a 
republic that denied the legitimacy of ascrlptive privi­
lege; it is the strategy by which she adapted Montesquieu's 
sociological interpretation of the division of powers to the 
post-Revolutlonary era of middle-class rule.

Ambiguities in Mme. de Stael's argument stemmed not 
only from the disparate categories of political goods with 
which property-ownership was associated (stability, civic 
virtue, conservative attitudes), but also, in a more funda­
mental respect, from her failure to clearly define the 
meaning of property. The problems of definition and Justi-
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ficatlon were, in fact, Intimately Joined. The tension cen­
tral to Mme. de Stael's definition of the term —  her gloss­
ing over the distinction between "real" (or landed) and "mo­
bile" property —  contributed directly to the more abstract 
confusions of political Justification. To account for the 
presence of these tensions in her tnought, it is necessary 
to consider both the intellectual traditions which nourished 
her theorizing and the practical purposes of her politics.

Y/hile the relation between politics and property
has been of perennial concern to theorists since classical
antiquity, it is the debate between Court and Country in
Augustan England that proves most Immediately relevant to 18our inquiry. J.Q-.A, Pocock has brilliantly demonstrated 
the Importance of this initial confrontation between the 
values of the landed aristocracy and the entreprenurial 
values of commercial society for subsequent liberal think­
ing, as well as drawn attention to the ambiguities in Court 
and Country rhetoric that may be seen to prefigure the con­
fusions of Mme. de Stael. Country writers who sought to 
defend aristocratic society against the emergent commercial 
order, formulated a strategy adapting the arguments of civic 
humanism. This style of thought (which I have already iden­
tified in Mme. de Stael's writings) was premised upon a 
valuation of public above private goods and a concept of 
personality pivoting on individual autonomy and active par­
ticipation in civic life. The material foundation of 
Augustan civic humanism was landed property, passed along 
the generations through inheritance. This mode of property,
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which endowed the political order with the stability of tra­
dition, embodied two key conditions of citizenship —  inde­
pendence and leisure. Both heightened the proprietor's ca­
pacity to concern himself with the common good. First, the 
landowner, being economically independent of the government, 
was in a position to identify his particular good with the 
public good rather than with the private interests of his 
political leaders. Second, land ownership afforded the lei­
sure time to cultivate the high level of mental and moral 
excellence needed to discern the broad interests of the com­
munity. Based upQn this conception of landed propery, the 
Augusts ideal of civic virtue was defined in terms of mod­
eration, experience, prudence and sensitivity to inherited 
convention — traits characteristic of the hereditary aris­
tocracy. A second slrand of Augustan thought, typified by

19Bolingbroke s ideal of the patriot king, built upon these 
premises a far more dynamic conception of civic virtue, 
stressing the exemplary role of public displays of civic and 
moral excellence. In either case, these Augustan ideals 
were imperiled by the newly emergent "mobile" forms of 
wealth, which entailed private dependencies on political 
rulers (via patronage, salaries, and the public debt) and 
selfishly preoccupied men's thoughts with the exigencies of 
profit-making. Whereas the aristocracy stigmatized such de­
velopments as "corruption", Court defenders of commercial 
society offered a new set of social values within which the
new modes of wealth could be legitimated. Yet, as Pocock 

20cautions, it would be wrong to assume that apologists of
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the new socio-economic order effected a clean break with the 
ideology of their opponents. Civic humanist ideals continued 
to furnish categories of thought, contribution to inconsisten­
cies and ambivalences in the arguments of Court writers.

Acknowledging these complexities (which suggest the 
quality of Mme.de Stael's intellectual Inheritance), I may 
proceed to outline the contours of the Court position. De­
fenders of the new financial order substituted for the ra­
tional autonomous publicly oriented personality of Augustan 
civic humanism the concept of "economic" man, motivated by 
his interests and appetites to pursue diverse particularis­
tic material satisfactions. The economic order that cor­
responded to this conception of man was distinguished by mo­
bile forms of wealth (ensuring that the enjoyment of materi­
al satisfactions wa3 open to all), social interdependence 
(commercial interchanges; specialization of labor enabling 
greater productivity), competition, innovation and expansion 
(multiplying the variety of attainable satisfactions). Ac­
cordingly, the civic values inhering in "landed" property no 
longer obtained: the recognition of historical continuities 
had been vitiated by the emergence of mobile and shifting 
social relations; the valuation of leisure gave way to the 
valuation of profit; particularistic ends replaced communi­
tarian objectives; reason ceased to denote a determination 
of the general good Independent of the promptings of ego and 
came to refer to the calculus of self-interest or, more 
broadly, to the cosmopolitan Intelligence arising from the 
expanded horizons and advance of learning which accompanied
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the spread of commerce} virtue was transformed from a ration­
al principle of civic life into the non-rational instinct of

21benevolence which governed men s private relations. Court 
thinkers, while continuing to speak of a "common goodj' sev­
ered it from its civic humanist ties to man's moral self-re­
alization and associated it instead with the utilitarian 
ideals of general happiness and prosperity.

The values implicit in the new socio-economic order 
gave rise to a number of differing conceptions of politics, 
two of which we shall consider here. The first, exemplified 
in the writings of Mandeville, regarded government as a posi­
tive collaborator in the individual's pursuit of self-inter­
ested ends. It defended lavish governmental expenditures, 
the establishment of a national debt, banking and credit fa­
cilities, political patronage and corruption on the grounds 
that such practices promoted general prosperity and well-be­
ing-- material progress rather than liberty was the core 
value of this position. A second version of politics re­
stored liberty to the status of a primary good* ascribing to 
the government the more limited role of providing a stable 
framework for the private pursuit of gain. With the business 
of government exclusively confined to the protection of pri­
vate property, liberty (i.e. non-interference by government 
in legal transactions) was erected as the value which defined 
the individual's relation to the state. However, it is im­
portant to distinguish this concept of liberty from that 
dear to the civic humanists* for the latter, liberty was iden­
tified with the principles of autarchy and autonomy; while
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for defenders of commercial society, liberty referred exclu­
sively to the absence of governmental interference, and thus 
was compatible (and indeed presupposed) the presence of in­
tricate social and economic interdependencies, (This dis­
tinction provides crucial background to the insight that Mme, 
de Stael stated before Tocqueville aril Mill, namely that a 
liberal constitution provides no adequate guarantee against 
social pressures).

The relevance of the Augustan debate to post-Thermid- 
orian France remains to be demonstrated. Ironically, the 
findings of recent historiography appear to suggest that
any such assumption is unwarranted. The work of Alfred 

22
Cobban and others has exposed the fallacy of viewing the 
epoch of the Revolution ae the dawn of bourgeois-capital- 
ism, as as of analyzing the Revolution's dynamics in
terms of a simple contradiction between the rising bour­
geoisie and the feudal aristocracy. They point out that th6 
"middle class" leaders of the Revolution consisted primarily 
of professionals and political office holders rather than 
merchants, manufacturers or financiers. The Thermidorian 
elite w8d comprised of war contractors, profiteers and specu­
lators; the pace of economic development under Thsrmidor
and the Directory - as even the Marxist historian George 

23Lefebvre acknowledges - fell far below that of the pre- 
Revolutlonary years. On an ideological plane, however, 
these empirical facts did not deter apologists of the middle 
class like Mme. de Stael from framing a strategy which ex­
tolled the benefits of advanced commercial society, Indeed
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may be argued that France's own underdeveloped economy im­
pelled these thinkers to borrow and adapt arguments formu­
lated across the Channel. Had not Anglophiles like Montes­
quieu , Voltaire and Wecker led the way? We have seen, for 
example, how Montesquieu's model of England reconciled the 
self-interested motives of a commercial order with the 
ideal of a common good. Thus the Thermidorlans met the 
challenge of the reactionary aristocracy with intellectual 
strategies derived from the earlier efforts of English 
Court writers. Mme. de Stael's polemical intentions were 
more complex. Her attempts to reconcile the Interests of 
the bourgeoisie and the nobility led to confusions in her 
argument between the competing claims of Court and County. 
Moreover, she perceived that both strategies of argument 
could be turned against the radical Left to justify the ex­
clusion of the indigent masses from active Involvement in 
politics.

Two aspects of Mme. de Stael's treatment of property 
have their origins in the arguments of the Country. Her 
efforts to rally the support of moderate emigres still 
chary of the Republic prompted the first, or aristocratic, 
conception of property already alluded to in my discussion 
of the upper legislative chamber. Against the sweeping 
indictment of the nobility leveled by republican extremists, 
Mme. de Stael acknowledged the aristocracy's legitimate 
role in the protection of conservative Interests —  a role 
contingent upon their status as owners of landed inherited
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wealth. The preservation of aristocratic interests within 
a republican framework could be accomplished, she argued, by 
the provision of a generous lifetime annuity to deputies of 
the upper chamber. Both modes of wealth were fixed and per­
manent; both could thus be expected to embody the values of 
independence and leisure essential to the cultivation of 
reason, civic virtue and attitudes of restraint ("Vous 
placez les principes democratiques sous la sauvegarde des 
formes aristocratiques . ,.").2^ The fact that aristocratic 
Interests were not uniquely defined by property-ownership, 
but reflected the historical myths of sans and epee as 
well, was Ignored in Mme. de Stael's proposal. Moreover, 
within the course of the treatise, she shifted from the 
argument that aristocratic interests must find an equiva­
lent in the era of middle class rule to the position that 
middle class interests, being universal in character, in­
clude the legitimate interests of the aristocracy.2  ̂ From 
this view, she referred to the twofold character of bour­
geois interests: "le besoin d'acquerir et celui de conser-

o f.ver. Granting this assumption, why then is the conser­
vative bias of the upper chamber dependent on the "arti­
fice" of an annuity? More Importantly, Mme. de Stael's 
subtle shift in perspective confused conservatirism rooted 
in civic virtue and tradition with conservetivism based on 
the self-interested prudence of economic man. Later, in 
the Considerations. Mme. de Stael further confounded the 
distinction by her efforts to provide the bourgeoisie with 
a historical pedigree rivaling that of the aristocracy.
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Such confusions prefigured the social schizophrenia of the
Doctrinaires, who oscillated between portraying the bourr
geoisie as an open universal class and seeking to legiti- 

27mate it as a new aristocracy.
We have seen that property, in its Court-inspired 

meaning, also figured in Mme. de Stael's writings as a con­
dition of exhalted political leadership. While as before 
property was linked to the values of Independence and leisure, 
these values were now enlisted to serve the dynmanic goal of 
cultivating the protean genius of the statesman (as opposed 
to the specialized expertise of commercial man):

... c'est pour ecarter le talent qu'on^attachoit a 
persuader que les pensies qui servant a former le 
Ijhilosophe profound, le grand ecrivan, l'orateur 
eloquent, n'ont aucune rapport avec les principes 
qui doivent diriger les chefs des nations .. 
un seul genre de superiority ne personnifie point 
assez, 3i je puis m exprimer ainsi, l'idee qu'on aime faire d'un homme celebre. ^9

Mme. de Stael's concept of the statesman as a model of moral, 
intellectual and civic excellence thus picked up the thread 
of Bolingbroke's Patriot King. Ironically this line of ar­
gument (though detached from conceptions of property-owner­
ship, independence and leisure) later flowed into the ro­
mantic apotheosis of the political hero that found its full­
est expression in the myth of Napoleon.

Notwithstanding Mme. de Stael's assiduous efforts to 
achieve a synthesis of aristocratic and bourgeois values, 
her defense of each ultimately rested on a distinct set of 
premises and drew upon separate intellectual traditions.
Just as the Country tradition informed her view of the aris-
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toeracy, that of the Court nourished her defense of the 
middle class. In her capacity as an apologist of the bour­
geoisie, she referred to a contractarian theory cf govern­
ment and to property as a socially created right ("La pro­
priety est le resultat du contrst social" p O  -- ideas anti­
thetical to the organic conception of political society es­
poused by the aristocracy. This Court-inspired formulation 
had been invoked by revolutionaries like Mirabeau to Justi­
fy the confiscation of church and emigre properties during 
the early phases of the Revolution. By acknowledging it in 
her own writings, Mme. de Stael hoped to prove her alle­
giance to the Revolution to those who suspected her of 
continued aristocratic sympathies. Yet she could not go on 
to accept the logical extension of this premise as articu­
lated by the more radical revolutionaries —  namely, that 
the state could lawfully interfere to bring about a more 
equitable distribution of goods. She insisted instead up­
on a minimal state and the sancity of property rights, re­
butting the radicals with arguments that again echoed the 
ideology of the Court. She proposed that the general hap­
piness of nations was advanced when each citizen remains 
free to determine his own economic activities and can be 
assured the fruits of his labor. From this premise fol­
lowed the diversity and specialization of enterprise (owing 
to the diversity of men’s talents and personalities) which 
conduced to national prosperity. The pace of progress was 
accelerated by the competitive pursuit of gain (providing 
impetus to industry and ingenuity), as well as by the en­
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larged intellectual and cultural horizons that resulted from 
the expansion of commerce. Political stability was a benefi­
cial consequence of the privatization of men's lives and their 
reluctance to jeopardize their material well-being by either 
waging war or engaging in revolutionary activities.^1

Such arguments presupposed a universe of mobile forms 
of property, open to the aspirations of all; these forms, 
while embracing landed wealth (now available for purchase as 
a consequence of the confiscation of ecclesiastical and aris­
tocratic properties), extended to include commercial, indus­
trial and financial capital. As Court thinkers before hpr,
Mme. de Stael undertook to establish the legitimacy of these 
new forms of wealth by appealing to egocentric principles 
and a utilitarian good that was the unintended outcome of in­
dividual self-seeking. To a greater degree than her pre­
decessors, she made explicit the implications of this posi­
tion: the middle class was the bearer of the legitimate in­
terests and the ultimate destiny of society as a whole.
From this view, Mme. de Stael emphasized the distinctiveness 
of aristocratic and bourgeois interests: the former, rooted 
in descriptive privilege; the latter, rooted in material 
well-being, offering advantages open to all. In response to 
her opponents on the Left, Mme. de Stael pointed out that 
these same benefits of middle class society were contingent 
upon a minimal state, i.e. protection of the widest possible 
area of privacy (in the Considerations, however, her de­
fense of the National Debt jeopardized the primacy of this 
value).
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Mme. de Stael enlisted two strategies in her defense
of property rights: her positive strategy, as we have Just
seen, entailed the apotheosis of middle class interests; her
negative strategy, which I am about to examine, called for
the sweeping repudiation of all claims on behalf of the non-
propertied. These claims ranged from the Babeuvist call for
the abolition of private property to more moderate Jacobin
peoposals for universal suffrage and a system of progressive
taxation. The broad diversity of these goals was ignored by
thinkers like Mme. de Stael, who indiscriminately dismissed
them all as anarchistic assaults on the sanctity of property.
Despite her professed posture of moderation and compromise,
she failed to appreciate the subtlety of thinkers like
Langlet, who attempted to reconcile the recognition of prop-

33erty rights with the need for social reform. She disre­
garded the Jacobin claim that the formal ideal of the rule 
of law was effectively nullified by the existence of vast 
socio-economic Inequalities, as to the charge that "equal­
ity of opportunity" (strictly conceived as the principle of 
"careers open to talent") took no account of the fundamental 
disadvantages arising form inequalities of wealth, Mme. de 
Stael oscillated between two responses. Sometimes she ap­
peared to share the facile optimism of Gondorcet who looked 
forward to technologically produced material abundance and 
universal embourgeoisement; more often, she accepted with
complacency Voltaire’s view that poverty was inevitable and 34unavoidable. Nor was Mme. de Stael sympathetic to the de­
mand for universal political rights, despite her recognition
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of the positive civic and ffloral value of political partici­
pation. Rather than grant effective political power to the 

35poor, ahe hoped to cultivate their loyalties to the re­
public through the motive of emulation. Yet for those suf­
fering extremes of hardship and privation, this seemed at 
best a hollow ideal. At worst, it was unacceptably arrogant.

If Mme. de Stael invoked the still potent image of 
the Terror to discredit the political claims of the poor, 
the theoretical scaffolding of her indictment was indebted 
to the traditions of Court and Country. Their respective 
defenses of property-ownership were deployed a contrarlo 
to condemn the motives and interests of the non-propertied. 
This strategy is immediately apparent in Mme. de Stael's
depiction of the poor as creatures of impulse, passion, and 

36appetite. Driven by their immediate physical needs, the 
non-propertied could neither rationally discern the broad 
interests of the community nor engage In the calculations of 
self-interest which would lead them to value social order 
and stability. As opposed to the anarchism of the poor, 
the interests of the aristocrcy and the middle class were 
congruent with the maintenance of internal peace: the former, 
deriving from the stability of tradition; the latter, from 
the property-owner's material stake in the existing order.

I now turn from a consideration of the psychologi­
cal springs of the republic to an examination of its gov­
ernmental structure. Mme. de Stael attached much importance 
to the question of constitutional arrangements, as she per-
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celved un Intimate connection between liberty and the rule 
of law. The presence of fixed and settled procedures of . 
government eliminated the resort to violence as a means of 
resolving conflict, and hence provided the condition of se­
cure expectations that entered into her definition of a free 
society. Indeed, Mme, de Stael was frequently given to ex­
aggerating the importance she attributed to the institu­
tional requisites of liberty (when, in fact, her analysis 
placed greater stress on its sociological conditions), aa in 
her argument that the "end" of the Revolution could be a- 
chieved wholly by means of constitutional reform: "Ce sont
les defauts de la Constitution qui perpetuent la Revolu- 

37tion.." • Her Interpretation of the events of the eighteenth 
Fructldor revealed a similar perspective: "18 fructidor, 
c'est le droit de dlssoudre le parlement d'Angleterre, 
violemment exerce parce qu'll n'en exlstait pas un mo yen 
legal,,"38

The constitutional theory of Der clrconstances 
actuelles developed and elaborated the arguments Mme, de 
Stael had first set out in the Reflexions sur la paix in­
ter leu re. The polemical purposes of both works were 
Identical: to build a consensual basis for the republican 
constitution through a reconciliation of moderate royalists 
and modem republicans. This political Imperative trans­
lated into constitutional terms as the reconciliation of 
the revolutionary doctrine of popular sovereignty with 
Montesquieu's version of the separation of powers. Think­
ers like Sieyes had demonstrated the incompatibility of
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the two theorists: the former, committed to the unity of the 
sovereign power and the unrestricted exercise of its will; 
the latter, entailing the division of sovereign power and a 
system of checks and balances. The separation of powers ac­
commodated by Sieyes' scheme derived from Rousseau's dis­
tinction between the power to will (legislative) and the 

39power to act (executive);'' sovereignty remained wholly vest­
ed in a unicameral legislature, unchecked by the subordinate 
powers of the executive branch, Sieyes1 formulation shaped 
the contours of the Constitution of 1791, though it received 
its most extreme expression in the Montagnard Constitution of 
1793* The Thermidorlans, while indefatlgably rehearsing the 
horrors of the Terror and the dangers inherent in the con­
centrated exercise of political power, compromised the prin­
ciple of popular sovereignty only to the extent of restruc­
turing the franchise and substituting a bicameral for a uni­
cameral legislature. Yet even this latter concession to 
Montesquieu was nullified, in Mme. de Stael's view, by the 
fact that both legislative chambers were structured to oper­
ate on Identical principles. Moreover the Constitution of 
the Year III continued the revolutionary tradition of reject­
ing the doctrine of checks and balances in favor of the 
’’pure" theory of the separation of powers. Like the Consti­
tutions of 1791 and 1793, it naively relied on the sponta­
neous harmony of all efforts to articulate the national will 
and thus failed to provide legal channels for dealing with 
conflicts between the branches of the government.
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against this background, Mme. de 3tael's position 

becomes clearer. A defender of the Revolution, she ac­
knowledged that popular sovereignty must be retained as a 
principle of constitutional theory. Yet she also insisted 
that the Revolution had swung so sharply in the direction 
of democracy that important questions concerning the limita­
tion and control pf political power had been seriously neg­
lected. Foreshadowing Constant's brilliant discussion in 
the Frlnclpes de politique, Mme. de Stael perceived that 
liberty ultimately depended not on the source or end3 of 
political power, but rather on its scope or extent. The 
consent of the governed offered no guarantee against the ar­
bitrary exercise of political power; moreover, to the extent 
that the electorate was widened, the probability of abuse 
was increased:

Les Republlcains savent si bien qua le reswitat des elections abandonnees a elle-memes seralt tres de- 
favorable au maintien de la Republique ... 0

The reconciliation of republican and liberal traditions pre­
sented Mme. de Stael with a formidable dilemma. Her solu­
tion was ingenious; she detached the idea of popular sover­
eignty from the principle of absolute unchecked legislative 
authority, while retaining it as a normative ideal that 
would function akin to natural law as a standard of assees- 
political performance. (The Doctrinaires later adopted a 
similar strategy.)21-1 The content of the national will re­
mained ambiguous, as did its relation to the constitutional 
arrangements of the Republic.
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Rejecting arguments for a determinate institutional 

sovereign, Mme. de Stael pleaded on behalf of a balanced 
constitution embodying a system of pluralized and decentral­
ized political power. Her proposals represented yet an­
other attempt to revive the legacy of Montesquieu, whose 
reputation had waned steadily during the course of the Revo­
lution despite the efforts of loyal disciples like Mounier, 
Lally-Tollendal and Keeker. For Mme. de Stael, Montes­
quieu's skepticism of unchecked power, concern with the 
mechanics of political and social conflict, and categories 
of constitutional analysis retained an enduring value.
Thus she adopted as a principle of good government the doc­
trine of the separation of powers which Montesquieu had in­
terpreted in both a functional and a social sense. The 
Thermidorian constitution reflected a purely functional in­
terpretation of the doctrine, providing for a division of 
powers among a two-chambered legislature (a Council of El­
ders comprising 250 members over forty years of age and 
either married or widowers; a Council of Five Hundred, of 
which the minimum age was thirty, retained the right of in­
itiative; one third of each chamber was replaced annually) 
and a five member executive Directory appointed by the El­
ders from a list of candidates nominated by the Five Hun­
dred. Mme. de Stael's objections to the structure of the 
constitution, while ostensibly directed at its inadequate 
differentiation of political functions, were in reality 
addressed to its failure to incorporate the older con­
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ception of government as a partnership of distinctive social
virtues. Given the prevailing republican antipathy towards
the claims of the aristocracy, this mode of argument had to
be hidden behind the language of functions

Melant ensemble les indivldus, sans cesser de dis- 
tinguer les pouvoirs, vous auriez un ensemble de t 
gouvernement touJours d'accord au lieu d'avoir cree deux camps sous les arm es.42

Nonetheless Mme. de Stael insisted that the popular Council 
of Five Hundred be animated by the spirit of innovation, 
while the Council of Elders embody the aristocratic prin­
ciple of conservation —  to which end its deputies must be 
chosen for life and receive permanent annuities, rather than 
be suject to triennial election as in the case of the Coun­
cil of Five Hundred. This owed more to the traditional 
theory of mixed government than to the functional separation 
of powers doctrine. To be sure, Mme. de Stael stressed that 
she had adapted aristocratic virtue to the era of middle
class rule; that ascriptive privilege was irrational and in-

43compatible with the utilitarian principles of the republic. 
She recognized that the protection of aristocratic Interests 
required such concessions to the ethos of republicanism. 
Hence it was by Juridical means (differing lengths of tenure, 
modes of selection, etc.) that a balance of social forces 
had to be re-established. In her attempt to find a repub­
lican surrogate for the aristocracy, Mme. de Stael showed 
far greater sensitivity than her colleagues to Bentham’s 
charge that the institutional separation of powers offered
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no guarantee against the passage of discriminatory social 
44legislation. Yet while she proclaimed the validity of 

this insight as it applied to the interests of the aristo­
cracy, she chose to ignore its logical extension to the in­
terests of the non-propertied.

For Mme. de Stael, the most critical defect of the 
Thermidorian constitution was its failure to provide for a 
system of checks and balances. Because of this omission, 
there existed no constitutional means for adjudicating dis­
putes between the branches of government —  a situation she 
deemed responsible for the violent coups of Fructidor and 
Floreal. The republican framers of the constitution pre­
supposed a consensual rather than a conflictual relation be­
tween the b ra n c h e s ,^5 and, still sensitive to the despotism 
of the Old Regime, had opposed equipping the executive with 
constitutional powers to check the legislature. As a dis­
ciple of Montesquieu, Mme. de Stael took a more positive 
view of political conflict, the beneficial effects of which 
she sought to institutionalize in the structure of govern­
ment. Hence she advocated that the executive body be vested 
with a suspensive veto, as well as the power to dissolve the
Council of Five Hundred and call new elections.^ The lower

47legislative chamber would retain the initiative, while the 
Council of Elders would be empowered with the broad preroga­
tives that Sieyes proposed for a .lurle constltutlonnaire.̂  
The realities of political conflict must, she insisted, be 
confronted head-on; either disagreements between the
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branches are resolved through constitutional channels, in
which case liberty is preserved and strengthened, or by
means of violence, in which case liberty is destroyed:

Le lendemain d'un acte constitutional, tous les 
pouvoirs, tous les individus sont a leur place.
Le lendemain d’une crise, quel tyran, quel 
tieux, ne concoit de criminelles bsperances?^

Yet Mme. de Stael laid equal stress on the need for coopera­
tion and coordination between the governmental branches.5° 
From this perspective, the right of dissolution served not 
only as a means of channeling political conflict, but also 
as a means of obtaining consensus for policies that reflect 
the national will. Accordingly, Mme. de Stael proposed 
that in the event new elections failed to secure majority 
support for the policies of the Directory, it members be re­
quired to resign.^ Other proposals, too, were designed to 
establish positive links between the executive and legis­
lative branches: ministers must be chosen from the Council 
of Five Hundred and retain a presence in the Council in 
order to ensure open channels of communication;^ members 
of the Directory should be elected from the Council of 
Elders, to which they must return upon expiration of their 
term of office.^

Mme. de Stael combined her examination of the in­
stitutional requisites of the republic with an awareness 
that behind the formal apparatus of government lay a con­
stellation of social forces which buttressed its operations. 
This systemic vision of political society remained Montes­
quieu’s greatest legacy to his disciple, and Mme. de Stael
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showed no reluctance In openly appropriating his categories 
of analysis. Thus she examined the social, economic, re­
ligious and cultural determinants that would provide for 
the optimum functioning of republican government.

Perhaps a still more important use of Montesquieu 
was related to his hypothesis that social sanctions could 
serve as an equivalent to law by functioning to restrain 
men's passions and maintain order. Mme. de 3tael adapted 
this insight to defend her conception of the minimal state, 
her argument flowed along two lines: the necessity of coer­
cive state interference is reduced to the extent that alter­
nate forces operate to instill social discipline and culti­
vate public virtues; the likelihood of state interference 
is reduced to the extent that these same forces train the 
public to assume a skeptical and critical attitude toward 
the exercise of political power. William Godwin, whose En­
quiry Concerning Human Justice Constant was in the process 
of translating and to whom Mme. de Stael referred frequently 
in the course of Des circonatances actuelles^  had pushed 
these arguments to their logical extreme, linking the im­
provement of social institutions with the complete dissolu­
tion of the state apparatus. Not only did Mme. de Stael in­
sist upon a clear distinction between the advocacy of a 
minimal state (which was consisent with Montesquieu1s ir­
reducible structure of social control) and Godwin's anarch­
ism (which was not), but her thought always retained a di­
mension which extolled the positive potentialities of the
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political. As we shall observe, this duality pervades her 
treatment of the republic's social determinants.

Mme. de Stael's discussion of republican manners and 
customs again displayed her concern to establish a mean be­
tween the extremes of reaction and radical revolution. She 
expressly maintained that social behavior must neither affect 
the Intricate artificiality of the Old Regime nor the lndes- 
criminate egalitariansim demanded by the lowest classes. 
Republican manners must instead be anchored in nature, and 
nature reveals that men are unequal in talents and abilities. 
Civility, which, in a republic, ought to guide men's rela­
tions with their fellows, takes into account these natural 
distinctions:

... 1'urbanite des moeurs ... conserve a chaque homme 
le rang que son merite dolt lui obtenir dans le monde.
Elle marque le degre de consideration auquel chaque 
individu 3 'est eleve', et, sous ce rapport, elle dis­
pense le prix, objet de trav&ux de toute la vie. 55

Moreover, Mme. de Stael perceived an intimate link between
civility and tolerance, that value essential to the free
play of ideas which was a defining characteristic of liberal
society:

L'urbanite des moeurs peut seul adoucir les asperites 
de 1'esprit de parti; elle permet de se voir long- 
temps avant de s'aimer, de se parler long-temps avant 
qu'on soit d'accord. 5o

Thus seen, civility of manners served both positive and
negative conceptions of the political: it upheld standards
of meritorious political leadership and promoted emulative
civic virtue, while it simultaneously maintained the social
discipline which lessened the need for control by the state.
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If public intercourse in the republic was govern­

ed by civility, intimate society was bound by ties of na­
tural sentiment* Again nature provides the norm, but 
within this context, Mme. de Stael referred to the bonds 
of friendship, conjugal affection, and parental love. The 
focus of her attention was the family unit. I have al­
ready discussed at length how she viewed the strengthen­
ing of domestic life as a prime contributor to the privati­
zation of experience that resulted in the movement towards 
the minimal state. Conversely, we have also seen how the 
dominant-subordinate husband-wife relationship paralleled 
the structure of the political meritocracy, and thus how 
the family functioned as the chief agency of political so­
cialization. Both perspectives, however, shared a common 
celebration of family life, making Mme. de Stael among the 
earliest and most important contributors to the liberal 
myth of domesticity.

Yet for all her ardent tributes to family life,
Mme. de Stael was no single-minded exponent of the cult of 
domesticity. She recognized a profound tension between 
her commitment to tolerance and equal opportunity and a 
social ethos which automatically consigned half the nation 
to the duties of home and hearth. This contradiction with­
in liberal society impinged most acutely on the woman of 
genius, who would flaunt social convention to develop her 
talents and pursue a public career. It was thus in rela­
tion to the woman of genius that Mme. de Stael came to ac­
knowledge the oppressive face of social sentiment. Earlier
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than Tocqueville or Mill, she perceived the duality of pub­
lic opinion aa the guarantor of social probity and the en­
forcer of Intellectual mediocrity. Unlike her heira, Mme. 
de Stael applied this insight only to the predicament of the 
superior woman. In the republic, she envisaged that women 
would not only enjoy the widest opportunities to cultivate 
thei talents, but would gain predominance in the realm of 
literature.

Peut-etre seroit-il naturel que, dans un tel etat, 
la littlrature proprement dite devSnt le partage 
des femmes,^et que les homines se cpnsacrassent unlquement a la haute philosophic.5•

Mme. de Stael failed, however, to reconcile adequately this 
assumption with her view that the inward-turning domestic 
unit provided an essential support of liberal society; her 
argument that few women would in fact opt to pursue a public 
career evades the logical paradox of her position. Lastly, 
she refused to extend the principle of sexual equality to 
the sphere of politics, and thus to follow Gondorcet as an 
advocate of women's suffrage. The woman's apolitical pos­
ture, Mme. de Stael maintained (contradicting her positive 
view of the political), was essential to her role as the na­
tion's moral conscience:

II n'y a que ces etres en dehors des interets po- 
litiques et de la carriere de 1 'ambition, qui versent le mepris sur toutes leg actions basses, 
signalent 1 'Ingratitude .....

Religion figured prominently as a social force in 
the republic. Mme. de Stael's discussion of religion, 
which comprised an entire chapter of Des circonstances ac- 
tuelles. was indebted to Montesquieu as well as to Necker's
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own De 1 importance des opinions rellgleuses: In keeping with 
this Intellectual tradition, she focused on the social util­
ity of religious belief rather that on its intrinsic merits.
In broad terms, she valued religion for promoting moral prob­
ity, bridling men's passions, and cementing the ties of family 

59and community. Further, 3he repudiated the view, common to
many Enlightenment thinkers, that religious belief was less
necessary to the «*ucated strata than to the peuple:

Les ideess religieuses me paraissent egalemeijt ne- cessaires a tous les hommes, a tous les degres 
d'instruction. L'immoralite des esprlts plus grossiers a des caracteres et des effets plus re- 
marquables, mals les hommes eclair6s 6tant appeles a influer davantage sur le sort de leurs 
semblables, peuvent produire plus de mal avec des 
torts moins saillants ,,°°

Mme, de Stael's broadly conceived valuation of reli­
gion did not prevent her from asserting the superiority of 
certain creeds, nor did it desensitize her to the relativist 
dimensions of religion as it functioned within distinctive 
social and political millieus. In the republic, religion 
performed an essential role by lessening the need of state 
control. Because republican government enshrined the values 
of liberty and equality, it encouraged a pluralistic society 
and the free play of divergent opinions. To prevent this 
salutary conflict from degenerating into anarchic disorder,
religion was needed to internalize moral norms and set explic-

61lt‘ bounds to permissible behavior. The religion most ap­
propriate to republic institutions, Mme. de Stael contended, 
was Protestantism. In contrast to Catholicism with its em­
phasis on hierarchy, unquestioning obedience, and dogma

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



230

(principles congruent with an absolute monarchy), the Protes­
tant faith promoted political liberty by its stress on reason, 
freedom of conscience, individual autonomy and humanitarian 
ideals. Clearly, this was a value-laden as well as a de­
scriptive comparison. For Mme. de Sta&l, Protestantism was 
also to be preferred over Theophilanthropy, a delstlc cult 
that had attracted a considerable following among the elite
of the Directory. 3he pointed to the necessary role of cere-62mony in awakening man's moral sentiments (Theophilanthropy 
had eschewed ceremony completely, while Catholicism had over­
emphasized it), as wall as to the civic dimension of the 
Protestant ideal of public service, "Les ministres protest- 
ants sont peres et cltoyens" ^  (emphasis mine). Montes­
quieu, under the influence of early Huguenot thinkers, had 
written of a connection betweenProtestantism and free polit­
ical societies in De 1*esprit des lols;^  Necker later de­
voted a treatise to the 3arae subject. Mme. de Stael carried 
fbrward this tradition, exploring both its historical and 
structural implications for post-Revolutionary French so­
ciety. By transmitting this heritage to her disciples, she 
laid the foundations of the liberal Protestantism of the 
Restoration.

Mme. de Stael*s treatment of the economic determin­
ants of the republic has been covered earlier in this chap­
ter. Portraying the republic as a modern commercial society, 
she emphasized that the enjoyment of material prosperity 
went hand in hand with a commitment to social stablity and 
moderation. Tocqueville, who like Mme. de Stael was concerned
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to adapt the ancient principle of civic virtue to modern 
46conditions, would later make much of this insight.

Of the various social forces that 3haped the repub­
lic, it cultural determinants engaged Mme. de Stael's mo3t 
sustained attention. Indeed the entire second half of De 
la lltterature was given over to the study of literature as 
related to the context of republican society. Her analysis 
was not, as some critics have implied,^ that crude literary 
determinism later practiced by positivists like Comte. Mme. 
de Stael viewed literature not simply as the "end product of 
an external determinate causality,"^ but as a semi-autono­
mous realm influenced (rather than determined) by its sur­
rounding social enviornment.

Mme. de Stael combined a descriptive analysis of 
republican literature as shaped by its distinctive social 
context with an evaluative and critical conception of liter­
ary activity. She wrote:

... J'examinerai l'etat des lumieres et de la lit- 
terature en France depuls la revolution; et Je me 
permettral des conjectures sur ce qu'elles devroient 
litre et sur ce qu'elles seront, si nous possedpns un 
Jour la morale et la liberte republicaine ... °

Literature was to serve as the primary channel for the mass
communication of republican values —  values which, being
rooted in man's nature, defined the content of an eternal
morality. Mme. de Stael thus slipped from a relativist
conception of literature to one which implied the presence
of absolute standards: "human nature" providing the model
for republican aesthetics. She emphasized the practical
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function of republican literature as a moralizing and so­
cializing agent, drawing attention to its heightened role 
within the context of post-Revolutionary society. The 
writer's immediate task was to re-establish social norms 
and standards in the wake of a disorienting revolution; 
the destruction of the traditional authority of the no­
bility and the intrusion of the unbridled force of the 
masses having combined to produce a fragmented and atom­
ized society ill-suited to the Introduction of constitu* 
tional rule. His permanent task was the creation of the en­
lightened public opinion upon which republican government 
rested. The republican writer, as distinguished from his 
historical predecessors, subordinated the pursuit of aes­
thetic perfection to the practical improvement of mankind 
and society. He was, in contemporary terms, self-conscious­
ly engage?

Dans le^siecle^de Louis X.IV, la perfection de I'art 
meme d'ecrire etoit le principal objet des ecrivans; 
mais^dans la dlx-huitieme siecle, on voit deja la 
litterature prendre un caractere different. Ce n'est 
plus un art seulement, c'est un moyen; elle devient 
une arme pour 1'esprit humain, qu'elle s'etoit con- 
tentee jusqu'alors d'instuire et d'amuser. ^9

Mme. de Stael's broad definition of litterature en­
compassed "les ecrlts philosphlques et lea ouvrages d'ima­
gination, tout ce qui concern enfln 1'exercise de la pensee

/  ̂ II70dans les ecrits, les sciences physiques exceptees. Promi­
nent among the types of literature she examined was the po­
litical tract (les ecrlts polemlquea). In Des clrconstances 
actuellea two categories of polemical writings are dlstin'!-
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guished —  those in book form and those in the press. The 
former, she held, must enjoy complete freedom while the lat­
ter submit to government censorship. Mme. de Stael support­
ed this surprising position with the following argument: 
books are of adequate length to cogently develop arguments 
and engage men’s reason; newspapers demand brevity, distort 
fact and cater to the passions. In light of this distinc­
tion the government should be accorded provisional power to 
shut presses and jail publishers, while respecting the 
right of appeal. That Mme. de Stael considered these pro­
visions to be temporary is evident in her allusion to Eng­
land in the same treatise:

Mais, me dira-t-on, en Angleterre, les Journaux sont 
parfaitment libres. En Angleterre, la Constitution 
est etablie depuis cent ans . ..'^

Her position, then, must be appreciated within its histori­
cal context; the revolutionary press had indeed used imflam- 
matory language, indulged in rumor-mongering, raised fears 
and Incited v i o l e n c e . N o r  should it be overlooked that 
Mme. de Stael was herself a frequent victim of vilification 
by the press, "Quel repos, quel bonheur un tribunal quel- 
conque peut-il rendre a un femme que les journaux ont at- 
taque?"^ Significantly Mme. de Stael did not repeat the 
proposal in De la litterature, where she devoted a chapter 
to "Du style des ecrivans, et celul des magistrats." In­
stead she rehearsed the familiar theme that political 
leaders must inspire emulation through eloquent language, 
the communication of lofty Ideals, noble sentiments and
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solid Judgment.

Under the category "imaginative literature" Mme. de 
Stael discussed the role of comedy, tragedy, poetry and the 
novel within the republic, as well as how a republican set­
ting contributed to define the content of each genre. Thus 
she distinguished two forms of comedy: the first, exempli­
fied by Moliere's George Dandin, derives its humor from 
social convention and is appropriate to a monarchy founded 
on court society; the second, exemplified by Le Misanthrope, 
mocks the failings of human nature and contains themes uni­
versally applicable to all men. The latter Mme. de Stael 
deemed appropriate to the republic. (Interestingly, Stend­
hal later maintained that comedy was wholly incompatible
with republican society, since men seriously occupied could 

74not laugh.) Republican tragedy can retain no connection 
with kings and princes; its protagonists must display feel­
ings capable of being shared by the audience and humble 
deeds should be exhalted to portray nobility of character,
"11 faut enoblir la nature, au lieu de perfectlonner les 
idees de convention."75 Republican poetry must exclude 
visions of the bizarre or supernatural and convey instead 
"des idees philosophiques ou des sentimens passiones."^
It should be melancholy in tone,inducing an air of serious­
ness appropriate to the spirit of the republic. Mme. de 
Stael's emphasis on melancholy (which sharply contrasted 
with her utilitarian valuation of public happiness and her 77belief in man's perfectiblity through the scientific method) 
conceivably drew its inspiration from Montesquieu's insight
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that free society was complex, fragile and prone to corrup­
tion. The novel, the most modern of the literary forms dis­
cussed by Mme. de Stael, is the republican genre par excel­
lence. Its subject-matter deriving from domestic situations, 
it is descriptive of commonplace reality and fitted to the 
concept of privacy enshrined by the republic. Its focus is 
psychological, probing the inner emotions of the Individual. 
The novel contained an ethical dimension a3 well. It im­
parted moral lessons to the nation by means of plots which 
portrayed the triumph of virtue:

Le don d'emouvoir est le grande puissance des^fictions; 
on peut rendre senslbles presque toutes les verite's 
morales, en les mettant en action.

Because of the novel's mass appeal (being the first genre to
treat the lives of ordinary people), Mme. de Stael nourished
great hopes for it as a moralizing force.

It is striking to observe that despite Mme. de
Stael's emphasis on the modernity of the republic, the li*
terature she cited as models could scarcely be characterized
as representative of the avant-garde. Indeed she reached
back to Osslan to find the prototypical republican poet and
exhalted Mollere as the father of modern comedy. Among the
novelists she singled out for praise were Richardson,
Fielding and Rousseau. Nor were Mme. de Stael's theories
of the various literary genres original to her. Marmontel
had, for example, errocted a similar distinction between

79nature and convention as sources of comedy. As for the 
novel, it had become commonplace in Mme. de Stael's day to
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associate it with the naturalistic portrayal of "la vie 
privee." And phllosophea like Diderot had frequently re­
garded literature as a tool of ethics. Mme. de Stael*s 
particular contribution was to incorporate these insights 
into a distinctive political context, showing how the 
various genres functioned to support the operative values 
of the republic.

The idea, of modernity, if somewhat obscured by Mme.
de Stael*s treatment of imaginative literature, was well
served by her discussion of philosophical writing under the
republic. In this chapter, she espoused Gondorcet's theory
of social calculus and went on to proclaim positive science
as the foundation of republican intelligence. She upheld
the Ideologue's claim to have created an empirical science
des idees, yielding knowledge of the "simple truths" of
human nature on the basis of which a rational social order
could be constructed. Scientific technocrats, adept at
statistical measurement, would provide the 3pecifications
according to which political society could ensure the
greatest happiness for the greatest number of citizens:

Pourquoi ne parviendroit-on pas un Jour a dresser 
des tables qul contiendroient la solution de toutes 
les questions politiques, d'apre3 les connoissances 
de statistique, d'apres les faits positlfs que l'on 
recueilleroit sur chaque pays? ...°°

This strand of Mme. de Stael*s thought, with its emphasis 
on technocratic knowledge, scientific dirigisme, social 
harmony and perfectibility, was to receive its fullest ex­
pression in the works of St. Simon. Within the compass of
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Mme. de Stael's own writings, it was at variance with her 
deeply ingrained Montesquieuan inheritance; her con- 
flictual theory of liberty and perception of the irre­
ducible complexity of free society. Her concern with the 
nature of citizenship in modern society —  the individual­
ized emotional rapport between ruler and ruled —  dis­
solved in the face of mass units of social engineering and 
impersonal scientific controls.

I shall postpone a general evaluation of Mme. de 
Stael's republican model until the close of my discussion 
of the English monarchy. As both were prototypes of Mme. 
de Stael*s ideal of a free political society, it is fitting 
that they be treated together.
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ENGLAND
Up to her public declaration of republicanism In 1795 

Mme. de Stael had subscribed with filial devotion to Necker's 
assessment of the English constitution as the criterion of 
good government; moreover, she shared his conviction that 
English institutions were eminently suited to the French ex­
perience. As committed Anglophiles, the Neckers lacked 
neither supporters nor detractors. Indeed England, as the 
object of either derision or approbation played a strategic 
role in the constitutional debates of the revolutionary period? 
To be sure, the image of England varied according to the po­
litical purposes of its interpreters. Anglophile parlemen- 
taires and members of the noblesse promoted an aristocratic 
image of England as a means of defending their position first 
against the Grown (challenging the reforms of Mapeou,2 the 
parlementalres compared themselves to members of the English 
Parliament)"̂  and later against the tiers (spokesmen for the 
First Estate advocated the adoption of a Chamber of Peers 
modeled along English lines).̂  Against this aristocratic 
vision, Anglophile reformers had drawn upon Voltalre^ and 
selectively quoted Montesquieu to depict England as a model 
of an enlightened, libertarian and commercial society. Still 
another variant was offered by Anglophobe conservatives, for 
whom England represented a corrupt and anarchical social 
order.^ Anglophobes in the Enlightenment similarly stressed 
corruption as the characteristic feature of English poli­
tics, but unlike the conservatives went on to indict the
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British constitution for failing to guarantee an adequate meas­
ure of politcal and civil liberty. For Rousseaulan Anglophobes 
like Sieyes, English bicameralism inhibited the expression of 
the general will of the nation.*^

Necker's portrait of England secured him a prominent 
place in the ranks of the Anglophiles. It owed much to the 
writings of Montesquieu, as well as to the writings of Montes­
quieu's Swiss disciple, Jean Louis de Lolme. Like Montesquieu® 
Necker positied liberty as the prime value of the English 
nation; like de Lolme,^ he revered England's "balanced" con­
stitution which, through a tripartite division of King, Lords 
and Commons, was structured to protect that liberty:

Regardona 1'Angleterre ... Trois volontes y foment la 
lol, et une seule est astreinte, pas l'usage, au language 
concls dont nous venons de parler. Mais cette^volonte 
emane du trone, ainsi son expression est relevee par tous 
les genres de majest^; et l'on salt de plus que le monar- 
que a eu part a la deliberation premiere, par l'entre- 
mlse de see mlnistres. Les deux chambres legislatives 
sont igales en droit, et la proposition des impots est 
la seule initiative reserves a la rchambre des communes. 
Enfin, leur constitution est formee de tous les elemens 
qui peuvent imposer aux homme^ ... le choix du peu^le, 
et pourtant la properi^te, 1'education, les dlgnites conventionnelles, et par dessus tout, la majest^ royale, 
voila les differns sceaux approposes en Angleterre aux 
lois de l'etat.

Necker emphasized the class basis of the balanced constitution 
as developed from the older doctrine of mixed government. He 
maintained that the representation of the aristocracy was de- 
slreable not only from the standpoint of practical political 
realities, but also as an essential condition of liberty and 
order:

Pourquoi le (the hereditary aristocracyj condamneroit-on, 
s'il etoit encore une des sauvegardes de la liberte,
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a'il mettolt obstacle aux Invasions de 1'esprit populaire 
et aux tentatives ambitieuses de monarque? *-*-

Necker attempted to absorb the critique of Rousseauian Anglo- 
phobes into his profile of the aristocracy ("les superiori- 
tes hereditaires introduites en angleterre sont tellement ad­
herer tes 'a 1'interst social ... qu'elles semblent ordinees 
et decrites par une volonte ge'nerale" )̂ 2 and went on to pre­
sent an image of England that embodied the philosophical 
ideals of the eighteenth century. Necker's England was en­
lightened, libertarian and commercial; it sanctified public 
opinion and provided its citizens with the greatest opportu­
nities for happiness.

It was this image of England that Necker transmitted
to his daughter. If, for a period, she had strayed from his
teachings to eulogize the French republic, Mme. de Stael
proudly returned to the paternal fold in the Considerations.
In that work, England was once again enshrined as a model to
be Imitated by France:

Nous ne croyons pas que la Providence^ait place ce 
beau monument de l'ordre social si pres de France, 
seulement pour^nous inspirer le regret de ne pou- 
voir Jamias l'egaler; et nous examinerons avec 
pule ce que ncus voudrlons imiter avec energie.1*

To argue this position, Mme. de Stael had to overcome not 
only the often grim lessons of her personal experience of 
British society, but also her theoretical relativism which 
disallowed the wholesale importation of alien socio-politieal 
forms. The renewal of Mme. de Stael's Anglophile convictions 
was Intimately connected to her decision to compose the Con­
siderations as a testament to Necker and a vindication of his

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



241

policies. Furthermore, political conditions in France now 
seemed to augur well for the reception of the British model. 
England had established her credentials as the foremost op­
ponent of Napoleon and liberator of France; the King and no­
bility had been restored to French political life; and, as 
George Kelly has remarked,^ all other constitutional solu­
tions had already been exhausted. Indeed the Gharte of 1814 
testified to the degree to which English- institutions had in­
spired French efforts. But because the Charte was "granted" 
by Louis XVIII as an act of royal grace, it ultimately failed, 
in Mme. de Stael's view, to meet the standards imposed by the 
English constitution.15

As classified by Mme. de Stael, England was a con­
stitutional monarchy of the representative type. Because of 
it many parallels with her earlier republican model, it is 
Instructive to recall Montesquieu's own rather ambiguous des­
cription of England as "une nation ou la republique se cache 
sous la forme de la monarchie." Following Montesquieu's 
lead, Mme. de Stael designated the "love of liberty" as the 
motivating passion of the English system. Her concept of 
liberty retained the meanings already encountered in my 
general discussion of her political vocabulary and examina­
tion of her republican model: its primary components were 
"security" and "privacy1!:

Le premiere base de toute liberte*, c'est la gainantie 
individuelle, et rieij n'est plus beau que la legisla­
tion angalise "a cet egard16... Le gouvernement ne se 
mele jamais de ce que les particuliers peuvent faire 
aussi bien que lui: le respect pour la llb^rte In­
dividuelle s'etend a 1'exercise des facultes de cha-
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cunl?.,, il n'est point de nation ou l'on trouve au- 
tant d'examples de ce qu'on appelle 1* excentricite. 
c'est a dire une maniere d'etre tout a fait original, 
et qul ne compte pour rien 1'opinion d'autrl ...

Also retained was Mme. de Stael1s concern with the positive
aspects of the political —  moral leadership, civic educa*-
tion, etc. —  which, often unsuccessfully, she attempted to
reconcile with her conception of liberty:

La securite/politique, sans laquelle 11 ne peut pas 
avoir ni credit ni capitaux accumles, ne suffit pas 
encore pour developper toutes les ressources d'une nation. -*-9

Like her treatment of the republic, Mme. de Stael's investi­
gation of the English monarchy was indebted to Montesquieu's 
sociological categories and systemic vision. Indeed she ex­
pressly alerted her countrymen to the dangers of adopting a 
narrowly legalistic view of English Institutions, affirming 
Montesquieu's point that a "liberal" constitution could 
operate successfully only in a compatible social setting:

Enfin, les Franqals veulent le renom et le bonheur 
attaches a la constitution anglais, et cet essai vaut 
bien la peine d'etre tente; mais le systems etant ad- 
mis, il imports d'y conformer les discours, les in­
stitutions et les usages. 20

Although the term did not appear, Mme. de Stael was refer­
ring to Montesquieu's concept of "l' esprit general-}" it was 
this distinctive national ethos —  a product of England's 
physical and moral circumstances —  that she sought to re­
create on French soil. Implicit in her argument was the 
assumption that physical causes was the least influential 
category of determinents (i.e. England's peculiar geographic­
al conditions could not, of course, be replicated in France). 
It Is also clear from the above passage that she attributed
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to constitutional arrangements a lesser significance than she 
assigned to the totality of other moral causes. Tocqueville's 
conceptual scheme for Democracy in America would he founded on 
identical assumptions Finally Mme. de Stael did not apply 
Montesquieu's categories with analytical rigor; as in her 
treatment of the republic, she failed to define her concepts 
or organize her inquiry in systematic fashion.

As compared to Mme. de Stael's extensive treatment of 
constitutional arrangements in the republic, her discussion 
of the state apparatus in the English monarchy was curiously 
thin. She had not, to be sure, lowered her estimation of the 
importance of constitutional detail. Rather the super­
ficiality of her treatment was probably grounded in the as­
sumption that Necker had already provided the definitive ac­
count of English constitutional mechanics. Indeed most refer­
ences to constitutional matters in the Considerations took 
the form of direct citations from Necker's works.

According to Mme. de Stael, the method and the range 
of lawmaking provided by the English constitution contributed 
to the maintenance of that nation's liberty. With regard to 
the protection of civil liberties (i.e. restrictions on the 
"range" of lawmaking), she revered the English constitution as 
a near perfect model. While Anglophobe critics offered evi­
dence of arbitrary practices ranging from the Impressment of

po IIseamen to religious persecution, *" Mme. de Stael either ig­
nored their Indictments or regarded such practices as excep- 
tional and destined to be rectified. In most areas —  
speech, association, press, etc. —  the Independence of the
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citizen was scrupulously protected.
While it ia clear that Mme. de Stael considered the 

decentralization of political power as an essential condition 
of liberty in England, her analysis of the English constitu­
tion remained superficial and ambiguous. When compared to 
sophisticated contemporaneous discussions by Guizot and Con-

PA i:stant, Mme, de Stael1s weaknesses become all the more evi- 
dent. Nowhere did she offer a systematic exposition of the 
various powers and functions of government and the interrela­
tionships of its various branches. Like Montesquieu, she re­
garded the Judicial power to be independent of the executive 
and legislative branches, and assigned it to the ad hoc in­
stitution of J u r i e s;2  ̂ it was exerciBed according to due pro­
cess of law, tempered by the natural benevolence of the 
Judges2^(this qualification was not present in Montesquieu's 
rigorously mechanistic approach to legal decision-making).
The Juridical function did not, however, figure in Mme. de 
Stael's tripartite division of governmental branches which 
comprised King, Lords and Commons. Her discussion of each 
left much unsaid. A direct citation from Necker nearly ex­
hausted her treatment of the executive branch:

L1attribution plelne et enti&re du pouvolr executif au 
monarque, avec tous les moyens necessaires pour l'exer- 
cer, afin d'assurer alnsi l'ordre public, afin d'em- 
p^cher que tous les pouvoirs rassembles dans de Corps 
leglslatif n'introdulsent un, despotisms non molns 
oppresseur que tout autre.

The monarch was empowered to veto, but not to initiate legis­
lation; his ministers and agents were responsible to Parli- 
ment. She acknoweldged the emerging importance of the car
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binet, without successfully integrating it into her theore­
tical framework. Commons alone had the right to fix expendi­

ngtures and levy taxes. It was composed of popularly elected 
representatives (despite Mme. de Stael's explicit use of the
word "popular,” she was acutely aware of the restricted na-

29ture of the English franchise) and animated by the spirit of 
inquiry.5° Mme. de Stael did not enumerate the powers of the 
House of Lords; earlier, she had ascribed to it the function 
of protecting the King from Commons.^1 It embodied a princi­
ple of modified heredity, combining the majesty of birth with 
the recognition of ability and achievement:

La chambre des pairs en Angleterre e3t une magistrature 
patriclenne, fondee sans doute sur les anciens souvenirs 
de la chevalerie, mais tout's fait associee^a des insti­
tutions d'une nature tres-differente. Un merits distin­
gue dans le commerce et surtout dans la jurisprudence en 
ouvre journellement 1*entree, §t les doits representatifs 
que les pairs exercent dans l'Etat attestent'a la nation 
que c‘(jst pour le bien public que leurs rangs sont in­stitutes. *2

Her view of relations between Lords and Commons followed 
Necker's departure from Montesquieu.55 Whereas the earlier 
thinker had stressed the separate nature of the Interests of 
Lords and Commons, Mme. de Stael and her father spoke in terms 
of a broad national interest to which the differing postures 
(active-passive) of Lords and Commons each contributed.

In sum, Mme. de Stael's profile of the English poll*- 
tical system blurred a number of constitutional doctrines.
Her focus of the tripartite division of Kings, Lords and Com­
mons derived from the theory of balanced government as in­
terpreted by Necker. Hence she cited her father's acknow­
ledgement of the King's indirect role in the legislative pro-
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ceas:
Le monarque lul-meme n'y participe qu‘ indirectement, 
et par la mediation dee membres de la chambre et de la chambre dea communes, qui aont en meme temps aea 
miniatrea. 34

Paradoxically thia inaight would later be developed by think- 
ers like Walter Bagehot to reject the balanced constitution 
in favor of a theory of parliamentary government, in which 
executive and legislative powers were fused in the cabinet.
In other passages, Mme. de Stael appeared to come closer to 
the modern concept of the separation of powers, save for the 
fact that the judiciary did not figure in her formulation.
She emphasized the need for separation between the executive 
and legislative branches,-^ and between the two branches of 
the legislature.^ The decentralization of political power 
in England was further secured by an extensive system of 
local government.

Thus Mme. de Stael's analysis of the English consti­
tution may be seen to have centered on its institutional safe­
guards against the abuse of power. She stressed its founda-r 
tlon in the rule of law and described the various constitu­
tional mechanisms through which power was diffused and 
checked. As we have seen, Mme. de Stael coupled the demand 
for the strict delimltiation of political power with the rise 
of modern oommerdial society of which England, like republi­
can France, was a prototype. She argued that the motive of 
self-interest, at once stimulated and disciplined by commer­
cial enterprise, entailed a valuation of the minimal state. 
Simultaneously, however, she tacitly conceded the inBuffi-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



247

clency of an exclusively negative conception of the politic 
cal and recognized the positive republican values of civic 
education, political participation and public spirit, as well 
as the political bonds of hierarchy and tradition Inhering in 
aristocratic societies. These more ancient concerns had, 
nonetheless, to be reconciled with the demands of constitu­
tionalism and Justified by man's nature as devolved in the 
modem era. From this view, Mme. de Stael's ancient/modern 
dichotomy ascribed a deceptive simplicity to her position. 
While it conveyed her emphasis on the priority of constitu­
tional restraint, it offered no indication of her efforts to 
adapt republican and aristocratic values to modern conditions. 
The full complexity of Mme. de Stael's position emerges in her 
examination of the extra-constitutional forces which fash­
ioned the character of the English system.

Given her acute experience of French constitutional 
instability, it is hardly surprising that Mme. de 3tael 
should devote considerable space to an inquiry into the 
bases of political legitimacy in England, an inquiry which 
she also used as a spring board to Investigate the socio-po­
litical dynamics of the English nation. It was, for example, 
through a discussion of the party system that Mme. de Stael 
affirmed the consensual texture of British politics. Whereas 
French parties were rigidly split over the basic values of 
the political system, English parties divided over pragmatic 
issues and specific personalities:

Les torys, a-t-on dlt, approuvent la liberte et aimentla monarchie, tandis que les whigs approuvent la monar-
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chie et aiment la liberte; male entje ces deux partis 
il ne saurait "etre question de la republique ou de la royaute^de la dynastie ancienne ou nouvelle ... enfin 
des extremes et des contrastes au'on vu professer par 
les memes hommes en France .

English party fidelity was contrasted to French party spirit;
the former rooted in the discipline of honor,^9 the latter in
fanaticism. This distinction made itself felt even in the
mode of political discourse characteristic of each nations

On ne recherche en aucune manlere,^dans la Chambre des 
communes d'Angleterre, le genre d'eloquence qui sou- 
leve la multitude (her allusion is to FranceJ ... I1es­
prit d'affaires y preside, et l1on y est meme plutct trop severe pour les mouvements oratoires ... u

Mme. de Stael's stress on the fidelity of party members and 
the stability of party alignements distinguished her analysis 
from that of Montesquieu, which focused on the volltlle inter­
actions of the two English parties and the abruptly shifting 
loyalties of their members.

Turning to the theoretical grounds of English legiti­
macy, Mme. de Stael first examined the role of tradition as 
it related to the authority of the hereditary monarch and 
the aristocratic upper chamber. She emphasized that English 
traditionalism was consistent with the presence of constitu­
tional safeguards and representative government:

Nulle part l'here^dlte n'est plus solidement etabli^ 
qu'en Angleterre, bien que le peuple anglais alt rejete 
la legitimite^fondee sur le droit dlvin, pour y sub- stituer l'heredlte consacree par le gouvernement repre­
sen tat if

This point Mme. de Stael drove home against French reaction­
aries whom, she contended, invoked the claims of tradition to 
sanctify an absolutist monarchy. In passages reminiscent of
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Thomas Paine, she insisted that tradition was not a princi­
ple to be defended blindly:

II serait curieux de savoir a lac^uelle des generations 
de nos peres 1'infallllbillte a ete accorde? Quel eBt 
ce temps passe qui doit servir de modele au temps ac- 
tuel, et dont on ne peut se departir d'une ligne sans 
tomber dans les innovations pernicieuses? ^2

When accepted within the context of constitutional res­
traints, however, tradition could be justified as a grounds 
of political legitimacy. From the standpoint of negative 
liberty, tradition operated as a supplemental non-legal re­
straint on the behavior of the political elite:

Ils ont d'ordinaire des talents moins remarquables, mais 
leurs disposition est plus paciflque Cthe distinction 
here is between hereditary and parvenu princes]) j ils ont 
plus dp prejuges, mais moins d.^ambltion; ils sont moins 
etonnes du pouvoir^ puisque, des^leur enfance, on a leur dlt qu ils y etaient destines ...4-3

Viewed as a positive force, tradition served to mould charae-
hhter, instill habits of respect and cement patriotic ties.

It inspired the piecemeal charcater of political change in
England which, in turn, sustained the bonds of history and
nourished a devotion to ancient values:

... ce qui caracterise surtout le gouvernement anglais 
c'est la possibility de se perfectionner sans secousse.
II reste en, Angleterre des formes anciennes, remontant 
au temps feodal ... la constitution s'est etablle en 
greffant le nouveau sur l'ancienne ...^5

Tradition channeled to beneficial ends those non-rational 
drives which were inexorably a part of man’s makeup; only 
the military leader who captured the imagination by extra­
vagant exploits could inspire a similar degree of attachment:

Or la glolre propre %a lnspirer le respect <pie les hommes 
accordent volontairement a une ancienne preeminence ne
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aaurait etre acquise que par des exploits mlll-talres; et 
on salt quel caractere les grands capitaines, les con- querants, portent presque toujours dans les affaires civlies. 46

To incorporate the principle of tradition, Mme. de Stael had
envisaged for France institutions analogous to the English
monarchy and Chamber of Peers to be filled, respectively, by
Louis XVIII and the French nobility of ancient lineage. The
sanction of tradition could not, she stressed, be extended
to parvenu aristocrats -- those with titles purchased under

47the Old Regime or rewarded with noble rank by Napoleon. '
A second basis of English legitimacy stemmed from the 

Englishman's conviction that his society was just, or worthy 
of rational consent. Among the values sanctioned by reason 
were constitutionalism, representative government, civil 
liberty and meritocracy. As a republican Mme. de Stael had 
appealed to these values to repudiate the claims of tradition, 
but in a major shift in strategy she now openly maintained 
that reason and tradition were mutually supportive. This 
theme was revealed in her examination of the functional role 
of tradition within the monarchy and, as we shall see, epito­
mized in her discussion of the English aristocracy.

The distinguishing feature of the English aristo­
cracy was its openness to recruitment from other social stra-' 
ta. The criterion of admission was merit, as defined by ex­
ceptional public service. This arrangement sharply contrasted 
with the closed, exclusively ascriptive nature of the aris­
tocracy in France. Whereas the French aristocracy stultified 
by losing contact with the Interests of the nation, the Eng­
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lish aristocracy, periodically renewed and rejuvenated by the 
infusion of new members, remained responsive to the needs of 
the population.^® Thus together with the symbolic value of 
the nobility's ancient heritage was fused its functional con­
tribution of public service. This Judicious mating of merit 
and tradition in the English nobility had earlier attracted 
the attention of Voltaire and Montesquieu. The latter wrote:

... les plus grands, dans ce pays de liberte, s'approch- eraient plus du peuple; les rangs seraient done plus 
s^pares, et les personnes plus confondues ... On n'y 
estiraerait guere les hommes pas des talents ou des at- 
tributs frivoles, mais par des qualit£s.‘reelles; et de 
ce genre il n'y a que deux: les richesses et le merite 
personnel ... 9

A century later, Tocqueville's celebrated distinction between 
the French "caste system" and the English aristocracy would 
display a similar perspective.5°

If the Chamber of PeerB combined merit with ascription, 
merit alone served as the criterion of public office in Eng­
land. While Mme. de Stael acknowledged distortions of this 
principle arising from the existence of rotten boroughs, she 
did not linger for long on the topic.^ Instead her discus­
sion of the electoral process remained abstract, focusing on 
merit as the criterion of political rewards. She stressed 
the rationality of this arrangement which recognized natural 
inequalities of ability yet fostered the self-improvement of 
all:

Get ordre politique encourage toutes les facultes de 
chacun, parce qu'il n'y a.point de bornes aux avantages 
que la richesse et le talent peuvent valoir, et qu'au- 
cun exclusion n1igterdit ni les alliances, ni les em- 
plois, ni la societe, ni les titres, au dernier des citoyes anglais, 's'il est dlgne d'Stre le p r e m i e r . 52
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From this view, political office (contrary to the arguments 
of certain contemporary students of classical liberalism)53 
was to be neither depricated nor suffered, but rather con­
sidered as one of many social rewards to be actively sought. 
While public office could be attained only by those relative­
ly few persons with outstanding qualifications, hope of its 
gain served to inspire the efforts of even the most humbly 
endowed.

By means of this argumer-.. Mme. de Stael intro­
duced through the back door certain "positive" or "republi­
can principles of government seemingly excluded by her in­
egalitarian and often narrowly constitutionalist framework.
As she had done in her earlier model of republican France, 
Mme. de Stael set out to reconcile the values of civic vir­
tue, political education and participation with those char­
acter traits she regarded as natural to modern man, namely 
self-interest and sympathy. The latter trait was not in­
herently opposed to the pursuit of common purposes or social 
goals; it was, in fact, precisely this instinct which united 
man with his fellows and allowed for the extension of self 
requisite for the bestowal of esteem or the practice of emu­
lation. Rather it was the motive of self-interest which, on 
its face, appeared incompatible with a concern for community 
values, and hence required a theoretical reconciliation 
with the concept of the common good. We have already en­
countered Mme. de Stael’s solution to this problem in her 
Thermidorian republic —  her argument that man's desire for 
distinction and esteem functioned to instill moral discl-
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pllne as well as channel his efforts toward the pursuit of 
the common good. In the Considerations, she applied the 
same insight to explain the mechanics of the English socio­
political order. As in her republic, the gratification of 
man's higher forms of self-interest —  the desire for ap­
proval, esteem, glory —  required the presence of institu­
tions that functioned to cultivate the political awareness 
and activity of the nation. For in order to reap the re­
wards of esteem ("La consideration publique en Angleterre 
est le premier but des homines en pouvoir")^ the elite had 
to make known Its deeds; Its actions had to be open to pub­
lic scrutiny;

La publicite dans les affaires est un princlpe si 
generalement admis, que, bien que les Anglais soi- 
ent par nature les hommes les plus reserves^et ceux 
qui ont le plus repugnance a parler en societe, il 
y a presque toujous, dans les salles ou les comites 
rassemblent, des place pour les spectateurs, et une  ̂estrade d'ou les orateurs s'adressent a l1a s s e m b le s ., ,55

The principle of publicity accounted, in turn, for the 
high valuation of certain political and semi-political in­
stitutions: public debates, citizen's committees, frequent
elections and a free press. These institutions, essential 
for enhancing the reputation of the most worthy, functioned 
simultaneously as agencies of civic and moral education by 
Instilling a sense of public spirit and setting before the 
nation models of excellence to be emulated. Within this 
context, public opinion operated in its positive sense, 
serving as a vehicle of development for both the rulers and 
the ruled:
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Ces respectables assemblees n'ont pas uniquement ^  
pour but d'encourager les oeuvres de bienfaisance..,58 
11 en est qui servent surtout a consollder 1'union 
entre les grands seigneurs et les commerqants, entre 
la nation et le gouvernement; et celles-la sont les plus solennelles ..,57

While Mme. de Stael had not earlier stressed the role of
local government in promoting a synthesis of self-interest
and civic virtue, she now singled out for praise England's
decentralized system of political administration:

En Angleterre ... les institutions favorisent^tous 
les genres de progres intellectuals. Les Jures,̂  les 
administrations de provinces et de villes, les elec­
tions, les Journaux, donnent a la nation entiere une grande part d'interet dans la chose p u b l i q u e . . .58 On 
se garde bien en Angleterre de tout concentrer dans 
I1autorite ministerielle, et 1'on veut que, dans chaque province, dans chaque ville, les interets de 
locallte soient remls entre les mains d'hommes choisis par le peuple pour les diriger ...59 Toutes les classes 
d'hommes bien eleves ,se reunlssent souvent en Angle­
terre dans les comites divers ou l'on s'occupe de telle ou telle entreprlse ...60

The passage offers a striking anticipation of Tocquevllle, 
who also valued local government as a prime agency of po­
litical education. Indeed the two thinkers had set for 
themselves the identical task of adapting civic humanist 
ideals to the conditions of modern commercial society.^1 
In certain instances, their strategies were remarkably si­
milar (i.e. the attempt to find equivalent modern forms 
for civic virtue in religion, commercial prudence, etc.). 
Unlike Tocquevllle, however, Mme. de Stael developed an 
elitist version of civic humanism (Tocquevllle's closest 
approximation of this was his treatment of the lawyer's 
role in the democracy) in which emulation and approbation 
provided the psychological mainsprings. Thus whereas Toc-
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quevllle extolled the benefits of the general participa­
tion of citizens in self-government, Mme. de Stael viewed 
local government as a more proximate arena for exposure to 
a virtuous elite. This is not to suggest that she mini­
mized the importance of general particiaption in political 
decision-making (with the exclusion of the non-propertied), 
but only that by stressing its emulative aspects her empha­
sis differed from Tocquevllle's.

Finally it must be stressed that, to Mme, de Stael's 
mind, the political circumstances outlined above not only 
performed an educative function, but also served to protect 
individual rights and maximum areas of privacy. Not content 
with a purely legalistic conception of modern liberty, Mme. 
de Stael inquired into the value's socio-political requi­
sites, arguing that political enlightenment and participa­
tion were its essential guarantees. Thus Mme. de Stael 
often examined the same Institution from two distinct angles 
of vision: the cultivation of community and the protection
of privacy. From the latter prospective, publicity (a free 
and inquiring press, etc.) operated to uncover despotic 
machinations which public opinion, in turn, condemned; 
similarly, political decentraliztion placed itself in the 
service of Jealously guarded local interests:

... le respect pour la libsrte individuelle s'etend 
a li*exercise de facultes de chacun, et la nation eat 
si jalouse de s'administrer elle-m£me, $uand cela se 
peut, qu'a beaucoup d'egards on manque a Londres de 
la police necessalre a l'agrement de la ville, parce que les ministres ne peuvent pas empieter sur lea au- 
torit^s locales . ,.°2
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The reconciliation of public and private goods which 
characterized English political life was, according to Mme. 
de Stael, supported and sustained by a congruent social or­
der. Thus she explained!

... quand les institutions soclales eont combinees de 
manllre qu les lnterets partlculiers et les vertus 
publiques soient d'accord, il ne s'ensuit pas que ces 
vertus n'aient autre base que l'interet personnel; seulement elles sont plus r^pandues parcequ'elles 
sont avantageuses, aussi bien qu'honorables ,..6-5

Mme. de Stael's discussion of English society was indebted 
to Montesquieu's theory of moral causes, although her cate­
gories of investigation were never as clearly defined as 
those of her master. The relevant chapter headings —  "De 
la societe en Angleterre et de ses rapports avec l'ordre 
social" and "Des lumieres, de la religion et de la morale" -- 
concealed the complexity of her analysis. Under the first 
heading, Mme. de Stael offered a profile of social stra­
tification, customs, domestic institutions, economic at- 
tidues and national character; under the second, she ex­
amined, in addition to the role of religion, the various 
aspects of English intellectual activity.

Like Montesquieu, who used the seraglio to portray 
the unique character of despotic rule, Mne. de Stael por­
trayed English domestic society to symbolize the recon­
ciliation of civic and libertarian principles that dis­
tinguished the English nation. She had earlier, it will 
be recalled, cited the progressive enrichment of domestic 
life as a key factor in the historical evolution of the 
demand for privacy. She again drew upon this theme in the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



257

Conslderations. metaphorically equating the isolated domes­
ticity of the English with a resistance to the encroachment 
of the political:

... le ohez sol est le gout dominant des Anglais, et peut 'etre ce penchant a-t-il contrlbue a leur faire 
detester le systems politique qui permit ailleurs 
d'exiler ou d arreterarbitrairement. Chaque men­age a sa demure separbe, et Londres est compose 
d un g£and nombre de petltes maisons fermees comme 
des boites, et ou n'est guere plus facile de pene- 
trer.64

As before, she spoke of the cultivation of natural virtue
as the consequence of this self-contained domesticity:

... on ne trouve que de bons menages, des vertus^ 
prlvees, une vie interieure entlerement consacree 
a 1'education d'une nombreuse farallle qui, nourrie dans la conviction intime de la sahctite du mari- 
age, ne se permettralt pas une pensee legere a cet egard.

English family life was thus regular, highly valued, and 
eminently rational; such deplored French institutions as 
arranged marriages and convent eduactlons were rarely en­
countered.^ If Mme. de Stael depicted the English family 
as an island apart from civic life, she simultaneously re­
garded it as an essential support of the political order. 
The absence of social coquettery found its equivalent in 
the candid character of English politics.^7 And in cer­
tain instances, public benefits derived directly from 
private virtues:

Dans l,e pays de la plus grand publicite, les Becrets 
de l'lStat sont mieux guardes que nulle part ailleurs... 
danssun pays ou les moeurs domestiques sont si re- 
gulieres, les hommes marles n'ont point de mal'tresses; 
et il n'y a que les maltresses qui sachent les secrets, 
et surtout qui les revelent.

Among the earliest to investigate what a modern
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critic has termed the "sociology of leisure," Mme. de 
Stael drew attention to the solitary nature of English 
pastimes:

... en Angleterre ... il arrive ... d'aimer mieux le 
delassement physique, les promenades, la campagne, en- 
fin tout la plaisir ou 1'esprit se repose, que la con­
versation dans laquelle il faut penser et parler avec autant de soln que dans les affaires les plus seri- euses...°9

Her analysis was again doubly focused on the English valua­
tion of privacy ("... il ne leur convlendrait que leurs 
femmes se fissent, comme en France, une famille de cholx 
d'un certain nombre de personnes constamment reunies")^° 
and civic involvement (i.e. the need for repose in prepara­
tion for public responsibility).

Turning to examine the anatomy of English society, 
Mme. de Stael observed a differentiated, yet highly mobile, 
class structure; the English system opportunities to all 
of its citizens to improve their station.Social custom 
did not, as in France, exert an significant influence on 
conductt English shyness and timidity inhibited the famil­
iarity required for the cultivation of close social ties.
As a consequence, social gatherings took second place to 
both domestic life and public d u t i e s .72 Individualism in 
taste and styles of life flourished:

... il n'est point de nation ou l'on trouve autant 
d'exemples de ce qu'on appelle 11excentrlcit6, tt'est- 
a-dire une maniere d'etre tout A fait original, et 
qui ne compte pour rein 1'opinion d'autri. 73

Although. English tolerance of individual self-expression
faltered in the case of women. Mme. de Stael pursued this
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theme more vigorously in the Corinne where she cruelly de­
picted the English woman's total absorbtion in the petty de­
tails of domestic life. Her indictment was less harsh in the 
Considerations, with her emphasis falling on the positive 
virtues of domesticity.

The individualism of the English was, Mme. de Stael 
observed, balanced by their disposition to participate in 
voluntary associations for public and charitable purposes 
This disposition cut across all classes of society, and their 
mutual involvement served both to strengthen community bonds 
and delimit the province of the state. In the context of 
American society, Tocquevllle would encounter a similar con­
junction of individualist and communitarian tendencies, 
allowing him to preserve, adapt and refine the insights of­
fered by Mme. de Stael.

Economic cirumstances also nourished the dual strands 
of individualism and community in England. A commerical and 
industrial society, England was characterized by a competi­
tive spirit, highly mobile wealth and general prosperity.
A devotion to commerical enterprise bridged all social 
classes from the nobility, who thus retained their social 
utility, to the masses, who sought to improve their station. 
The foundation of the English economy was material prosper­
ity —  a ground equidistant from the austerity of the clas- 
sical republic and the luxury of the monarchy. Montesquieu 
had contended that "les besions re'els" formed the basis of 
England's economy; Mme. de Stael offered a similar observa­
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tion, interpreting England's prosperite as its ability to
provide decent living standards and encourage economic
growth. 3ometimes, however, she attributed the term the
more sinister meaning of "comfort," a debilitating state of
material well-being (though not extravagance) founded on a
narrow conception of self-interest:

II y a de l'egoisme dans les habitudes, et quelquefois 
dans le caractere. La richesse et les ^outs qu elle 
donne en sont la cause: on ne veut se deranger en rien, 
tant on peut se bien arranger en tout ... 75

Thus Mme. de Sta'dl recognized the potential for social atomi­
zation harbored by commercial society, yet she also recog­
nized certain countervailing tendencies generated by the 
same source. Like Montesquieu and T o c q u e v l l l e , 76 Sh0 re­
garded the practice of self-discipline to be essential to 
the spirit of commerce. And she called attention to the 
moral and intellectual benefits to be derived from the com­
mercial order:

La commerce, mettant les hommes^en realtion avec les 
inter§ts du monde, etend les idees, exerce le Juge- 
ment, et faire sentir sans cesse, par la multiplicity et de la dlversite des transactions, la necessite de 
la Justice. 77

Mme. de Stael's defense of England's National Debt 
is of particular Interest against the background of civic 
humanist thought examined in the preceeding section. We 
have seen that civic humanist critics of the Debt like 
Bolingbroke had assailed it as a threat to the independence 
of its creditors and a resource of despotic power. Given 
Mme, de Stael's civic humanist leanings, it would seem to 
follow that she-, too, shared this view. Even from an op­
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posing perspective —  her valuation of privacy —  a critical 
attitude toward the Debt is anticipated. Mme. de Stael, how­
ever, overturned these expectations by ingeniously reconciling 
the Debt with the dictates of both civic virtue and modern 
liberty. She argued that a huge public debt attested to a 
prosperous economy (i.e. a flourishing "private" sector) as 
well as a high degree of confidence in the political order.
The Debt encouraged citizen creditors to identify their in­
dividual interests with the broad interests of the collec­
tivity. It ensured the careful scrutiny of governmental 
operations, thus fostering a general concern for public af­
fairs while serving as a guarentee against despotism ("Les 
capitalistes qui pretent leur argent sont les hommes du 
monde qu'll est le plus difficile de tromper")

As in her Thermidorian republic, Mme. de Stael dis­
cussed religion in England in terms of its functional utili­
ty as a moralizing force that diminished the necessary role 
of the state. The predominant religious sect was Protes­
tantism which, according to Mme. de Stael, encouraged en­
lightenment and nourished a spirit of independence. More­
over she noted that the English clergy, unlike the French, 
never exceeded its proper bounds by attaching itself to 
worldly power. Its political activities were judiciously 
subordinated to the Interests of the m i n i s t r y . 7 9  it played 
no role in public education.

Of those forces which may be considered intellec­
tual, Mme. de Stael turned her attention to education and
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literature.. Her remarks on the character of English edu­
cation were general in natures the intellectual standards 
of the nation were high; there existed a vast network of 
public and private educational institutions, with special 
programs developed to "mettre 11 Instruction a la portee de 
1'indigence."®0 Initiatives for self-improvement were pro­
vided by a social structure geared to reward talent or in­
dustry. English statesmen, unlike their French counter­
parts, combined political ability with high academic 
achelvement, as evidenced by Fox's treatises on Greek and 
Windham's contributions in mathematics and literature.®1 

Because of the extreme brevity of Mme. de Stael's 
examination of English literature in the Considerations. it 
is hecessary to draw on her earlier works for a more ade­
quate presentation of her views. In all her writings,
Mme. de Stael stressed the practical character of English 
intellectual endeavors which she related to the presence of 
free institutions: specifically, a free press and the liber­
ty to participate in public life. Censorship, she argued, 
bred a licentious or precious form of literary escapism, 
while political inexperience feuled utopian speculation. 
Supported by free institutions, utilitarianism was the 
dominant school of philosophy in England. Prose writing 
tended to the banal and mundane. Certain literary genres —  
memoirs, confessions, and autobiographies —  were left un­
cultivated in a nation more attuned to the greatness of 
"ideas" than of "men."; However England can be credited
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with the development of the novel, a genre dealing pri­
marily in domeatic situations and thus refeletlng the Eng­
lish taste for privacy. By contrast, the English did not 
excel in the comic arts. English "humor" was distinguish­
able from French "witi" the latter, having pleasure as its 
sole purpose; the former, touched with sadness,- expressing 
a philosophical or moral idea. English poetry also con­
veyed a mood of melancholy, inspired by sober reflexion on 
the seriousness of the liberal enterprise:

On se demand pourquoi les Anglois qui sont heureux par 
leur gouvernement et par leurs moeurs, ont une imagina­
tion beaucoup plus melancholique que ne l'etolt celle 
des Francois?^ C’est que la liberte et la vertu, ces 
deux grands resultats de la raison humaine, exigent 
de la.^meditation; et la meditation conduit necessaire- 
ment a des objets s^rieux.

The example of England, as Pierre Reboul has pain­
stakingly demonstrated in his massive study,played a 
considerable role in the French political debate under the 
Restoration. The vitality of the English model had, in 
fact, continued nearly uninterrupted since the Huguenots 
had enlisted it to condemn French despotism following the 
revocation of the Edict of Nantes. It gained further 
popularity through the writings of Montesquieu. Thus the 
image of England fashioned by Mme. de Stael in Part IV of 
the Considerations had deep historical roots, although I 
Join in Reboul's assessment that it was Mme. de Stael's 
own profile of England that most Immediately informed Res­
toration perspectives. Her hommage to the practical reason, 
public spirit and private sensibilities of the English
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bourgeoisie —  as well as her emphasis on thier assimilia- 
tion into the aristocracy (as De Ruggiero notes, the French 
bourgeoisie "did not want to be a new class; it now wanted 
to s * ennoblir" —  served the interests of liberal apolo­
gists of the middle class like Guizot, whose detailed 
studies of English political history and institutions earned 
him the title "AnglomanicEven aristocratic opponents 
like Chateaubriand who scorned England's "politique mercan­
tile," warmly embraced Mme. de Stael's characterization of 
the English peerage as stable, repected and meritorious.

Yet for all her ardent tributes to England, Mme. de 
Stael's assessment of the nation was not entirely uncritical. 
Certainly Reboul, depicting her as the most anglomane of com­
mentators, exaggerates the degree of her enchantment. If 
she blunted her criticisms, she nevertheless admitted abuses 
in the English system. In a chapter with the sinister title, 
"Les Anglais ne perdront-ils pas un jour leur liberte?", she 
she chastened the English for ill-conceived policies in In­
dia and Ireland, and elsewhere acknowledged the need for 
Parliamentary reform. A glaring critical ommlssion, how­
ever, was Mme. de Stael's failure to recognize the dismal 
condition of the English workiijgclass. The realities of the 
English working poor ill-suited her vision of England as a 
nation of universal prosperity and challenged her ideologi­
cal sensibilities. Even Benjamin Constant had, by 1816, 
come to a more sober awareness of England's social evils 
Though it remained for Slsmondi, Mme. de Stael's erstwhile
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protege, to expose the misery of the workers by calling into
question the very bases of English commerical prosperity:

Quels sont done les fruits de cette Immense richesse 
accumulee? N'ont-ils pas eu d'autre effet que de 
faire partager les soucls, les privations, le dafager 
d'une ruine complete a toutes les classes? L'Angle- 
terre, en oubliant l'hommes pgur les choses, n'a-t-il sacrifie la fin aux moyens?

■* it  a

Taken together, the models of the Thermidorian re­
public and English monarchy represent Mme, de Stael's ideal 
of post-revolutionary free society. Although certain fun­
damental arrangements were analagous, each model nonetheless 
exhibits certain distinctive attributes. While hereditary 
institutions were excluded from the republic, they figured 
prominently in the English model. Mme. de Stael's utopian 
expectations of the republican technocratic elite were 
moderated as she turned to praise the utilitarian character 
of English philosophy.

From a critical perspective, both models betray 
similar weaknesses. With regard to Mme. de Stael's method, 
two major problems are encountered. The first relates to 
her refusal to define clearly concepts central to her argu­
ment. I have carefully charted the various meanings she as­
cribed to the terms "property" and "public opinion." Even 
her pivotal concept of "liberty" encompassed logically dis­
tinct notions of privacy and individual autonomy. A second 
set of problems relates to Mme. de Stael’s conceptual ap­
paratus. Following Montesquieu's lead, she assigned to her
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political models a distinctive psychological mainspring, or 
principle. But whereas Montesquieu had ostensibly attrib­
uted only one principle per governmental type, Mme. de Stael, 
under the category of "human nature," incorporated a wide 
variety of motives. (A careful reader of Montesquieu 
could identify similar tensions in his own analysis, es«- 
peclally in his model of England.) She failed, moreover, 
to define the nature of the interrelations of virtue, self- 
interest and higher self-interest. Nor did Mme. de Stael 
perform the necessary theoretical adjustments as she vari­
ously enlisted discrepant units of analysis; the individual, 
the class and the mass. I have also examined the inconsis­
tencies concealed by her public/private dichotomy. These 
problems of method cannot be divorced from logical incon­
sistencies in Mme. de Stael's theoretical perspective.

Most prominent was the tension between her positive 
and negative orientations towards the political. Other re­
lated tensions may be summarized as the priority of liberty 
vs the priority of social and civic education; the value of 
socio-political conflict vs the creation of a homogenious 
political culture; political participation vs elitist diri- 
gisme; the telos of public happiness vs the inevitability 
of melancholy. Mme. de Stael either ignored these tensions 
or thought to have transcended them by her ingeniously 
dualistlc conceptions of such institutions as the National 
Debt (simultaneously a guarentee against despotic govern­
ment and a stimulus to civic enlightenment), the domestic
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household (nourishing a demand for privacy while supplying 
standards of political judgment), or the hereditary monarchy 
(tradition serving both as a restraint on the Crown and as 
a mainspring of national patriotism). And like Montesquieu 
before her and Tocqueville after, she investigated how self- 
interest functioned to promote the common good, and how 
other forms of restraint (religious, cultural, commercial) 
served as modern equivalents of civic virtue. In the final 
analysis, however, despite her prodigious efforts, Mme. de 
Stael never satisfactoraly reconciled the disparate sets of 
goods she sought to incorporate within the framework of a 
free society.

As with her theory of historical progress, the 
vitality of Mme. de Stael's legacy was enhanced by the
eclectic quality of her arguments. Precisely this aspect
of her thought appealed to nineteenth century romantic 
liberals like Lamartine, "Her genius was like an antique 
chorus, in which all the great voices of the drama unite in

ii 8 9one tumultuous concord, while positivist technocrats 
like St. Simon could similarly rank her a precursor. Mme. 
de Stael's efforts most directly Informed the perspectives 
of Restoration liberalism: her efforts to steer a middle
course between radicalism and reaction, and to mediate the 
interests of the aristocracy and the middle class antici­
pated the juste milieu ideology of Guizot and his colleagues. 
Specific aspects of her legacy to the Doctrinaires have been
noted within the course of this chapter. From a broader
view, Mme. de Stael's models bridged the theoretical enter­
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prises of two key architects of French liberalism —  Montes­
quieu and Tocquevllle. Like Tocqueville, she adapted and 
expanded Montesquieu's conceptual apparatus to suit the cir­
cumstances of her own day. Dear to all three thinkers was 
the same set of values: liberty, civic virtue and individu­
alism. Their overlapping yet distinctive attempts to recon­
cile ti .>se goods make up a prominent chapter in the history 
of liberalism.

Significantly, many twentieth century critics of the 
liberal tradition have conveniently ignored its historical 
complexities to frame indictments based on crude oversimpli­
fications of Its tenets. Sheldon Wolin's interpretation 
typifies this approach. I quote from his prefatory remarks 
to the chapter on "Liberalism" in Politics and Vision:

We shall try to show ... how gradually society came to 
be conceived simultaneously as an entity distinct from political arrangements and the shorthand symbol for all 
worthwhile human endeavor; how these developments left 
little scope and less prestige for the political. The 
political became identified with a narrow set of in­
stitutions labelled 'government,1 the harsh symbol of 
coercion necessary to sustain orderly social trans­
actions ...

The applicability of this thesis, he claims, extends to
"Locke, the classical economists, the French liberals, and
the English utilitarians."91 John Schaar's perspective is
consistent with Wolin's:

The public realm is not seen as the place where great 
men naturally gather and where great actions most na­
turally take place. Rather, the political arena, being 
itself a place of second rate action is the place where 
second rate men gather to pursue the socond rate ends.-5̂

C.B. Macpherson singles out "possessive individualism" as
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the distinctive concept of human nature underpinning the
liberal tradition:

... the individual was essentially the proprietor of 
his own person or capacities, owing nothing to society 
for them. The Individual was seen neither as a moral 
whole, nor as a part of a larger social whole, but as owner of himself ... 93

Arguing along similar lines, R.P. Wolff reproaches liberal­
ism for its failure to recognize the values of community.94- 
In fairness to these thinkers, none, with the exception of 
wolin, explicitly referred to the French liberal tradition. 
Nonetheless all have perceived liberalism as a more or less 
homogenous theoretical entity characterized by the above 
traits. And like Wolin, they would presumably not look be­
yond Mme. de Stael's ancient/modern dichotomy which indeed 
neatly substantiates their contentions. Even sensitive in­
terpreters like Ephraim Harpaz^-* have over-emphasized this 
dichotomy to the neglect of manifold complexities of French 
liberalism. By illuminating the varied dimensions of this 
intellectual tradition —  as exemplified by the writings of 
Mme. de Stael —  we simultaneously call into question the 
narrower perspectives of its twentieth century interpreters.

First we have seen that any reductionist characteri­
zation of the theory of human nature, such as Macpherson's 
"possessive individualism," is inconsistent with Mme. de 
Stael's complex treatment of the subject. While the theory 
of possessive individualism (or any similar analysis stress­
ing the primacy of man's self-regarding motives) illuminates 
an important area of her thought, it glosses over a key dls-
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tinction between "higher" and "lower" forms of self-interest 
and ignores completely the disinterested motive of "sympathy" 
To be sure, this complicated theoretical scaffolding ac­
counted for curious turns in Mme. de Stael's analysis; the 
timid, materialistic English who required privacy and a 
minimal state were also the publicity seeking English who 
thrived on civic involvment. Yet such logical incoherencies 
may be avoided only at the cost of distorting Mme. de Stael's 
position.

A second set of charges relates to liberalism's al­
ledged devaluation of the political; its failure to provide 
for the positive potential of citizenship. Proponents of 
this view may well cite Mme. de Stael's frequent allusions 
to government as a coercive regulatory power, or her cele­
bration of modern liberty. A more careful reading of her 
works, however, discloses the civic humanist dimensions of 
her thought. Her valuation of political office as the 
highest of social rewards, her stress on the exemplary de­
portment of the statesman, her view of the vote as an in­
strument of self-improvement hardly conforms to a con­
ceptual scheme which envisages the political as an arena, 
of "second rate action" and leaves no place for the self- 
conscious pursuit of common ends. Her thought contains 
precedents for Schumpeter's view that political life is 
severely diminished within the framework of large-scale 
democracies (this was rpecisely the point of her ancient/ 
modern dichotomy), while it simultaneously offers an antici-
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patlon of Tocqueville1s rival efforts to preserve man's 
capacity for citizenship by means of decentralized politi- 
arrangements. To complicate matters further, Mme. de 
Stael's emulative concept of participation suggested that 
if direct personal participation in government was no 
longer a possibility, the masses might still derive bene­
fits from an on-going empathy with their elected represen­
tatives, Large scale democracy thus need not, as Schum­
peter argues, entail a lessening of civic awareness. In 
sum, the attempt to refine Mme, de Stael's position —  or 
the positions of those whose intellectual traditions she 
shared —  to conform to a narrow ideological framework is 
ill-founded. We have seen, Instead, that her brand of 
liberalism took shape around a variety of intellectual and 
political ambivalences; that it contained and attempted to 
synthesize a set of widely disparate political values, 
among which liberty ranked as a primary good.
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DESPOTISM

Mme. de Stael's concept of despotism, formulated to 
describe the character of Napoleonic rule in Part IV of the 
Considerations. served purposes both theoretical and polemi­
cal. From a theoretical perspective, Mme, de Stael enlisted 
it as a clasaificatory construct defining a set of socio-po­
litical arrangements antithetical to those she alleged to be 
liberal.1 The concept thus embodied a moral critique, as 
well as performing the analytical function of illuminating, 
by way of contrast, the model of a free political society ex­
emplified by her Thermidorian republic or English monarchy. 
The normative character of the term bridged its use as a 
classificatory construct and political weapon. In the latter 
capacity, the concept of despotism figured in the polemics of 
French liberals seeking to discredit the Terror and Bona­
partism. As interpreted by Mme. de Stael, it referred both 
to an archaic and stagnant form of rule and to an historic­
ally unique mode of domination unprecedented in it3 methods 
and its horror. Because this contradiction is explained by 
the exigencies of her political position under the Restora­
tion, I shall first turn to consider the political context 
of her writing, I shall then examine Mme. de Stael's con­
cept as an analytical construct, viewing it as an advance 
over Montesquieu's model and an anticipation Of contemporary 
theories of totalitarianism,

-a- -:«•
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Throughout its history, the concept of despotism has 

been closely linked to the concerns of practical politics. 1 
have earlier remarked on the U3e of the term by the seven­
teenth century aristocratic and Protestant opponents of royal 
centralization, and how their formulations formed Montes­
quieu's own treatment of the concept. Largely as a conse­
quence of Montesquieu's writings, the concept of despotism 
assumed prominence in the eighteenth century political de­
bate. Generally it was invoked as a term of censure, al-

2though proponents of the these royale like Voltaire en­
deavored to repair its image. The concept was only fully re­
deemed under the Terror, having been adapted by leaders like 
Robespierre and Marat to denote a system of revolutionary re­
generative terror. The concept's pejorative connotations 
were revived by French liberals like Mme. de Stael who con­
tended that the Terror's claim to be a "despotism of liberty" 
was a patent contradiction in terms. Thus the liberals re­
covered the thread of Montesquieu to condemn the Terror and 
Bonapartism-- phases of the Revolution whose affinities they 
were prone to overstate-- as "despotic", or incompatible with 
liberty.

The reasons for Mme. de Stael's attraction to the con­
cept of despotism fail, however, ‘c-o account for the two con­
tradictory (though similarly pejorative) interpretations <of 
the concept found in her writings. In the Considerations, 
despotism was, first, broadly construed as all historical 
forms of rule characterized by an absence of liberty or the 
abuse of political power; second, it wa3 meant to suggest a
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qualitatively new and dynamic form of domination exercised by 
Napoleon and embodied in the apparatus of the Terror. To ex­
plain this inconsistency in her usage, it is necessary to re­
fer to the political context of the Considerations, and specif­
ically to the charges levelled by Mme. de Stael’s principal 
opponents under the Restoration --the reactionary aristocracy, 
who stigmatized the liberals as authors of a demonic revolu­
tion that represented an unparalleled and indiscriminate assault
on French tradition. To undercut this indictment, the liberals
had, in effect, to dispute their opponents interpretation of

3
the Revolution. (1 am indebted to Stanley Mellon,-" with whom 
I have elsewhere disagreed, for these broad outlines of the 
liberal strategy.) Against the claim that the Revolution was 
a single uniformly damnable experience from the phil03ophes 
to Bonaparte, the liberals submitted that the Revolution con­
sisted of a number of distinct phases, and that the accom­
plishments of the Constituent Assembly (1789-1791) could be 
logically separated from the aberrations of the Terror and 
Napoleon. Against the claim that the liberals were 
uniquely responsible for all revolutionary crimes, the liber­
als maintained that the reactionaries were themselves im­
plicated. And to counter the allegation that the Revolution 
represented the unprecedented break in the pattern of French 
history (indeed de Maistre found an equivalent only in the 
Satanic revolt against Heaven), the liberals sought to dem­
onstrate that the Revolution was thoroughly consistent with 
French tradition. It was within the context of these strate­
gies that Mme. de Stael made effective use of the concept of
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despotism.
First, she used the term to refute her opponents' 

idyllic portrait of French history prior to 1789. Spe­
cifically, Mme, de Stael argued that rather than being the 
unique product of the Revolution, despotism was a more or 
less permanent feature of the French past. Kence the Revo­
lution could not be seen as an aberrant phenomenon, but only 
as the most recent example of an age old struggle against 
despotic rule*

14ais le deoordre dans l'ordre, le despotisme, 
s'est constamment maintenu...et toutes les pages de notre historie sont ensanglantees...̂  Les 
hommes ne savent guere que 1 historie de son 
temps; et 1 'on dirait, en lisant les declamations 
de nos jours, queries huit siecles de la mon- 
archie^qui ont precede la revolution francaise 
n'ont ete que des temps tranquilles, et que la nation ^talt^alors sur des roses. On oublie les 
templiers brules sous Philippe le Bel...la 
guerre de la Jacquerie; les assassinats du due 
d'Orleans et du due de Borgogne...5

When Mme. de. Stael spoke of despotism in these instances,
it is without specific content, being roughly equivalent to
"oppression" or "crime". By this interpretation of French
history, she attempted both to undermine her opponents'
veneration of their past and to provide the liberal cause
with historical roots of its own.

Mme. de Stael's response to her second task-- the 
isolation of Bonaparte and the Terror as betrayals of the 
"true" Revolution-- was to enlist again the concept of 
despotism. Now, however, the term was taken to mean a 
form of domination historically unique an unprecedented in 
its horror. Instead of arguing as she had done previously,
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that the excesses of the Revolution were paralleled by the 
atrocities of the Old Regime, Mme, de Stael shifted her strat­
egy to defeat the conservatives on their own territory. 
Granting her opponents their trump card-- that the outrages 
of the Revolution were without precedent (hence her re­
formulation of the concept of despotism)-- Mme, de Stael 
proceeded to outdistance them in expressions of moral indig­
nation, How could the liberals be responsible for the crimes 
of the Revolution she demanded, when they themselves were its 
principal victims? Offering a detailed account of her hard­
ships under the Terror and her persecution by Napoleon, Mme, 
de Stael refused to grant the conservatives a monopoly of 
suffering. Those responsible for the Revolution of 1739» the 
"friends of liberty" as she characterized them, were over­
whelmed by the ensiling rush of events; the first phase of 
the Revolution had to be distinguished from its subsequent 
aberrations.

It was then, to isolate and condemn the "criminal" 
phases of the Revolution that Mme, de Stael constructed her 
second model of despotism. The Terror and the Bonapartist 
regime were unique, she reasoned, because they were peculiar 
to an advanced stage of civilization exhibiting unprece­
dented social conditions and technological resources. The 
restraints which functioned to moderate earlier forms of 
domination --custom, religious belief, ascribed status -- 
were no longer operative. During the course of the Revo­
lution, French society had become increasingly egalitarian, 
fragmented and rootless, Y/lthin this context, the vehicles
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of historical progress-- the scientific method, the printing 
press, the spread of education, the cultivation of public 
opinion-- were transformed into Instruments of a hitherto un­
known form of domination! the scientific method, taking the 
“mass" as its unit of analysis, was readily applicable to 
large scale projects of social engineering; the wide dissem­
ination of printed materials, the expansion of educational 
facilities, the newly emergent attentiveness to public af­
fairs was exploitable by an advanced and novel form of rule 
founded on indoctrination and mobilized consensus. The 
uniquely modern combination of a "mass society" and vehicles 
of mass mobilization thus issued in a form of despotism 
that was qualitatively distinct from the static or limited 
variety of previous experience,

lime, de Stael turned to the concept of "modernity" 
not only to identify those traits which accounted for the 
distinctiveness of the Napoleonic despotism (her analysis 
of the Terror was shallow), but also as an instrument of 
criticism. Unlike the reactionaries who expressed their 
contempt of the Revolution in rhetorical flourishes about 
Satanic revolts, Mme, de Stael framed her own indictment in 
terms suggested by the Enlightenment, i.e. she appealed to 
the theory of historical progress. As we have seen, she in­
terpreted history as a process of advancement toward the 
universal realization of her prototypical Thermidorian or 
English model, distinguished by liberal constitutionalist 
arrangements, an open class structure, and a commercial 
economy. Against this vision, the Napoleonic regime repre­
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sented to Mme. de Stael the negation of all that was modern:
On a compare Bonaparte a Charlemagne, et l'on 
pourralt le mettre au contraire en opposition 
avec luij^car 1 'un etait de beaucoup en avant 
de son 3ieclej et 1 'autre est en arriere du 
sien. °

The contradiction between this statement and her previous em­
phasis on the modernity of the Napoleonic regime ("It is im­
possible to arrive at great power, except by taking advantage 
of the times; accordingly, Bonaparte studied the spirit of 
his age with great care" is explained, if not resolved, by 
the fact that Mme. de Stael used the term "modern" in two 
distinct senses: the first, In an explicitly prescriptive 
sense, to identify that set of attributes which she deemed to 
be of value; the second, in a descriptive sense, to classify 
regimes according to the presence of certain traits, regard­
less of the ends towards which they are directed.

By acknowledging its potential for modernity, Mme. de 
Stael departed from the usual practice of assigning despot­
ism to a low stage of historical development. Even Adam 
Ferguson, who propounded a theory of progress and detailed 
the peculiar susceptibilities of modem or 'Jpolishecf' societies 
to despotic rule, did not assume that this despotism would 
appropriate the instruments of modernity in a distinctive 
manner. He thought, rather, that despotism signified a 
breakdown of progress, a return to a stagnant and passive 
form of rule akin to that practiced in China. The Napoleonic 
experience was necessary to achieve new theoretical per­
spectives. For certain thinkers, notably Benjamin Constant, 
the unique modes of oppression enlisted by Napoleon could
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net be adequately conveyed by a concept traditionally asso­
ciated with a static, and by comparison, moderate form of 
domination. Hence he substituted for despotism the term 
"usurpation." That Mme. de Stael did not follow thi3 pro­
cedure, despite the fact that she, like Constant,^ wished 
to underscore the novel aspects of the Napoleonic regime, 
is due to the fact that her account was intended to serve 
two quite incompatible purposes* to Isolate and condemn 
the unique horrors of Napoleon and the Terror, and to re­
fute the conservative's claim that such horrors were un­
precedented. Thus at the cost of sacrificing consistency, 
he refused to abandon the older concept since it estab­
lished the continuity of oppression throughout French 
history.

#  i’fr *  *

Mme.de Stael's continued use of the term served, 
in addition, to illuminate her intellectual debt to 
Montesquieu. For Montesquieu, it will be recalled, des­
potism was a heuristic construct (as well as a political 
weapon), connoting the arbitrary rule of one man, unre­
strained by law. Its principle was "fear", by which 
Montesquieu understood a state of perpetual insecurity.
A system of total domination, it was distinguished by a 
primitive and precarious economy, a low level of cultural 
development, and atomized egalitarian social structure.
Above all, Montesquieu stressed that the mechanics of 
despotism were simple. In contrast to the complex tex­
ture of a free society in which semi-autonomou3 social
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groups and legal restraints served to challenge or delimit 
the exercise of political power, despotic power was uncheck­
ed (save by the force of custom and religion) and obedience 
remained passive.

Unlike Montesquieu, Mme. de Stael regarded her model 
of despotism as a "real" rather than an "ideal" typej its at­
tributes, she insisted, were all empirically realized under 
the Napoleonic regime. However her concept of despotism 
drew more consistently on Montesquieu's categories of "na­
ture" and"principle" than did her models of free society. 
Following Montesquieu, she supposed that the nature of the 
despotism was one man unrestrained by law. But whereas 
Montesquieu had recognized the informal checks of custom and 
religion, Mme. de Stael depicted Napoleonic rule as operat­
ing entirely without fetter*

Dans les autres gouvernements despotiques, 11 y 
a des usages, des lcis, une religion que le 
maitre n 1 enfreintJamais, quelque ab3olu qu 111 
so it; raais en France, et dans 1 'Europe France, 
comme tout est nouveau, le passe ne 3aurait ^tre 
une garantle, et l'on peut tout craindre comme 
tout esperer, suivant qu'on sert ou non les in- 
terets de l'homme qui ose se donner lui-meme, 
et lul seul, pour but a la race humaine entiere.

This total absence of restraint, Mme. de Stael attributed 
to the spiritual and ethical vacujm which wa3 a legacy of 
the Terror. All positive social bonds, all customary 
standards of behavior, all religious belief had been erod­
ed or anesthetized; the motive of self-preservation alone 
remained to guide men's actions;

Ge qui servait singulierement le pouvoir de 
Bonaparte, c'est qu'll n'avalt rien a manager 
que la masse. Toutes les existences indlvld-
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uelles eta lent aneantles par dix ans de 
troubles ... Perscnne en France ne pouvalt 
croire sa situation assuree; les hommes de toutes les classes, ruines ou enrlchis, 
bannls ou recompenses, se trouvalent 6gale- 
ment un a un, pour alnsi dire; entre les 
mains du pouvolr^... II n'y avait pas un 
Frangais qui n'eut quelque chose a demander 
au gouvernement, et ce quelque chose etait la vie ...11

Mme. de Stael's recognition of the phenomenon of "mass so­
ciety" and its potential as a breeding ground for a total- 
ist form of domination anticipated Tocqueville and, to an 
even greater extent, the findings of contemporary students 
of totalitarianism. For while Tocqueville, in the Democ- 
racy in America, suggested the vulnerability of mass so­
ciety to despotic rule, his conception of the despotic 
state as "regular, quiet and gentle"-*-2 wa3 distinct from 
that of Mme. de Stael who, like modern analysts of total­
itarianism, attributed to it a quality of revolutionary 
dynamism.

Again relying on Montesquieu, Mme de Stael made 
fear the principle of despotic government. Much of her an­
alysis, like Montesquieu's, interpreted fear in the sense 
of insecurity, although she went beyond this meaning to ex­
plore the subtle connections between fear and positive 
support. In a strikingly modern account of the psycho­
logical strategy of the despot, Mme, de Stael recorded a 
careful process of psychic destruction and intellectual 
reconditioning that converted passive obedience into mo­
bilized consent. She imputed to Napoleon a sinister de­
sign to destroy methodically the rational autonomy of his
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subjects, transforming them into empty receptacles available 
for indoctrination and mass mobilization. In view of her ob­
servation that Napoleon had inherited a mass society, such a 
program would appear superfluous. Nevertheless, Mme. de 
Stael often spoke as though Napoleon had to create deliber­
ately the conditions which would enable him to exercise his 
unique mode of rule.

Fear, in Montesquieu’s sense of insecurity, was the 
passion appropriate to the first stage of Napoleon's program.
As in Montesquieu, it was immediately linked to the denial of 
constitutional and Juridical guarantees. While in terms of 
formal governmental structure, the complex arrangements of the 
Napoleonic state bore little resemblance to the primative ap­
paratus of the Montesquieuan despotism, the operative reality 
of the two despotisms was identical. Both concentrated po­
litical power in the hands of a single individual, brooking 
no restraints on either the method or the range of his rule.
By a variety of techniques, Napoleon successfully neutralized 
all Institutional checks on his power: the Tribunate was 
purged of hostile members; the Assembly was deprived of the 
opportunity to debate substantive Issues; financial leverage 
was established over members of the Senate; and the civil 
court system was effectively circumvented by the constant re­
sort to special tribunals and military commissions. The fa­
cade of constitutionalism thus camouflaged political reality, 
heightening the insecurity of Napoleon's subjects. The rule 
of law was studiously transgressed: "Bonaparte ... se gardait 
blen de mettre un terrne a ce3 inquietudes par des lols fixes
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qui pussent faire connaltre a chacun sea droits. II rendait 
a tel ou tel sea biens, a tel ou tel 11 lea otait pour tou- 
jours . Napoleon acknowledged no substantive limita-
tiona on the range of hla powers: no righta were conaldered 
Inviolable, no realma of human activity eacaped hia pre- 
rogativea:

II ne voulait paa qu'un aeul individu de aon 
tempa existat par lui-meme qu'on ae mariat,^ 
qu'on eut de la fortune, qu on choiait un se- 
,3 our, qu‘on exercat un talent, qu'une resolu- 
tion quelconque permission. 14-

An analogua arrangement waa manifeat in the aocial 
aphere, where a facade of complex aocial hlerarchiea aerved 
to maak the aervile equality of the nation. Napoleon had, 
Mme. de Stael observed, painstakingly revived the intricate 
aocial structure of the Old Regime as depicted by Montes­
quieu's monarchial model: the elaborate pomp and etiquette 
at court, the articulation of interests by contending ao­
cial groups, the bestowal of favors by the sovereign, all 
were shared features of monarchy and Napoleonic despotism. 
However, a crucial difference separated the two models. In 
the despotism, titles and distinctions were neither ascrip- 
tive nor tradition-bound as suggested by the principle of 
"honor", but rather were the unique creation of Napoleon and 
permanently tied to his prerogatives. Hence far from pre­
supposing the aemi-autonomoua power base that Montesquieu 
deemed essential to political liberty, these social prefer­
ments, bestowed as rewards for obsequious loyalty, served to 
tighten the reins of despotic power. This arrangement, it 
may be noted, also contrasted with that of England which,
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according to Montesquieu and Mme. de Stael, rooted social
privilege in practical ability and achievement, a criterion
distinct from the arbitrary will of the sovereign.1^ The
precarious gratifications afforded by this social strategy
gained for Napoleon not only the blind obedience of the old
nobility who eagerly resumed the former roles,

II fit occuper la plupart des charges de sa 
maison par des nobles de 1'ancien regime ...
Chaque fois qu'un gentilhomme de l'anclenne 
cour rappelait 1'etiquette du temps Jadis, 
proposait une reverence de plus, une certain© 
faqon de frapper a la porte ... de plier une 
lettre, de la terminer par telle ou telle formule, il etait accueilli comme s'il avait 
fait faire des progres au bonheur de l'espece 
hunaine. 16

but also the attachment of a new elite greedy to s1ennoblir,
Les hommes qui avaient pris part a la revolu­tion ne voulaient plus qu'il y eut des castes 
au-dessus d'eux. Bonaparte les a rallies a 
lui en leur promettant les titres et les rangs 
dont ils avaient depouille les nobles. ‘Vous 
voulez l1 egaliteI’leur disait-il: je ferai mieux 
encore, Je vous donneral l'lnegalite en votre 
faveur* .. .17

Thus the social reality of the Napoleonic system 
was, like that of Montesquieu's despotism, simple. For de­
spite the complex outward structure of society, all were 
equal in slavery to the despot. What Montesquieu did not 
anticipate was the Napoleonic disjunction between form and 
content; that, within a different political setting, the 
attributes he ascribed to monarchy could serve with even 
greater effectiveness as Instruments of despotic power.

Having denied his subjects the security of constitu­
tional guarantees and the protective cover of social rank, 
Napoleon proceeded to strip away the last vestiges of their
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individual identities. The capacity for independent thought 
was destroyed by a rigid policy of censorship, of which I 
shall speak later. Napoleon's intrusions into the
Intimate society of his subjects struck at the womb of their 
moral values; his weapons ranged from custom ("on le voyait 
s'occuper avec perseverance de la toilette des femmes, afin 
que leurs epoux, ruines par leurs depenses, fussent plus 
souvent obliges de recourir a lul to political sanc­
tion.

Combien n'a-t-on vu de families divisees par 
la rrayeur que causalent les moindres rap­
ports avec les exiles: Dans le commencement
de la tyrannie, quelques actes de courage Se 
font remarquer; mais par degres le chagrin 
altere les sentiments, les contrarietes se 
fatiquent; l'on vient a penser que les dis­
graces de sea amis sont causes par leurs 
propres fautes ... Ainsi l'amitie, l1amour 
meme, se glagent danB tous les coeura; les qualltes intimes tombent avec les vertus 
publiques;^on ne s'aime plus entre soi, apres 
avoir cesse d'aimer la patrie ... 19

Indeed exile, which Mme. de Stael interpreted as a social
20rather than a political deprivation , was Napoleon*a most 

effective means of institutionalizing anxieties, and serv­
ed as a metaphor in her writings for the annihilation of 
privacy that distinguished despotic rule. The economic 
realm, too, suffered from the arbitrary character of the de­
spotism*. because property was Insecure, it could contribute 
neither to the stability of the state nor to the enlighten­
ment and independence of its owners; nor could public cred­
it operate on so precarious foundation. 21

To this point the distinctions between the accounts 
of despotism provided by Montesquieu and Mme. de Stael are
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not of striking significance. Although Mme. de Stael placed 
greater stress on the instruments of fear, "le gouverneraent 
de la police, un corps permanent d'espions, et dans la suite, 
sept prisons d'Etat, dans lesquelles les detenus ne pouvalent 
etre juges par aucun tribunal ..." 22, and recognized the role 
of political illusion in perpetuating anxieties, both theo­
rists regarded fear, defined as a state of insecurity and 
normlessness, to be indispensable to the functioning of the 
despotic system. But whereas Montesquieu had maintained 
that servile obedience was the ultimate objection of the des­
pot, Mme. de Stael contended that, under the new form of 
Napoleonic despotism, suppression of all resistance was only 
the first of a two step process of psychic re-education. 
Napoleon's ultimate demand was not for submission, but for 
support; he required a nation of enthusiastic partisans, not 
vacuuous corpses;. Montesquieu's depiction of the despotic 
subject as timid, ignorant, and lacking in spirit no longer 
adequately portrayed this new character type. For it was no 
longer sufficient that previous modes of behavior be broken 
down; positive patterns of thought and action remained to be 
cultivated. The Napoleonic regime derived its uniqueness 
from its unprecedented attempt at mass re-education and mo­
bilization.

Napoleon's efforts at creating positive attachments 
to his leadership were facilitated by the events of the 
Terror. His initial ploy was to manipulate the nation's 
fear of Jacobinism to his own advantage:.

Le sortilege le plus puissant dont Bonaparte se
soit servi pour fonder son pouvoir, c'eat ...
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la terreur qu'inspirait le nom seul de jaco­
binisms... auesl Bonaparte paralysait-il 
toute espece de resistance a sea volontes 
par ces mots: 'Voulez-vous^que Je vous llvre 
aux jacobins?' ... Enfin meme^alors on ne 
l'almait pas, mala on le preferait ...23

Of greater significance was the positive lesson taught by 
the Jacobins. From them Napoleon acquired the technique 
of exploiting recently surfaced republican sentiments.
He defined his status in terms of the revolutionary prin­
ciple of popular sovereignty, which held that the function 
of government was to implement the national will. By re­
presenting himself as the Incarnation of the will, and 
hence the living symbol of the revolution, Napoleon orches­
trated the enthusiastic support of the nation:

II prit par degres la place que tenait la Revolution 
dans toutes les tetes, et reporta sur son nom seul 
tout le sentiment national qui avait grandi la France 
aux yeux strangers ..,2^

To foster the illusion of his legitimacy, Napoleon in-
augrated a system of mass indoctrination. Whereas older
forms of despotism had either silenced or ignored men of
letters, Napoleon recognized their potentlalas builders
of mass support:

Dans le dix-huitieme siecle ... les puissants 
ne se doutaient pas de 1'influence des ecrits 
sur ljopinion^ et ils laissalent la littera- ture a peu pres aussi tranquile que les sciences 
physiques le sont encore aujourd'hui ... 25

The level of technology —  advances in the art of print­
ing permitting the proliferation of published materials —  
and the level of culture —  the spread of literacy combined
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with a new attentiveness to public matters-- presented the 
unprecedented possibility of internalizing consensus by es­
tablishing control over men's thoughts. Thus together with 
the censorship of dissenting views enforced by a vast net­
work of literary police, Napoleon set into motion the machin­
ery of political propaganda. The character of this "tyran- 
nie bavarde" 26 is best described by Mme. de Staels

Les feuilles periodlques repetaient toutes la 
meme chose chaque jour, sans que Jamais 11 fut 
permis de les contredire2?... Bonaparte, 
lorsqu'll disposalt d'un million d'homines armes, 
n'en attachalt pas moins d*importance a l'ajt de gulder 1'esprit public par des gazettes2®...
Le joug de 1'a.utorite et l'esprit d'imitation etalent imposes a la litterature, comme le 
journal official dictait les articles de fol en 
politique. Un bon instinct de despotism faisait sentir aux agents de la police litteraire que 
1'origina^ite dans le maniere d'ecrire peut 
conduire a 1'independance du caracter© ... °

Napoleon recognized that fear, apart from its role 
in creating an atmosphere of general anxiety, could serve 
as a mechanism of support when directed against designated 
categories of internal and external enemies of the regime. 
This strategy, which founded loyalty on the enthusiasm of 
shared animosities, fitted well with his claim to represent 
the national willj by identifying himself with the nation, 
Napoleon simultaneously denied the legitimacy of all oppo­
sition. Internal enemies were rooted out, according to Mme. 
de Stael's account*by a network of spies and police of un­
precedented scope. Once identified, full propaganda value 
was derived from their heresy, "la reputation de chacun de­
pend d'une calomnle repandue dans les gazettes qui se multl- 
pllent de toutes les parts sans qu'on accord© a personne la
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possibillte de lea refuter

War or the persecution of external enemies, was dictated 
by this same logic of negative consensus, and was a permanent 
feature of the Napoleonic despotism. The entire educational 
system of the state was geared to the formation of a disci­
plined body of soldiers, "Toute I1education publique a pris 
un caractere militaire; le roulement de tambour announce 
l'heure des declinaisons, et les caporaux president a l'in- 
stuction litteraire."^1 War figured in Napoleon's design not 
only as a means of territorial expansion with the object of 
global domination, but also as an instrument of national 
solidarity. A policy of military mobilization and conquest 
restored, on the level of the nation, a sense of efficacy 
and purpose that the despotic system denied the individual. 
The vicarious satisfaction of military victory offset the 
humiliation of institutionalized personal injustice:

Pouvait-on oppriraer la nation dans 1'lnterieur, 
sans lui donner au moln3 le funeste dedommage- ment de dominer ailleurs a son tour?32 

# * *

Before concluding this section with a critique of 
Mme. de Stael's interpretation of despotism and a discussion 
of its contrasts with her concept of free society, it is in­
triguing to remark upon the anticipation of modern theories 
of totalitarianism contained in her analysis. I do not in­
tend to enter here into the contemporary debate over the 
usefulness of the concept^, or to discuss the diverse and 
often ambiguous definitions of totalitarianism that have 
been tendered. Instead, I shall concentrate exclusively on
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the commonly advanced claim that totalitarianism represents 
a qualitatively distinctive historical phenomenon, while 
despotism remains an old-fashioned concept of primarily 
antiquarian interest.

Among those who would assert in its qualitative unique­
ness, the most widely recognized feature of totalitarian 
rule is its deliberate annihilation of the boundaries be­
tween public and private life. Sartori's argument is typ­
ical i

It is my. thesis, then, that a new term has a 
raison d etre if it expresses a new idea.
Therefore “totalitarianism" can be used fruit­
fully if by it we mean to Indicate the unprece­
dented Intensity, pervasiveness, and penetra­
tion ... that political domination can assume ...
The essential point being that totalitarianism denotes the Imprisonment of the whole society 
within the state, an all pervasive political 
domination over the extra-political life of man.34-

A conceptual prerequisite of Sartori's position is an ac­
knowledgement of the state and society as distinct entities; 
if boundaries are to be consciously transgressed, there 
need first be recognition of their existence. Thus, 
against Popper35, it is appropriate to distinguish totali­
tarianism from the "totalism" of the Greek polls. Never­
theless, students of totalitarianism are wrong to conclude 
that it is a form of domination entirely without theoretical 
precedent. The intellectual roots of the modern concept 
are properly traced to those eighteenth century thinkers 
who, proclaiming the distinctiveness (if not necessarily 
the opposition) of society and government, attempted to de­
fine and guarantee the limits of political power. Within
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this context, and due to the seminal influence of Montesquieu, 
despotism assumed prominence as the term which connoted not 
merely the exceptional abuse of power by a ruler, but a system 
of total domination* Yet despite his vigorous reformulation 
of the concept, Montesquieu could not conceive of despotic 
rule as operating wholly without fetter. It was only with the 
exaggerated liberal reaction against the ascendancy of Napo­
leon that a truly all encompassing political encounter became, 
at least, an intellectual possibility. Although the actual 
degree of control exercised by Napoleon fell far short of 
that wielded by twentieth century regimes, the theoretical 
foundations of contemporary scholarship had been laid.
These are patent affinities between Hannah Arendt's concep­
tion of totalitarianism as "the permanent domination of each 
single individual in each and every sphere of life",^ and 
Mme. de Stael's observation that "(Napoleon) entrait dans 
les moindres details des relations de chaque lndividu ... 
de tenir entre ses mains les fils les plus delies comme les 
chaines les plus fortes ... personne ne pouvait plus suivre 
en rien sa propre volonte,dans les plus grandes commas dans 
les plus petites circonstances."37

The distinctiveness of totalitarianism has been ar­
gued in yet another manner. There have been attempts to 
identify totalitarian rule with what Barber has termed a 
unique "essence" an "abstract, non-measurable (emotive) at­
tribute" such as Arendt's "total terror".^® The methodolog­
ical origins of this strategy can again be traced to 
Montesquieu, who ascribed a distinct operative passion to
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each governmental type. Although there are Important simi­
larities between Montesquieu's concept of fear (the principle 
he ascribed to the despotism) and the idea of totalitarian 
terror, their connotations are not identical. For Montes­
quieu, fear was associated with a passive or negative pos­
ture; for students of totalitarianism, terror becomes a con­
dition of positive support. As I have shown, Mme. de Stael's 
account bridges these two interpretations.

Perhaps the most formidable claim for the modernity
of totalitarianism has been advanced by those who have
stressed the structure and instruments of totalitarian rule,
rather than the abstract emotive basis of its operation. Ac-

39cording to thinkers like C.J. Friedrich and Michael Curtis, 
the presence of modern administrative organization and a 
sophisticated technology separate totalitarianism from all 
previous forms of domination. Certainly this characteriza­
tion was not anticipated by Montesquieu, who conceived of 
despotism as a static and simple form of mile. To a great 
extent, however, it was foreshadowed by Mme. de Stael who, 
in light of the Napoleonic experience, reformulated the 
theory of despotism to include complex organizational net­
works of mass mobilization.

All this is not to overestimate the modernity of •
Mme. de Stael's account. In the final analysis, her treat­
ment of Napoleonic despotism resolves into a curious amalgam 
of archaism and anticipation of the twentieth century. Al­
though she described the terroristic essence of the despot­
ism, the most formidable weapon she could ascribe to the
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despot was exile, not mass executions or deportation to con­
centration camps. While she pointed to programs of indoc­
trination and consensus-building, she could not anticipate 
the development of the single mass party, of ideologically 
oriented youth movements, and other modern instruments of 
mass mobilization. Her analysis of the despotic economy was 
rooted in Montesquieu's assertion that it was weak and pre­
carious , and thus shed no light on the centrally controlled 
economies of modern totalitarian states. Nonetheless, de­
spite these and other points of distinction, the resemblances 
between the two concepts remain significant. Both are 
defined in systemic terms,and stress the total control 
sought over men's actions and thoughts; both place empha­
sis on the relation between fear and consent; both explore 
the vulnerability of mass society to total domination; and 
both point to the role of technology in shaping the charac­
ter of rule.

#•>>■«• >,*•

Despite its many suggestive insights and anticipa­
tions of twentieth century perspectives, Mme. de Stael's 
concept of despotism is open to challenge on a variety of 
grounds. First, Mme. de Stael recoiled from assigning 
despotism a determinate historical status. Because she pur­
sued the conflicting strategies of establishing its continu­
ity with the past and proclaiming its novelty to the revolu­
tionary epoch, her formulation remained conceptually impre­
cise. Second, Mme. de Stael's sweeping moral condemnation 
of Bonapartism often crippled her analytical capacities.
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For example, the public works projects instituted by Napoleon 
were altogether disassociated from utilitarian ends, and in­
terpreted exclusively as instruments of despotic power (an 
unfair move by Mme. de Stael who, within the context of a lib­
eral society, would doubtlessly interpret Napoleon's motiva­
tion as "higher self-interest", i.e. that felicitous form of 
egoism which simultaneously advances the general welfare):

L'on doit au gouvernement imperial les musees 
des arts et les embellissements de Paris, des 
grands chemins, des canaux qui facilitaient les communications des departements; enfin 
tout ce qui pouvait frappait 11 Imagination en mohtrant 
comme dans le Simplon et^le mont Genis, que la 
nature obeissait a Napoleon presque aussi docilement que les hommes.^O

Her treatment of the Napoleonic economy suffered from similar 
distortions. Influenced by Montesquieu's account, Mme. de 
Stael persisted in regarding the despotic economy as primi­
tive and precarious, rather than acknowledge the sweeping 
financial reforms Inaugurated by Napoleon. Nor did she de­
vote much space to a discussion of the Code Napoleon, which 
formally incorporated many of her cherished values. Third,
Mme. de Stael failed to define clearly the interconnections 
of fear, coercion, and consensus. In certain passages, she 
suggested that Napoleon fell heir to a mass society, that 
the boundaries between public and private existence had 
been eroded by ten years of revolution, and thus that the 
basis of his power was consensual. Elsewhere she maintain­
ed that Napoleon was the author of a deliberate plan to de­
stroy the independence and autonomy of his subjects, that 
his power was repressive and illegitimate, that his support
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was founded on coercion. In either situation, a fourth dif­
ficulty is inescapable. Mme. de Stael attributed to Napo­
leon strategies of rule that were manifestly incompatible 
with her assertion that he either inherited or created a na­
tion of vacuuous and fragmented beings. For instance, she 
cited his able manipulation of class interests, a strategy 
which, of course, presupposed that class interests were still 
consciously perceived. Similarly, her analysis of war as a 
compensation for the loss of individual autonomy presumed 
that Napoleon's subjects had retained sufficient self-aware­
ness to be frustrated by their situation, and hence that he 
had been unsuccessful in shaping a consensual society, A 
final problem centers around the extreme reductionism of 
Mme, de Stael1s claim that despotism pivoted on the will of 
one man. Even Napoleon's downfall, she argued, was a direct 
consequence of a character flaw which propelled him to value 
flattery above truthfulness (her postion here owes much to 
Greek concepts of tyranny^1)*

II aimait moins les louanges vraies que les 
flatteries serviles ,,, par degr^s^ l'on 
n'osalt plus lui parler avec verlte sur rien,
II a fini par lgnorer qu'll falsalt froId an 
Moscou des le mois de novembre, parce que 
perso^ne, parmi ses courtlsans, ne s'est 
trouve assez Romain pour oser lui dire une 
chose aussi simple 4-2

Like Morifesquieu, Mme, de Stael wished to convey the simpli­
city of the despotic system, a simplicity which underlay 
the complex facade of Bonapartism. Her concept of despotism 
was, however, offered as a real rather than an ideal type, 
leaving it open to challenge on the basis of empirical accu­
racy.
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Despite its shortcomings, Mme, de Stael1 s concept of 
despotism performs the valuable service of defining in nega­
tive terms the character of a free or liberal society. The 
first set of distinctions between the free and despotic mod­
els pivot on their respective visions of human nature. Mme. 
de Stael directly took over from Montesquieu the notion of 
antithetical passions animating the two types: fear being ap­
propriate to despotism; and love of liberty (read: security) 
to representative government. In other passages, she sug­
gested that despotism reduced its members to creatures of
narrow self-interest ("c'est par leurs defauts qu'll soumet 

x 43les homines a son empire ... de faire supporter une sembl- 
able tyrannie, il failait contenter 1'ambition de tous ceux 
qul s' engageraient a la maintenir") Here too, a contrast 
may be drawn with the arrangements of a free society which, 
while not denying man's self-interested motives, channeled 
these motives to benefit the public weal. Nor could any single 
facet of human nature, albeit self-interest, adequately ac­
count for the mechanisms of free society. Whereas despotism 

45impoverished man's nature, freedom encouraged its mani­
fold complexities. In contrast to the servile equality of 
the despotic social structure, liberal society was stratified 
on the basis of its members natural altitudes and abilities.

A free social order was, according to Mme. de Stael, 
characterized by a delimited constitutionalist state, a de­
centralized structure of political power, the recognition and 
protection of Individual privacy, and a tolerant and enlight­
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ened texture of social relations. Contrary to the Implica­
tions of certain of he,r polemical formulations, Mme. de 
Stael's brand of liberalism neither devalued, political life 
nor presupposed that the political and social realms oper­
ated on antithetical principles. Rather, it insisted upon 
negative, or constitutionalist, liberty as a precondition of 
political involvement. Only when man’s intellectual and re­
ligious life, as well as his domestic, economic and social 
relations were secure from arbitrary political Intrusions 
could civic participation remain non-corrupting and contribute 
to the realization of excellence. The autonomous function­
ing of the various social spheres served, in turn, to lessen 
the need for governmental action by providing supplemental 
non-legal restraints on men's behavior. It was precisely 
this balance struck between public and private spheres, this 
complex differentiation of social realms, that was lacking 
in despotism. The despotic type, characterized by the cen­
tralized and arbitrary rule of a single person, substituted 
for the pluralistic interactions of the liberal order a de­
bilitating chain of dependencies linked ultimately to the 
selfish interests of the despot. In polar opposition to the 
institutions of a free society, despotism was distinguished 
by a precarious family unit, a primitive economy, and a 
bankrupt cultural, intellectual and spiritual life (a result 
of censorship and military education). The impoverishment 
of private life secured total dependence upon the despot, a 
situation in which political participation (a prominent ele­
ment in both despotic and liberal political types) contrib-

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



298
uted to the corruption rather than the excellence df the des­
potic subject.

This crucial distinction between the free and despot­
ic models is overlooked by Steven Golin who, in his essay on 
Mme, de Stael*s Thermidorian republic, argues that her focus 
on "culture as social control"^ is evidence of her illiberal 
leanings. Viewing his subject through the prism of contempo­
rary experience (which provides him the dubious excuse to pun,
"the liberal realism of Staelism anticipates the Socialist 

47Realism of Stalinism" ), Golin suggests that Mme. de Stael's 
liberal rhetoric masked totalist political aspirations; that 
her program of republican education was, in fact, an unprec­
edented attempt to establish an all pervasive political 
order;

Every aspect of culture becomes subordinated to Ideology, and ideology becomes the strategy of 
concealing the reality of class rule. Culture 
ceases to be an inessential and therefore inde­
pendent realm, and becomes a medium for inte­
grating the masses into the status quo ...
Feeling, a formerly private realm,can no longer 
be left to chance ... Control of feelings be­comes a political necessity ...^°

Ironically, Golin1s attack parallels Mme. de Stael's own in­
dictment of Napoleon. While certain strands of Mme. de 
Stael's thought do indeed appear to support Golin (for in­
stance, her positive image of public opinion), his analysis 
both lacks historical perspective and underestimates the 
complexity of her views. Rather than anticipating a future 
totalitarian regime, Mmde. de Stael's liberal model reaches 
back to the Monesquieu's vision of society, according to 
which the maintenance of order was achieved by the mutually
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sustaining interaction of the political and social spheres. 
It reflects Montesquieu's insight that social determinants—  
culture, religion, customs, etc. —  serve to buttress the 
functions of the state, with all spheres contributing to pro­
duce a distinctive national ethos. Moreover, missing from 
Golin*s account is an appreciation of Mme. de Stael's very- 
real valuation of negative liberty —  a appreciation to be 
derived from a comparison of free society with its opposite 
type. Her ancient/modern dichotomy having proved a crude 
oversimplification of her views, it is instead the free/ 
despotic dichotomy that clearly establishes privacy (vis-a- 
vis its relation to individual autonomy and moral excellence) 
as a key element in her definition of the good society.

is-#*#

Mme. de Stael's concept of Napoleonic despotism is 
richly suggestive on many levels. My analysis has incorpor 
rate perspectives both practical (its role as a weapon of 
partisan politics under the Restoration) and analytical 
(its function as an a contrarlo definition of liberalism). 
Before moving on, however, I must briefly consider it from 
yet another angle: its place in the development of the Na­
poleonic legend. The legend, which grew to epic propor­
tions duripgthe nineteenth century, had its origins in Na­
poleon's own memoirs, composed at St. Helena in a deliber­
ate effort to redeem his historical image. The legend's 
early, adherents included Byron, Stendahl and Heine; Hugo 
and Balzac ranked among its later expositors. Inspired by 
the muse of Romanticism and the concerns of practical po-
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lltics, these writers eulogized Napoleon as the Promethean 
architect of France's most glorious era. Paradoxically, 
this idealized portrait of Napoleon owed a significant debt 
to Mme. de Stael. For it was her model of the Napoleonic 
despotism —  exaggerated in the manner of Montesquieu's 
ideal type analysis —  that informed popular perspectives 
following the successful publication of the Conslderations 
in 1818. Indeed the impact of her indictment proved so 
considerable that would-be defenders of Napoleon had first 
to take on the ghost of de Stael. Thus, justifying the stri­
dent polemics of his Vie de Napoleon, Stendhal wrote;

J'ecris l'histoire de Napoleon pour repondre a un< 11- 
belle. C'est une entreprise imprudente pulsque ce li- 
belle est lance par le premier talent du siecle (the reference is to Mme. de Stael)...^9

If Mme. de Stael had unintentionally nourished the Napoleonic 
myth by provoking her opponents to prodigious exaggerations, 
she must also be recognized as the founder of a counter-myth, 
or anti-Napoleonic legend, whose exponents came to include 
Lamartine and de Vigny. Although long overshadowed by its 
rival legend, the demonic vision of Napoleon regained ascend­
ency following the collapse of the Second Etapire through the 
writings of Hippolyte Taine. In contrast to the prolifera­
tion of studies centering about 11 le culte de Napdleon," the 
anti-Napoleonic myth had received scant attention from con­
temporary s c h o l a r s ; an important dimension of Mme. de 
Stael's legacy thus remains to be explored.
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ITALY;

In the following sections on Italy, Germany and Rus­
sia, I shall be dealing with national societies which, as 
classified by Mme. de Stael, fell outside the categories of 
"fred' or "despotic". Nonetheless they shed considerable 
light on both these categories and demand inclusion in any 
comprehensive survey of Mme. de Stael’s social and political 
thought. Her studies on Italy, Germany and Russia point up 
the tension between universalism and relativism that runs 
through her writings; her acute sensitivity to the unique 
constellation of forces distinguishing each nation counter­
acted by her abstract liberal standard of right. Mme. de 
Stael's practical political concerns further exacerbated 
this intellectual tension. The liberal criterion of good 
government remained her most potent weapon against Napoleon, 
and she frequently applied it to all nations as an absolute 
standard of right. On the other hand, Napoleon's designs 
for European hegemony caused her to be wary of universal- 
istio claims, and thus she encouraged resistance to the Em­
peror by championing the pluralistic expression of national 
cultures. Other strategic imperatives also nourished Mme. 
de Stael's relativism; for example, her paeans to Russia's 
barbaric military spirit, ostensibly incompatible with her 
enlightened liberalism, must be interpreted in the context 
of the 1812 War. Yet, notwithstanding the propagandistic 
thrust of her inquiries, Mme. de Stael was far from a crude 
polemicist. Her studies of Italy, Germany and Russia were 
informed by extensive research and, as attested to by her
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Garnets de voyage, assiduous first-hand fact gathering; they 
displayed an analytical scaffolding indebted to Montesquieu 
and wore skillfully incorporated into literary genres as di­
verse as the novel (Corihne —  Italy), the treatise (De 
l'Allemagne) and the memoir (Dix annees d* exll —  Russia).

Mme. de Stael’s first sustained attempt at social 
and political comparison was her investigation of Italy in 
the Corinne (1807). Prior to 1800 her interest in that na­
tion had been slight, as evidenced by the brief and uncom­
plimentary treatment accorded it in the De la litterature. 
However various intellectual influences impelled Mme. de 
Stael to reconsider her assessment of Italy and to under­
take, in 1804, the voyage which provided the backdrop to 
Corinne. Prominent among these Influences was the Voyage 
sur la scene des six dernlers llvres de l'Eneide of Charles 
Victor Ronstetten* a family friend of the Necker's. Mme. 
de Stael read the manuscript of the work in 1803 and, by 
her own testimony, drew upon it during her travels, "La 
campagne de Rome m'a frappee par le souvenir de votre 
livre," she wrote to Bonstetten, "c'est de la description 
a 1'objet que mon interet a procede."1 The evocation of 
classical antiquity that colored Bonstetten's writings also 
figured in the aesthetic doctrines of Mme. de Stael's newly 
acquired tutor, A.W. Schlegel. Schlegel, who accompanied 
her through Italy, was trained as a classicist and, reveling 
in the diversity of world literatures, had contributed pio­
neering studies on Dante and Petrarch. Her other travelling 
companion was J.C.L. Simonde de Sismondi, the author of the
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Hiatolre dea Republlquea Itallennea du moyen age, whom Mme. 
de Stael had met and befriended in 1801. Siamondi paral­
leled Schlegel1a aeathetic excavationa of Italy'a paat with 
hia own political inquiry into the hiatorlcal roota of 
Italian liberty. Mme. de Stael paid Siamondi the double 
compliment of adopting hia hiatorlcal strategy in the 
Gorlnns and publicly bestowing upon hia own enterprise her 
unreserved praise:

... il reasuacite avec bonheur les tempa obscurs de 
l'histoire qui renferment tant d'actions courageuaea 
et nobles; il aemble qu’il retrouve dea amis dans , toua . lea Italiens de premier age qui ont lutte 
pendant dea aieclea pour conquerir et maintenir 
leur independance ... Plusleurs ecrlvana, Machiavel 
a la tete, ae sont occupes de raconter quelques 
epoquea de l'histoire de leur pays; maia nul 
n'avoit rassemble cette multitude d'evenements / 
epars et pays divers, sous le point de vue general 
dea efforts qu'a fait l'ltalie pendant cinq siecles 
pour repousaer lea etrangera et ae maintainer ln- 
dependante. 2

Yet another spur to Mae. de Stael's curiosity was provided 
by Chateaubriand's description of the Roman Campagne, pub­
lished in 1804 in hia celebrated Lettre a Fontanea. Indeed, 
as Siamondi bears out, Italy had been the subject of heated 
contraveray between Chateaubriand and hia followers who es­
poused a detached and aesthetic perspective and the followers 
of Bonstetten, like himself, whose posture was engaged and 
humanitarian. As for Mme. de Stael, Siamondi argued, she 
availed herself of both positions:

Mme. de Stael ne fait que resumer les points de vue 
opposes dea philanthropes et dea esthetes, en espece 
de Bonstetten et de Siamondi d'une part, et de 
Chateaubriand et Guillaume de Humboldt, de 1'autreS

French interest in Italy was not, however, confined exclu­
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sively to the intellectual elite. Italy had come ihto popu­
lar vogue with the publication in 1804 of Mme. de Krudener's 
novel Valerie. And although Mme. de Stael professed to de­
spise it ("Valerie ... m'a degoutee ...),^ the novel left 
its impress on her Corinne.

Politics, never far from Mme. de Stael's thoughts, 
also contributed to her newly awakened interest in Italy.
If, in 1804, Napoleon had not yet consolidated his rule over 
that nation, political opponents like Mme. de Stael in­
stinctively sensed his hegemonic intentions. The Italians' 
servile acqulesence to their most recent conqueror profound­
ly disconcerted her. She concurred with Napoleon's ap­
praisal of the Italians as a weak, corrupted and divided 
people, yet did not see a remedy for this condition in na­
tional union Imposed by Napoleon but rather in the initia­
tives of the Italians themselves to recapture their lost 
liberty and civic virtue. This theme is implicit throughout 
Corinne, superficially the least political of Mme. de
Stael's major works. The unaccustomed subtlety of her po-5
litical commentary was, as Simone Balaye makes clear, a 
consequence of the intensifying pressures of Napoleonic 
censorship. Ironically, while Mme. de Stael failed to per­
suade Napoleon of the political innocence of her novel, her 
biographers were firmly convinced of its apolitical charac­
ter. "Ce llvre," Mme. Necker de Saussre wrote of Corinne,
"eat peut-etre le seul ouvrage de Mme. de Stael qui soit

6entierement etranger a la politique." Nonetheless Mme. de 
Stael's political strategy, if not painfully obvious, was
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thoroughly accessltole to the majority of her readers. Her 
Montesquieuan framework, with its implicit repudiation of 
universalist claims, insinuates itself throughout the novel! 
plot lines constantly give way to social and political exege­
sis; protagonists are depicted as caricatures of their na­
tional traits rather than as individual personalities. To 
condemn the imperialistic designs of Napoleon, she laid stress 
on those causes that formed Italy's distinctive national 
spirit. She vacillated, however, between championing the 
complete expression of that spirit in all spheres of life 
and mofifying it to conform to the ethos of liberalism. The
mutual yet foredoomed position of Corinne, the consummate 

7Italian, and Ostwald, the prototypical Englishman, can be 
seen to symbolize this tension in her thought.

As French domination of Italy frustrated both these 
alternatives, Mme. de Stael's Immediate objective was to in­
spire Italian resistance to foreign occupation. Long years 
of alien rule had exacted a heavy toll! divided into sepa­
rate states and deprived of political rights, the Italians 
had grown indolent and helpless. Accordingly, Mme. de Stael 
was obliged to address the perennial question of how to re­
store political virtue to a corrupt people. Her strategy, 
as unfolded in the Corinne, pivoted on an appeal to history!, 
invocations of Italy's past glories punctuate the novel, as 
do juxtaposed images of ancient grandeur and modern deca­
dence. The chants of Corinne, whom Mme. de Stael cast as an 
lmprovlsatrlce, allude plaintively to Italy's unfortunate 
historical circumstances!
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Eux seuls (les morts) sont honores, eux seuls sont en­
core celebres; nos destinies obscures relevent 1'eclat 
de nos ancetres,^notre existence actuelle ne laisse de­
bout que le passe, ne se fait aucun bruit autour des 
souvenirs. Tous nos chefs-d'oeuvre sont l'ouvrage de ceux qui ne sont plus ... 8

Ancient ruins, often described in tiresome guidebook detail, 
serve as metaphors of lost dignity and inspirations to na­
tional rebirth:

Corinne se fait conduire ensuite au pied de l'escalier 
du Capitole actuel. L'entree du Capotlle ancien etolt par le Forum. Je^voudrois blen, dit Corinne, que oet 
escalier fut le m'eme que raonta 3cipion, lorsque, re- poussant la caloranie par la glolre, il alia dans le 
temple pour rendre gr&ces aux dieux des viototres qu' 
avolt remport6es. Mais ce nouvel escalier, raais ce 
nouveau Capitole a ete bati sur les ruines de 1*ancien, 
pour recevoir le paisible magistrat qui ports a lui 
tout seul ce nom immense de senateur roraain ... Ici 
nous n'avons plus que des noms ..

Mme. de Stael's use of historical example to renew and re­
juvenate the Italian people was in the tradition of Machia- 
velli's rltorno ai prlnclpll (a tradition which boasted, in 
Mme. de Stael's era, J.C.L. de Sismondi as its most informed 
and sensitive expositor). She made no allusion, however, to 
Machiavelli1s teaching that only an exceptional individual, 
acting alone, could effect such a regeneration. Her silence 
was perhaps attributable to the sinister example of Napoleon, 
although in other contexts she readily espoused the notion of 
a "Great Legislator." In any case, the proposed vehicle of 
national renewal remains ambiguous: was it inspired odes of 
the lmprovisatrlce? the writings of novelists or historians? 
Nor is Mme. de Stael any clearer as to the historical epoch 
in which these prlnclpll are to be discovered: with apparent 
unconcern for the heterogeniety of her examples, she invoked
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the images of republican Rome, imperial Rome and the medi­
eval Italian republics. This confusion is further aggra­
vated by her earlier ancient/modern dichotomy suggesting 
the anachronism of classical republican ideals. Mme. de 
Stael's position becomes less baffling, however, if examin­
ed in the light of her practical political purposes.
First, a common feature of her otherwise disparate histor­
ical models was that all exemplified self-governing politi­
cal orders; none suffered the rule of foreign oppressors.
In this context, she interpreted freedom to mean the ab­
sence of alien rule, making obvious allusions to the po­
litical situation of contemporary Italy. Second, when Mme. 
de Stael praised the public virtue and patriotic self-sac­
rifice of the ancient Italians, her intent was to counter­
balance the gross civic indifference exhibited by the Itali­
ans of her own day. Clearly, she nou»ished no hope of re­
suscitating the city-state or the medieval republic, though, 
as we have seen, she had sought to reconcile the idea of 
civic humanism to the liberal tradition. Rather, Mme. de 
Stael constructed a set of historical myths by which to 
awaken the Italians' dormant civic consciousness, and thus 
to inaugurate a new and independent political order. This 
strategy of synthesis, which enlisted the appeal to histor­
ical precedent as a mechanism of historical progress, 
would later reappear in the Consideratlons.

Mme. de Stael coupled her historical inquiry with a 
sociological examination of the causes which shaped the
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character of modern Italy. This perspective, while not obli­
vious of history, was essentially synchronic and derived from 
Montesquieu. Mme. de Stael’s innate intellectual curiosity 
harmonized with the political Imperatives of her approach* in 
her view, Napoleon's imperialistic policies were nourished by 
the French tendency to self-congratulation which led, in 
turn, to an ignorance of foreign cultures. Smug provincial­
ism was the distinguishing trait of the Count d'Erfeuil, the 
novel's prototypical Frenchman*

Le comte d'Erfeuil fit des reproches aimable a Corinne, 
de ce qu'elle l'oublioit tout-a-fait en s'exprimant 
dans les languages qu'il n'entendoit pas. 'Belle 
Corinne,' lui dit-il, 'grace, parlez francais, vous 
etes vraiement digne.1

Given this disposition, Mme, de Stael's study of foreign so­
cieties was in itself suspect, and her plea for each nation's 
cultural self-expression brazenly subversive. Not surpris­
ingly, Napoleon denounced the work as anti-French, "Je ne 
puis pardonner a Mme. de Stael d'avoir ravale les Francais 
dans son roman".11 The perspective of the Corinne was not 
consistently relativist, however. The liberal ideals pro­
fessed by the novel's English protagonist, Ostwald, often 
served as univeral standard against which Italian society 
was to be measured. Ironically, Mme. de Stael's alertness 
to the dangers of ethnocentrism, so keen when focused on 
France, seemingly dissolved when her attention turned to 
England. Her analysis of Italy in the Corinne thus exhib­
its a tension between theabstract and relativist dimensions 
of her thought, a tension that would also be manifest in 
her studies of Germany and Russia.
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An aggregate of disparate states, Italy conformed to no 

one political type. This fact, Mme. de Stael seemed to sug­
gest, precluded a comprehensive approach to the nation, and 
required instead that each component state be examined sepa­
rately i

II est si vrai que les gouvememens font le caractere 
des nations, que, dans cette meme Italie, vous voyez 
des differences de moeurs remarquables entre les 
divers etats qui la composent. Les Piemontois, qui 
formoient un petit corps de nation, ont 1*esprit plus 
militaire que le reste de 1‘Italie; les Florentins, 
qui possede ou la liberte, ou dea princes d'un carac­tere liberal, sont eclalres et doux ... ^2

At the same time, she realized that an exclusive concentra­
tion on the causes fragmented Italian society would offer 
little in the way of positive encouragement to the goal of 
Italian unity. To define Italy as a nation, collective sim­
ilarities had to be established. Mme. de Stael made a step 
in this direction when she appealed to a common historical 
past. She also maintained, in apparent contradiction to the 
observation cited above, that certain sooio-eraplrioal causes 
transcended Italy's political divisions to give shape to a 
distinctive national character. In the novel, Corinne and 
Ostwald gave expression to Mme. de Stael's complex percep­
tion of the Italian character. Ostwald emphasized those 
traits which were antithetical to the ethos of liberalism, 
portraying the Italians as indolent, non-ratlonal, mecurial 
and politically corrupt. Corinne's observations revealed, 
on the other hand, that these "flaws" were not irredeemable, 
that the Italian people had not been debased beyond the pos­
sibility of reform. Hence she distinguished Italian "indo-
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13lence" from syncophantic political servility and insisted 

that the absence of civic virtue had not adversely affected 
private morality.^ She also brought to the fore certain 
distinctive traits either overlooked or derided by Ostwald* 
spontaneity, imagination, sincerity, ebullience, a passion 
for the sublime and the beautiful. These traits, Corinne 
maintained, constituted the essence of the Italian character 
(Mme. de Stael ascribed no single overriding "principle’1 to 
Italy, as she would to Germany and Russia), and must find ex­
pression in any future political order. Now this national 
ethos was to be reconciled with the practical, nationalist, 
melancholy spirit appropriate to liberal institutions re­
mained unclear, with Mme. de Stael straddling rather than 
synthesizing the two ideals.

The heterogeneous character of the Italian states 
did not deter Mme. de Stael from generalizing about the ef­
fect of political causes on the nation's spirit. Above all 
other political causes, she ranked the absence of partici­
patory political liberty. This circumstance, rather than 
any curtailment of private liberties as in the despotism, 
accounted for the Italians' disinterest in civic life and 
lack of military ardor:

... chercherai-Je a demeler pourquoi les hommes 
montrent souvent peu d'esprit militaire? Ils 
expos ent leur vlr pour 1'amour et pour la haine 
avec une grande facilite ... mais ... ils aiment 
mieux la vie que des interets politiques qui ne 
les touchent guere, parce qu'ils n'ont point de 
patrie. *5

By its very weakness, the political redlm exerted an in­
fluence on all other spheres of activity. It explained
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why the intellectual genius of the Italians was artistic 
rather than practical; it contributed to the indescriminate 
leveling of Italian society and to the aesthetic bent of 
Italian Catholicism. Additionally, it produced a situation 
in which non-political forces gained monopolistic control 
over men's conduct. Indeed the 9cope of civil liberty in 
Italy appears equal to that secured de .lure under the liber­
al model; and, as we shall observe, the Italians enjoyed a 
freedom from social pressure not equalled in England. Mme, 
de Stael would discern a similar pattern —  extensive per­
sonal freedom combined with an impoverished civic life —  
in Germany. In both cases she railed against this Imbalance, 
asserting the coequal status of citizen and individual, of 
public and private virtue. If the classical republic nur­
tured a one-dimensional civisme, then Italy and Germany oc­
cupied the other end of the spectrum as wholly privatized 
societies. Neither extreme conformed to Mme. de Stael's 
brand of "liberalism."

What was most striking about Italian society was 
its weakness as a determinant of men's behavior. Social 
artifice of the kind displayed in France —  mannered cus­
toms, received prejudices, subtle hierarchies —  held no 
sway over a people animated by true feelings and spontane­
ous emotions:

Ce ne sont pas des hommes assez habitues a la societe 
et 1'amour-propre qu'elle excite, pour s'occuper de 
l'effet qu'ils produisent; ils ne se laissent jamais 
detourner de leur plaislr par la vanite, ni de leur 
but par les applaudissemens. 1°
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Yet, as Ostwald recognized, amour-propre gave birth not only 
to the desires of vanity, but also to those positive civic 
commitments deriving from the need for public approval ("Ce 
n'est point la sincerite qui est la cause de ce genre de 
franchise, repondit Ostwald, mais 1*indifference pour 
l'opinion publique" )¥? The absence of social pressure, even 
in the salutary form of public opinion, contributed to civic 
apathy, and hence mirrored and abetted the impoverishment of 
Italian politics. Corinne, however, offered a more generous 
interpretation of the same set of social facts. She argued 
that the combination of an egalitarian social structure,-*-® 
and a "parfaite independance sociale" allowed for the free 
play of originality and genius. Social opinion, Ostwald1s 
ultimate court of appeal and repository of moral values, 
appeared to Corinne as an arbitrary and oppressive power 
which inhibited self-expression and suffocated talent (Mme. 
de Stael's own ambivalence is refelcted in the opposing 
views of her protagonists). To Corinne's mind, the absence 
of social pressures in Italy conduced to the flowering of 
originality and inspired flights of the imagination. And 
since this tolerance extended equality to both sexes,
Italian women, unlike their English counterparts, could 
fully cultivate their talents without fear of social censure.

Having no political or social preoccupations, the 
Italians devoted considerable energies to their private re­
lationships, and most especially to the intimacies of love. 
Their manner of love-making reflected a distinctive national
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eth<&9» as Mme. de Stael established by comparing styles of 
love in Italy and England. In both nations man's intimate 
realtions constituted a primary source of his felicity; but 
whereas England bred a love fulfilled in the tranquil steady 
pleasures of domesticity, Italy nurtured a passionate and 
intense form of love which thrived outside the bonds of ma- 
tlmony. Sexual equality carried over into romantic liasons; 
public broad-mindedness permitted the open pursuit of erotic 
pleasure:

... plusieurs attachemens se succedent alnsi, et sont 
egalement connus, Les femmes mettent si peu de mystere 
a cet egard, qu'elles avouent leurs liasons avec moins 
d'embarras que nos femmes (English women) n'en auroient en parlant de leurs epoux.

While Ostwald upheld the cause of married love in the name 
of stability, moral rectitude and moderation, Corinne, in­
sinuating that human desires were essentially polygamous, 
defended the uninhibited sensusality of Italy. Neither 
viewpoint triumphs unequivocally in the novel, and those 
who regard Mme. de Stael exclusively as a spokeswoman for 
the bourgeoisie would do well to note this ambivalence in 
attitude. Lastly, Italy's sexual mores had important effects 
on other spheres of activity: sexual permissiveness con­
tributed to the liberal attitudes of Italian Catholicism, 
as well as accounted for the neglect of the novel as a liter­
ary genre:

Aussi, dans cette nation ou on ne pense qu'a 1'amour 
il n'y a pas un seul roman, parce que 1'amour y est 
si rapide, si publique, qu'il ne prete a aucune genre 
de developpement, et $ue, pour peindre veritablement 
les moeurs generales a cet egard, il faudroit com- mencer et finir dans la premiere page. 20
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Apart from cultural causes, only religion remains to 
be examined as a determinant of the Italian character. Mme. 
de Stael's discussion of Catholicism in the Corinne displays 
a sympathy not present in earlier works like Delphine, where 
she condemned the secular designs of the priesthood and the 
sterility of the religion. Biographical circumstances ac­
counted in part for this change in attitude, yet it also 
stemmed from Mme. de Stael's awareness of the way in which 
socio-cultural forces contribute to shape the content of re­
ligious belief. In Italy, Catholicism had evolved into a 
humaine and indulgent creed, rooted in spontaneous sentiment 
and love of humanity:

... le catholicisme a prls, en Italie, un caractere de 
douceur et d'indulgence ... Loin done que nos pretres 
nous interdisent en aucune temps le pur sentiment de le joie, ils nous disent que ce sentiment exprime notre reconnoissance envers les dons du Createur. 21

A religion of beauty, it Inspired followers through the
splendor of its institutions and the elaborate ceremony of
its rituals. Its external displays of grandeur had a pro-

22foundly moralizing effect.
The nexus of art and religion attested to the impor­

tant role of aesthetics in Italian life. Consistently Mme. 
de Stael emphasized the artistic bent of the nation, its de­
votion to beauty, its distinctive aesthetic genius:

Mais dans quel pays cependant a-t-on jamais temoigne 
plus qu'en Italie de 1'admiration pour la litterature et les beaux-arts? L'histoire nous apprend que les 
papes, les princes et les peuples ontrendu dans tous 
les temps aux peintres, aux poetes, aux ecrivains dis- 
tingues, I93 hommages les plus eclatans ...

In De la litterature she had ranked climate as a prime de-
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termlnant of the aesthetic sentibillties of the nations of 
the South, suggesting a connection between beneficient na­
tural surroundings and a sensual and external concept of 
beauty. Mme. de Stael assigned less importance to physical 
determinants in the Corinne, where she offered a broader 
socio-political explanation for the predominance of the 
imaginative over the philosophical element in Italian art. 
She related the failure of philosophical reason to the ab­
sence of free political institutions, capable of Instilling 
a practical concern for the general welfare. Through Ost­
wald, Mme. de Stael criticized the Italians' unphilosophical 
style of thought; while through Corinne, she espoused the 
view that each national culture possessed intrinsic merit 
and proclaimed the value of aesthetic pluralism:

J'al de la peine a croire ... qu'il fut desirable pour 
le monde enti&re de perdre toute couleur natlonale, 
tout.e originalite de sentimens et d'esprit ...2^

Mme. de Stael confined her examination of Italian 
literature to the genres of poetry and drama. She com­
plained of the superficiality of Italian prose, alluding to 
its non-utilitarian character. As she did not apply this 
criterion to the poetic genre, Corinne was permitted to de­
fend Italian poetry as "une merveille d'imagination,"^5 ex­
celling in the lyrical depiction of nature. Mme. de Stael's 
observations of Italian drama were presented in the form of 
a debate between Corinne and the Count d'Eurfeuil, who cen­
sured Italian playwrights for falling to observe the tenets 
of neo-classicism. The dimensions of this confrontation
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were political as well as aesthetic, since the neo-classic 
creed had received the official sanction of Napoleon.
Corinne returned to the idea of natlonal-rootedness, dis­
tinguishing Italian comedy from both the French comedy of 
manners and the philosophical satire of the English. She 
observed that the spontaneity and intensity of Italian pas­
sions gave rise to the exaggerated improvisatory characteri­
zations of the oommedla dell1arte. Italian tragedy, on the 
other hand, had been cut off from its national roots. The 
works of Alfleri, the nations's most celebrated tragedian, 
displayed an austere and idiosyncratic style, little Indebted 
to his social milieu. To reconcile the genre with Italian 
sensibilities, she advocated the use of lyric poetry and 
the introduction of music and choruses, effects which would 
"augmenter et ... multiplier ... les plaisirs de 11 imagina-1* 
tlon."2^ To cultivate indigenous talent, she recommended 
the establishment of a national theater.

A broader theoretical framewrok informed Mme. de ■ 
Stael's discussion of Italian art. The nationalist perspec­
tive she had used to assess Italian literature was now sup­
planted by the more encompassing classic-romantic categories 
formulated by the Schlegels. She followed their lead by 
viewing sculpture as a distinctively pagan art form —  plas­
tic, harmonious, composed —  expressing the integral culture 
of the classical republic. By contrast, painting was a ro­
mantic art deriving from Christian sources, and hence closest 
to the sensibilities of modern man:
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La sculpture ne sauroit presenter aux regards qu'une 
existence energique et simple, tandis que la peinture 
indique les mystere du recueillement et de la resigna­tion, et fait parler l'ame immortelle a travers de pas- sageres couleurs ...27

The unique qualities of romantic art were epitomized for Mme.
de Stael in the paintings of Raphael, which combined purity
of emotion with deep religious conviction. Against this
ideal, she criticized the artificially mannered style of
Italian art of her day,2® as well as censured the sterile

2Qimitation of the ancients.
By way of conclusion, we may observe that nowhere is 

the variety and complexity of Mme. de Stael's intellectual 
perspective more visible than in her treatment of Italian 
cultural determinants. She hesitated, as Sismond:; recognized, 
not only between various aesthetic creeds, but also among 
diverse aesthetic, political and utilitarian criteria. Hence 
her aesthetic repudiation of classical models contradicted 
her politically motivated celebration of ancient republican 
virtue. Her standard of "romantic art," with its emphasis 
on "les mysteres du recueillement et de la resignation," 
ill-accorded with the lyrically sensuous and external quali­
ty she thought distinctive to the Italian culture. While 
her conception of literature as an Instrument of practical 
social reform opposed her view of literature as the un- 
reflective expression of national character.
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GERMANY
Unlike the Corinne, with Its strained union of liter­

ary fiction and socio-political exegesis, De 1 'Allemagne is 
a scholarly treatise entirely given over to the comparative 
study of German and French political cultures. Voluminous 
though tightly structured, it ranks as Mme. de Stael's most 
ambitious, informed and comprehensive work of comparative 
analysis. Yet notwithstanding its greater analytical so­
phistication, De 11Allemagne offers many parallels with the 
Corinne. Like Italy, Germany had engaged Mme. de Stael's 
attention relatively late In her career. Her early apathy 
towards the nation, attested to in a 1796 letter to Henri 
Meister, reflected the general attitude of her countrymen 
(Mme. de Stael's disposition is nevertheless surprising, 
given the efforts of F.M. Grimm and J. Suard, close friends
and habitues of Mne. Necker's salon, as well as of Meister
to disseminate German culture in France);

Aller a Zurich pour un auteur allemand (she is refer­
ring to Wieland) c'est ce^que vous ne me verrez pas 
faire. Je crois savoir deja tout ce qui se dit en
allemand et m£me cinquante ans de ce qui se dira.1

In the De la litterature this disposition spawned a superfi­
cial treatment of German letters, derived second-hand from 
a series of articles by Charles Villers in the Haitoourg-bas­
ed Journal, Spectateur du Nord. She turned wholeheartedly 
to the study of German language and culture only in 1800, 
when her circle widened to include a number of French 
emigres newly returned from Germany. Foremost among them 
were Camille Jordan, translator of Klopstock, and Jean M.
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de Gerando, expositer of Kant, Wilhelm von Humboldt tutored
her in German, and other members of her coterie included
Adrein de Lezay Marnesia, Charles Chenedolle, and Martin de
Vanderbourg. Inspired by this imposing group of Germano-
philes, Mme.de Stael had, by 1802, become an ardent admirer
of German culture. Thus she wrote to Villersi

Je crois avec vous que 1'esprit humain qui semble 
voyager d'un pays a l'aubre est en ce moment en 
Allemagne, J'etudie l1allemand avec soin, stire que 
c'est la seulement que je trouverai des pensees 
nouvelles et des sentiments profonds, 2

I have, in Chapter I,discussed the circumstances 
and itinerary of Mae, de Stael's trip to Germany in 1803- 
1804 and her return in 1807-1808, A few words must now be 
said about the chronology of De 1 1Allemagne, as well as 
about Mme. de Stael's mode of research. Mme. de Stael form­
ally declared her intention to write De 1'Allemagne (then 
referred to as Lettres sur 1'Allemagne) in an 1808 letter to 
the Prince de Ligne which already contained the outline of 
the w o rk .  ̂ The treatise was, in fact, drafted over a period 
of seven years, though its chapters were composed out of se­
quence. Thus the opening chapters of Section I ("De l'Alle- 
mange et des moeurs des allemands") drew on Mme. de Stael's 
carnets of 1805; her chapters on Austria and Vienna, on her 
1808 voyage; while the chapters on Berlin, Saxe and Weimer 
again reflected her observations of 1803-1804. Section II 
("La litterature et les arts") appears to have been written 
in 1809 during a feverish literary Interlude at Coppet.
Section III ("La philosophie et la morale") was first drafted 
in 1803-1804, though revised as late as 1813. Section IV
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("La religion et 1 1enthousiasme") dates from 1809-1810,^
The manuscript (save for passages added to the 1813 edition 
of the work) was completed in 1810, and its proofs submitted 
to the censor* Following intricate machinations by Mme', de 
3tael, her publisher Nicolle, and the French government, the 
work was confiscated on direct order of Napoleon, It was 
finally published in England in 1813, prefaced by an 1810 
letter from Napoleon's Minister of Police, General Savary,
Duke of Rovigo, alluding to the seizure of the manuscript 
and proofs, and ordering its authoress into exile.

Much of De 1 'Allemagne is impressionistic, register­
ing Mme, de 3tael's personal observations as recorded in her 
Garnets de voyage. Certain passages dealing with German 
habits and customs were, in fact, taken directly from the 
Garnets with little or no revision. In other cases, Mme. 
de Stael deliberately modified her original observations in 
order to convey a more congenial picture of German life.
Thus the episode portrayed in the Garnets as,

En arrlvant dans la chambre de cet homme, j'ai failli 
tomber a la renverse par l'odeur de la pipe; des 
vStements de lain^ chauffoient aur un poele brulant ... 
Tout a coup le maitre de cette chambre me joua (the piano) ... En peu d'instants, j'avois oublie le cadre de cette scene, et j'etois toute a mes p e n s e e s . 5

was rendered idyllic in the De 1'Allemagne,
il m'est arrive d'entrer dans de pauvres maisons 
noircies par la fumee de t^bac, et d'entendre tout 
a coup non seulement la maitresse, mais le maitre 
du logis, improviser sur le clavecin, comme les 
Italians improviser en vers °

For her discussions of German philosophy and literature,
Mme. de Stael relied on her first-hand knowledge of the
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texts, the teachings of Henry Crabb Robinson, Villers and 
Schlegel, and, when possible, conversations with the authors. 
Many of the dramatic works examined in the treatise were 
staged at Goppet, and their merits debated by members of her 
circle. Certain of these thinkers, notably Schlegel, can be 
seen to have influenced her views, though rarely does Mme. 
de Stael accept the teachings of her mentors uncritically.

No less than Gorinne, De 1*Allemagne was Intended to 
serve Mme. de Stael's practical political ends and, from 
this view, the resemblances between the works are striking. 
Both books openly defied Napoleon's intellectual quaran­
tine of France (interestingly, both used the "Great Wall of 
China" as a metaphor with which to characterize Napoleon's 
suppression of new ideas from abroad) and both suggested an 
invidious comparison between the stagnant despotic culture 
of France and a flourishing and dynamic alien culture. (In 
an earlier De Germania, Tacitus had similarly compared the 
vigor of the Germanic tribes with the decadence of imperial 
Rome.) Both works focused on historically fragmented na­
tions which, under Napoleon, were being forged into unified 
and centralized political states. While Mme. de Stael wel­
comed the political unification of Italy and Germany, she 
desired it accomplished through national initiatives rather 
than imposed by alien rule. Like the Gorinne, De'Allemagne 
was written to awaken a consciousness of national identity 
and thereby incite rebellion against French hegemony. By 
joining these goals , Mme. de Stael opposed the views of 
German intellectuals like Hegel and Fichte «ho defended
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French rule precisely on the grounds that it was instru­
mental in the formation of a modern German state. Thus 
she welcomed the Wars of Liberation of 1813 > though re­
pudiated the aggressive nationalism later professed by 
Schlegel. As evidenced by her painstaking efforts to pro­
mote cultural exchange among the nations of Europe, Mme, 
de Stael1s nationalism was never entirely severed from 
eighteenth century cosmopolitan ideals. Lastly, De 
1'Allemagne took up the related question of the failure of 
German public spirit: like Italy, Germany was characterized

7by a divorce between politics and intelligence, although 
diverse national determinants channeled the talents of the 
former into the fine arts and the latter into metaphysical 
philosophy* Again, Mme. de Stael proposed as a remedy the 
adoption of a liberal constitution designed to guarantee 
civil liberties a3 well as generate a commitment to civic 
life, However she did not, as in the Corlnne, use his­
torical myth as a basis of her polemics (although it did 
figure in her interpretation of German aesthetics). This 
point is especially curious, since in the Gonsiderations 
she would appeal for French liberties in the name of the 
ancient Frankish constitution introduced into Gaul.

Appropriating Montesquieu's methodology, Mme. de 
Stael singled out " enthusiasm" as the distinctive prin­
ciple, or animating sentiment, of the German nation. Her 
discussion of enthusiasm occupies the concluding chapters 
of the work, the preceding chapters having explored the 
various political, social and intellectual determinants
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which contributed to sustain it. Her understanding of the 
concept ultimately derived from Shaftesbury® who had exerted 
a profound influence on German thought. 3y. enthusiasm, Mme. 
de Stael meant a divinely inspired elevation of the soul as­
sociated with the apprehension of the sublime and the beau­
tiful; its essence was emotional and instinctive, though it gwas controlled by reason. This characteristic served to 
distinguish enthusiasm from fanaticism, an unregulated pas­
sion directed towards narrow sectarian ends, by contrast, en­
thusiasm was a source of creative energy, as well as of dis­
interested virtue and felicity:

... 1'enthousiasme se rallie a l'harmonie universelle: 
c'est l1amour de beau, 1'elevation de l'ame, la jouis- 
sance du devoueraent, reunis dans un meme sentiment qui 
a de la grandeur et du calme. Tout ce qui nous porte 
a sacrlficier notre propre bien etre ou notre propre 
vie est presque toujours de 11 enthousiasme...

Yet Mme. de Stael also recognized that enthusiasm could 
lead men to minimize the importance of practical social and 
political ties; to identify one's self completely with the 
eternal order was to retreat from the exegencies of the 
present. Enthusiasm had to be reconciled with character, 
"feeling free" (realizable through contemplation) had to be 
reconciled with "being free" (realizable only through posi­
tive social commitment); Of the Germans she wrote:

... aucune nation n'est plus capable de sentlr et de 
penser; mals quand le moment de prendre un parti est 
arrive, 1' etendu meme de conceptions nuit a la de­
cision de caractere. Le caractere et 1'enthousiasme 
different a beaucoup d'egards; il faut choisir son but 
par 1'enthousiasme, mais I1on doit y marcher par le 
caractere; la pensee n'estsrien sans 1'enthousiasme, ni l1action sans le caractere; 11enthousiasme est 
tout pour les nations litteralres; le caractere est
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tout pour lea nations agissantes: lee nations libres 
ont besoin de l'un et de 1'autre. H

Mme. de Stael classified Germany as an "independent" 
as against a "free" state. By German "independence" she re­
ferred to a lack on interference by the government in the 
private endeavors of its subjects; domestic life, scholarly 
activities, commerical enterprise and religious worship 
were all carried on in an atmosphere of toleration and 
minimal governmental intrusions. However the basis of this 
Independence was not the presence of constitutional guaran­
tees, but rather the efficacy of internalized norms on the 
rulers and the population (a situation analogous to that of 
Italy). Princes displayed a moderate temperament and exer­
cised a high degree of self control; the German people pos­
sessed an equitable and methodical character. This un­
bounded independence of private endeavor was coupled with 
strict social regimentation and unquestioned obedience to 
political command. But unlike the fear-inspired obedience 
of the despotic subject, the submissiveness of the Germans;' 
in public matters derived from the regularity of their 
temperament and the impersonal character of political power:

... ce n^est pas servilite, c'est regularity chez eux que 1'obeissance; ils sont scrupuleux dans l'acomplisse- 
ment des ordres qu'ils recolvent, comme si tout ordre 
etait un devoir *

Despite the outwardly martial trappings of society, the
Germans lacked military spirit:

II n'est point d'assemblage plus bizarre que I'aspect 
guerrier de I1Allemagne entiere, les soldats que l'on 
rencontre a chaque pas, et le genre de vie casanier 
qu'on y mene •.,15
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Mme. de Stael contrasted German Independence with 
with freedom, as modeled on her concept of a liberal poli­
tical society. A free nation was characterized by consti­
tutionally guarenteed civil liberties, a decentralized struc­
ture of political power, broad political participation and a 
government responsive to public opinion; it displayed a 
military spirit generated by public virtue. While independ­
ence could be sustained even in the face of political com­
placency, liberty required constant public vigilance:

L'independance meme dont on jouissait en Allemagne, sous presque tous les rapports, rendait les Allemands 
indifferents a la liberte; 1*inddpendance est un bien, 
la liberte une garaijtie: et precisement parce que per- sonne n'etait froise en Allemagne, ni dans ses droits, 
ni dans ses Jouissances, on ne sentait pas le besoin 
d'un ordre de choses qui maintint ce bonheur ... ^

Mme. de Stael's argument holds interest for at least two 
reasons. First, despite her explicit renunciation of the 
ethic of self-interest in De 1'Allemagne (to be considered 
below), her case for liberty rested upon the defensive self- 
interested posture of the citizen. Her earlier efforts to 
reconcile self-interest with civic humanism were thus carried 
over into De 11Allemagne. although the tensions in her poli­
tical perspective were now compounded by her attempted In­
tegration of the other-worldly sentiment of enthusiasm. 
Second, the argument offers evidence of Mme, de Stael's high 
estimation of civic virtue, despite the fact that it appears 
to be premised on a negative view of the political. For 
according to such a view, Germany's situation could well be 
considered ideal: citizens need not expend the effort to
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participate in public life due to the efficacy of inter­
nalized norms on the leadership and the population. Yet 
Mme. de Stael clearly disapproved of this arrangement al­
though it effectively provided for the orderly functioning 
of society and the protection of privacy. As corroborated 
by the following passage from De l1Allemagne, Mme. de Stael 
never abandoned her emphasis on the intrinsic moral value 
of political participations

L1education intellectually est par^aite en Allemagne, 
mais tout s'y passe en theorie; 1'education pratique 
depend uniquement des affaires; c'est par 1'action 
seule que le caractere acquiert la fermeti necessaire 
pour se guider dans la conduits de la vie ... Les gouvernements sont les vrais instituteurs des peuples; 
at I1education publique elle-meme, quelque bonne qu'elle soit, peut former des homrnes de lettres, mais non des citoyens, des guerriers, ni des homrnes d'Etat. 5

As in Italy, the very weakness of the political 
sphere eontributed to the distinctive character of the Ger­
mans, accounting for their lack of practical wisdom and 
national resolve. Nor did social convention figure as a 
positive determinant of behavior. The absence of a capital 
city deprived Germany of a center of fashion and manners 
whose influence would radiate throughout the nation.1® Al­
though sodial classes were sharply differentiated and for­
malities strictly observed, the Germans accepted this man­
ner of society with Indifference:

... cette demarcation (of classes) n'a dans le fait 
rien d'offensant ... les differences de rang se re- 
duisent a quelques privileges de cour, a quelques as­
semblies qui ne donnent pas assez de plaiser pour 
meriter de grands regrets. Rien n'est amer, dans 
quelque rapport que ce pulsse §tre, lorsque la soci- 
'ete ... a peu de puissance...^7
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The Germane preferred domestic life to social gatherings: 
the manners were unrefined and often crude; their conversa­
tion, tiresome and pedantic. Even the German language was 
ill-suited to spirited social repartees

L'allemand se prete beaucoup molns a la precision et a la rapidite de la conversation. Par la nature rnSme 
de sa construction grammaticale le sens n'est ordinaire- 
ment compris qu'a la fin de la phrase.

The predominance of spirituality over practicality 
was distinctive to Germany, and accordingly the major por­
tion of De 1'Allemagne was devoted to the realm of the mind. 
As opposed to the formally regimented socio-political order, 
the realm of ideas brooked no limitations; the talent of the 
Germans channeled into unbounded creativity. Throughout the 
treatise Mme. de Stael drew tendentious comparisons between 
the efflorescent intellectual life of Germany and the ossi­
fied culture of France. Whereas the French submitted to 
the aesthetic rule of neo-classicism and espoused a dehuman­
izing materialist philosophy, the Germans had entered the 
age of romanticism and predicated their philosophy on man's 
moral dignity. Yet despite her genuine admiration for the 
German culture of the polemical intent of her treatise, Mme. 
de Stael never regarded the two nations in Manichean terms. 
Her praise of German cultural achievements, while often 
lavish, fell far short of uncritical adulation.

Religion figured prominently as a determinant of 
German attitudes and creative achievements. Germany's re­
ligious pluralism, while detrimental to the creation of a 
unified national spirit, promoted attitudes of tolerance
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and restraint. Even Catholicism exhibited an unaccustomed 
tolerance towards other faiths. However Protestantism, the 
nation's predominant religion, proved more conducive to en­
lightenment and philosophical pursuits.^ (Interestingly, 
Mme. de Stael had earlier encouraged Charles Villers to com­
pose the Essal sur la Reformation de Luther (1804), which
attributed Germany's comparatively large number of unlver-

20sities to the influence of Protestantism.) Despite the 
diversity of Germany's religious sects —  Mme. de Stael des­
cribed numerous cults, including several varieties of mys­
ticism —  all shared a common basis in enthusiasm, that 
sentiment which linked the human mind to the sublime beauty 
of nature. Enthusiasm contributed to mutual toleration 
among religious sects, but also led to the deprication of 
all worldly interests. Religious contraversies, being ex­
clusively confined to the realm of abstraction, failed to 
engage men's passions or incite mass movements.23-

Abstraction was also the distinguishing character­
istic of German philosophy, a topic which occupies Part III 
of H§ 1*Allemagne. I shall not here relate Mme. de Stael's 
extensive discussions of individual philosophers, but rather 
focus on her examination of the general properties of Ger­
man philosophy and its interrelationship with other spheres 
of German life. Mme. de Stael perceived a continuity in 
German philosophy dating from the works of Leibniz: its
common attributes she identified as abstraction, formalism, 
universalism and idealism. Its ethical teachings conveyed
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the essential dignity of human beings as rooted in free will 
and moral obligation. Throughout her exposition, Mme. de 
Sta&l stressed the relation of this style of philosophy to 
its social context. The Germans low valuation of civic 
life corresponded to the abstract contemplative quality of 
their philosophy. To the extent that the German engaged 
in political thinking, he preferred to discourse on the ab­
stract essence of the state than to confront the exegencles 
of practical politics. In the social realm, the absence 
of social pressures compelling conformity was congruent 
with a philosophy based on the assumption of moral autonomy. 
Against this mode of philosophizing stood the French tra­
dition, rooted in a sensationalist epistemology and an ethic 
of self-interest. Never before had Mme. de Stael denounced 
psychological hedonism so vehemently as in this comparison 
of the two philosophical traditions. Correspondingly, her 
earlier faith in the potentialities of a positivist social 
calculus now appeared irrevocably shaken:

L'univers ressemble plus a une poeme qu'a une machine; 
et s'il fallait choisir, pour le concevoir, de 1'ima­
gination ou de l1esprit math^matique, 1'imagination 
approcherait. davantage de la verite. 22

Nevertheless Mme. de Stael's position in De 1’Allemagne
does not, as some commentators have assumed,^ represent a
fundamental break in her thought, but rather a continuation
of the tensions already present in her earlier writings.
First, she had always oscillated between repudiating and
invoking an ethic of self-interest. Thus Des clrconstances
actuelles, her most consistently utilitarian work, cau­

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



330

tioned against "certains metaphysiclens moralistes qui ...
, * - 24veulent que tout derive ... de 1 interet. While De 1'Al­

lemagne. her most resolutely anti-utilitarian work, pleaded 
for a constitutional German state by appealing to the mo­
tive of selfish interest. Second, her arguments against 
utilitarianism had since her adolescent essay on Rousseau 
consistantly derived from an ethic of natural virtue. De 
11Allemagne evidenced no departure from this position.
Thus while Mme. de Stael praised German philosophers (as 
exemplified by Kant) for their recognition of human dignity, 
she rebelled against the severity of an ethic rooted in the 
opposition of inclination and duty:

La theorie de Kant en morale est severe et quelque 
fois seche, parce qu'elle exclut la sensibilite ... 
il n'admet pas cette sensibility pour guide ... et 
place le morale sous la sauvegarde de principes lm- 
muables, II n'est rien plus severe que cette doc­
trine. 25

As described by Mme. de Stael, Germany's aesthetic 
culture better accorded with its animating sentiment of 
enthusiasm than did its stringent moral code. For Germany 
was the birthplace of romanticism, the movement which broke 
the fetters of neo-classicism. The two aesthetic creeds 
were identified by Mme. de Stael in terms first expounded 
by A.W. Schlegel:2^ neo-classicism derived Inspiration 
from the ancients and embodied a formal and imitative 
theory of art; romanticism had national roots, was drawn 
from Christian and medieval sources, rejected rules and 
genres, and exhaulted creative genius and Imagination.
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Mme. de Stael'a exposition of the Sohlegelian dichotomy ush­
ered in the classic-romantic literary debate soon to rage 
through England and the Continent. Her own position on the 
relative merits of the two creeds was not unambiguous. Al­
though she proclaimed the superiority of romanticism as the 
only authentic expression of the modern ethos, she could 
not entirely abandon the teachings of classicism which fre­
quently led her to repudiate German "extravagance" and "bad 
taste." This tension was further compounded by her con­
tinued adherence to a theory of literary utility, according 
to which literature was judged in terms of its socially 
useful effects. Whereas romanticism shared certain traits 
in common with Mme. de Stael's conception of socially use­
ful art (its association with Christian humanism, for ex­
ample) and could be enlisted to serve her practical poli­
tical ends (to feul German nationalism), its was in essence 
an anti-utilitarian creed, and hence irreconcilable with 
her general view of progress.

While it remains beyond the scope of this study to 
examine in detail the literary theories set out in De l'Al- 
lemagne, it is appropriate to note the relation between 
Germany's aesthetic initiatives and national characters 
the religious temper of the nation, its spirit of tolera­
tion and solicitude of genius (social pressures to conform 
being minimal), its preference for intellectual over prac­
tical freedom all contributed to the indigenious growth of 
romanticism. Historical causes also figured prominently
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in its development:
La litterature allemande n'a point eu ce qu'on a 
coutume d'appeler un siecle d'or, c'est a dire une 
epoque ou les progr^s des lettres^sont encourages 
par des chefs de l'Etat ... Peut-etre la littera­
ture a-t-elle du a cet isolement comme a cette in­
dependence plus d'original it'e et d'energle. 27

The various forma of German literature bore the imprint 
of romanticism. German tragedy was linked to Christian 
humanism rather than pagan fatalism; its subject matter 
was drawn from history rather than myth; its plots 
pivoted on character rather than event.2® Comedy tended 
to broad farce rather than social satire, incorporating 
forms of fancy and caprice "sans frein et sans but deter­
mine."2^ Poetry was improvisational, an expression of in­
finite longing as opposed to temporal happiness.3° Novels 
were richly Imaginative and embraced a variety of types: 
the domestic, supernatural, philosophical and epic.^
Only in the realm of art and music did the Germans' pro­
pensity to intellectual abstraction stifle aesthetic 
creativity:

Les Allemands en general concoivent mieux l'art qu'11s ne mettent en pratique; a peine ont-ils 
une impression, qu'ils tirent une foule d'idees... 
c'est un grand inconvenient, sftrtout pour les arts, 
ou tout est sensation; ils sont analyses avant d'etre sentis ...32
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RUSSIA:
For Mme. de Stael's profile of Russia, I turn to her 

posthumous memoirs, the Dix annees d'exil, which record her 
travels through that nation in 1812. The image of Russia pro­
jected in its pages, while a product of Mme. de Stael's di­
rect observations and experiences, was shaped by political 
circumstances and indebted to the earlier insights of the 
phllosophes. Although the Dix annaes d1exil was not intended 
as a political tract (Mme. de Stael‘s son, Auguste, recounts 
that she entertained no thoughts of publishing it as a piece 
d'occaslon) t h e  sections of the work pertaining to Russia 
were drafted in the wake of the French invasion and directly 
reflect Mme. de Stael1s Manichean view of the 1812 War. Her 
sympathetic observations of Russian life were Influenced in 
no small measure by her perception of Russia as the instru­
ment of Napoleon's defeat. She applauded Russia's primitive 
martial vigor, yet recognized it to be incompatible with the 
spirit of a free society; she admired Czar Alexander, yet 
acknowledged his power to be "despotic." Thus immediate po­
litical considerations did not entirely numb Mme. de Stael's 
critical capacities and ultimately, as with her treatment of 
Italy and Germany, a free society remained the standard by 
which Russia was to be judged. With Napoleon's impending 
demise, her paeans to Russian military prowess gave way to 
expressions of horror over the occupation of Paris by Cos­
sack barbarians. She wrote to Constant in 1814:
Vous n'etes pas Franjais, Benjamin^—  Tous les souvenirs
de votre enfance ne sont attaches a cette terre —  voila
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d'ou vient la difference entre vous et mol —  mala pouvez- 
vous vraiement desirer voir lea coaaquea dana la rue 
Racine? 2

Mme. de Sta'dl traveled to Ruaaia with the intellec­
tual baggage of the Enlightenment. Ruaaia loomed large in 
the thought of the phlloaopheat and their writinga did much 
to ahape Mme. de Stael'8 perapectivea. French intereat in 
Ruaaia dated only from the early eighteenth century. Prior 
to the viait of Peter the Great in 1717, it had been dla- 
miaaed by French thinkers aa an Oriental land of barbaric 
aavagery. So greatly, however, did Peter impreaa hi8 French 
hoata aa a ruler of enlightened principleB that he single- 
handedly effected the tranaformation of the prevailing image 
of Ruaaia. Fontenelle'a rhapaodic Elop;e funebre de Pierre le 
Grand delivered in 1725, indicated that Ruasia had not only 
entered into the French conaciouaness, but commanded enthu- 
aiastic attention aa an experiment in the potentialitiea of 
legialatlve reform. Subsequent debate over the Ruaaian ex­
ample centered on the figure of Peter aa the "Great Legiala- 
tor," "Enlightened Monarch," or "Deapot." At iaaue waa the 
nature and legitimacy of Peter'a mode of rule, aa well aa 
the character and malleability of the Ruaaian nation. With 
Catherine'a acceaaion to the throne, theae queationa were 
taken up with renewed vigor.

The image of Ru38ia held by the philoaophea aplinterr 
ed along a broad apectrum. For Voltaire, a domeatic exponent 
of the theae royale, Peter had aucceaafully tranacended hia 
envlornment and, through the mechaniam of abaolutist rule, 
laid the foundation of a civilized Ruaaian nation. Vol­
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taire's lavish appraisal of the Czar is epitomized by his
entry oh "Russia" in the Dictionnaire philosophlque, "Voir
Pierre le Grand." As for Catherine, Voltiare esteemed her
Peter’s worthy successor. Among those who eulogized Peter's
reign, there remained disagreement as to the extent of his
accomplishments. Whereas Voltaire maintained that the Czar
had fulfilled his civilizing mission ("Aujourd'hui les Russes
ne sont plus surpris de leurs progres; ils se sont, en moins
de cinquante ans familiarises avec tous les arts . ,.")P
others, like d'Argens, contended that the Russian character
was too primitive and Peter’s reign toe short to realize
profound transformations:

Le tsar est mort trop tot pour le bonheur de ses peunles.. 
malgr& les soins que l'on a pris depuis plusiers annees 
de cultiver leur genie, le peuple est le moins poll et 
le moins spirituel de 1'Europe ... •

Montesquieu, a proponent of the these noblllare, looked with
less favor upon Peter's absolutist methods. The Czar had,
in Montesquieu's view, illegitimately sought to change by
means of legal sanction modes of behavior properly governed
by custom:

La loi qui obligeait les Moscovites a se faire couper la barbe et les habits, et la violence de Pierre l©r, 
qui faisait tailler Jusqu'aux genoux le3 longues robes de ceux qui entraient dans les villes, etaient tyran- 
niques. II y a des moyens pour empecher les crimes: 
ce sont les peines; il y en a pour faire changer les manieres: ce sont les examples ...5

Nor was the condition of the Russian nation so primitive as
to warrant such acts of despotism:

La facilite et la promptitude avec laquelle cette 
nation s'est polic^e a bien montre que ce prince avait 
trop mauvaise opinion d’elle, et que ces peuples
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n'etaient pas des betes, comme on le disalt. Les moyens 
violents qu'il employa etaient inutiles; 11 seralt 
arrive tout de meme §. son but par la douceur. °

Rousseau critlzed the Czar on other grounds. As a legislator 
Rousseau argued in the Contrat socialt Peter was guilty of 
two fundamental errors: first, by telescoping the process
of modernization, he imposed the trappings of civilization 
on his people prematurely; second, by Importing the cultures 
of neighboring states, he failed to develop the distinctive 
genius of the Russian nation. Rousseau predicted that as a 
consequence of these policies the Russians would remain per­
manently incapable of civilized life, and ultimately fall 
prey to barbarian hordes J

Diderot's attention was directed to the Russia of 
Catherine the Great. His visit to Russia in 1773 at the 
invitation of the Empress dealt a lethal blow to his ambi­
tions for translating Catherine's professed liberal convic­
tions into constitutional practice. In the Observations 
sur le Nakaz (1774), Diderot censured Catherine for her 
refusal to be bound by law, to decentralize her powers, or 
to recognize the rights of her subjects. Unmasking her as 
a "despot," he ridiculed her pretentions as a "monarch;"

Je vois dans 1'Instruction de Sa Majeste Imperiale un 
projet d'un code excellent;/mais pas un mot sur le 
moyen d'assurer le stabilite de ce code. J'y vois le 
nom de despote abdiqu&; mais la chose conserves, mais 
le despotisme appele monarchie. 8

Despite Diderot's expressed desire to present a balanced
apprasial of the Russian c h a r a c te r ,9 his observations were
generally less than flattering. In his correspondance with
Mme. Necker as well as in the Entretlens avec Catherine II,
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Diderot depicted the Russians as given to dissimulation and 
prone to fits of "terreur panique,"1^ traits he attributed 
to long subjugation to despotic rule. Other observers, how­
ever, were not as harsh in their conclusions. La Messeliere, 
a French diplomat whose celebrated Voyage a Petersbourg was 
published in 1803, emphasized the "elevation d'ame" of the 
Russian people, lauded their hospitality, and spoke with 
awe of the magnificance of their ceremonials.11 La Messel­
iere1 s observations were later echoed by Mme. de Stael, who
explicitly rebuked Diderot for his one-sided portrayal of 

12the Russian character.
As I shall attempt to show, Mme. de Stael!s own pro­

file of Russia took into account the various conflicting 
assessments of her predecessors. She classified Russia as 
a despotism, but distinguished it from Western varieties of 
that political type. It had been customary to associate
Russia with the Orient rather than Europe, and Mme. de Stael

13did not take exception to that practice. With Voltaire,
she pointed to the primitive conditions which dictated the
need for strong centralized rule:

L1energie et la grandeur sont dans la nation; mais 
l'ordre et les lumieres manquent souvent encore, soit 
dans son gouvernement, soit dans la conduite priVee 
des indivldus. Pierre ler, en rendant europeene la 
Russie, lul donn£ surement de grands avantages par 
1'etablissement d'un^despotlsme que son pepe avait 
prepare, et qui a ete consolide par lui. ^

However Mme. de Stael's capitulation to relativist standards
was not complete. As a disciple of Montesquieu, she could
not resist a sinister comparison of Peter I and Richelieu:
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Pierre I, quolque a beaucoup d'egards il ait fait^un bien infini a la Russie, abaissa les grands, et re- 
unit sur sa tete le pouvoir temporel et le pouvoir 
spirituel, afin de ne pas rencontrer d1obstacles a 
ses desseins. Richelieu a conduisiat de meme en 
France ...15

This constitutionalist posture also accounted for her praise 
of Catherine's initiatives to liberalize the institutions of 
government,^ despite the fact that Peter had not completed 
his task of civilizing the nation and centralized rule re­
mained a continuing necessity. As for Czar Alexander, Mme. 
de Stael ranked him a "Great Legislator," who would utilize 
his extensive powers to lay the foundations of a constitu­
tional state:

Si les circonstances politlques de 1*Europe ramenaient 
la paix ... on verrait Alexandre uniquement occupe 
d'ameliorer son pays, chercher lui-meme auelles sont 
les lois qui pourraient garantlr a la Russie le bon- 
heur dont elle ne peut Stre assuree que pendant la 
vie de son ma”Itre actuel. 17

Thus seen, the historical character of the Russian despotism 
was heterogeneous. Nonetheless, the reigns of Peter, Cathe­
rine and Alexander shared a common principle: all ruled over 
willing subjects in the general Interest. To develop this 
point, Mme. de Stael recalled the original Greek meaning of 
the despot as master over slaves:

... cet esclavage de Russie ne ressemble pas pour ses effets a celui dont nous nous faisons I'ld&e dans 
1'Occident: ce ne sont point, comme sous le regime 
feodale, des vanqueurs qui ont impose de dures lois 
aux valncus; les^rapports des grands avec le peuple 
ressemblent plutot a ce qu'on appelait la famille des esclaves chez les anciens, au'a l'etat des serfs chez 
les modernes. 18

Although Mme. de Stael repudiated the Greek view that a
people could be slaves by nature, she reluctantly conceded
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that absolutist rule may be requisite to elevate them from 
an-abject state.

If this concession placed Mme. de Stael in the camp 
of Voltaire, she did not for long stray from Montesquieu's 
fold. Shifting her perspective, she reassumed a skeptical 
attitude towards absolute power, and focused on the circum­
stances which operated to curb it. Of these, she emphasized 
two5 the vastness of the Russian territory1^ and the in­
nately moderate disposition of its rulers.20 Religion, to 
the contrary, enhanced rather than checked the exercise of 
power;

... en effect, le culte grec, en excluant 1'empire du 
pape, donne au souverain de la Russie les pouvoirs 
spirituels et temporels tout ensemble ...21

And like Diderot, she alluded to the noxious effects of des­
potism on the Russian character, thereby tacitly acknowledg­
ing the inadequacy of physical and social restraints;

... les Russes, comme tous les peuples soumis au des­
potisms, sont plus capables de dissimulation que de reflexion 22 ... peut-etre que 1'extreme prudence a 
laquelle un gouvernement despotique accoutume, fait 
que les Russes sont charmes de n 6tre point exposes, 
par 1'entrainement de la conversation, a parler sur 
des sujets qui puissent avoir une consequence quel- conque ...^3

In the final analysis, Mme. de Stael's image of 
Russian despotism alternated inconsistently between the en­
lightened absolutism of Voltaire's portrait and the arbitrary 
absolutism depicted by Montesquieu; the one, suited to the 
task of modernization; the other, fitted only to further 
debase the Russian nation.

Mme. de Stael designated military spirit as the ani­
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mating passion of the Russian na t i o n . T h i s  observation 
owed as much to practical political imperatives, as it did 
to the conceptions of Russian "primitivism" advanced by her 
predecessors. The image of Russia, massed as a nation and 
directing its unbridled barbaric energies against the Napo­
leonic menace, had captured her imagination. Prom this 
standpoint, she compared Russia's martial vigor with the 
public spirit of the English nation.25

While Mme. de Stael's referred to military vigor as 
Russia's predominant national trait, she also emphasized the 
complexities of the Russian character; at once melancholic 
and gay, patient and impetuous, hospitable and treacherous. 
Earlier commentators on Russia had, in a crudely impression­
istic style, presented similar findings. Mme. de Stael, 
however, brought her training in Montesquieu to bear upon 
her observations, offering a sustained investigation of the 
physical and moral causes that combined to form the dis­
tinctively Russian character type.

The physical circumstances of the nation figured 
prominently as a determinant of Russia's primitive vigor. 
Reflecting Montesquieu's thesis on the importance of physi­
cal causes to backward societies, Mme, de Stael called at­
tention to the harshness of the Russian terrain and the 
serverlty of its climate. Further, the vast expanse of the 
Russian territory inhibited the easy social interchange 
that is a necessary condition of enlightenment;2^

Of the moral determinants of Russia's distinctive 
spirit, Mme. de Stael placed much emphasis on social forces.
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She called attention to the open character of the. Russian 
elite, distinguishing military achievement as its basis of 
recruitment. This arrangement Mme. de Stael contrasted favor­
ably with the caste-like exclusiveness of the French aris­
tocracy. The identification of social status with military 
talent, in turn, profoundly affected the class structure of 
the nation. Its most important consequence was to inhibit 
the development of a middle class:

... toute 1'ambition des bourgeois est de faire leurs 
fils officiers, afin qu'ils soient dans la classe 
privilegiee. De la vient que toute education est finie 
a quinze ans; on se precipite dans 11etat^militaire le 
plus tot possible, et tout le reste est negligd ...27

Mme. de Stael, who never abandoned her conviction that the 
bourgeoisie was the true vehicle of historical progress, re­
garded the absence of a middle class as a crucial determinant 
of Russia's primitiveim:

Le tiers-etat n'existe pas en Russie; c'est un grand in­convenient ... car c'set d'ordinaire dans cette trois- 
ieme classe que les lumieres se developpent ... 28

Nor, without the presence of a stable middle class, could 
domestic society with its attendant liberal values assume 
an important role in Russian life. Relations between the 
sexes were characterized by a volatile impetuosity incom­
patible with lasting attachments. On the other hand, the 
lack of an intermediary class fostered sympathetic ties be­
tween the aristocracy and the people, engendering a sense 
of social solidarity and tempering the exercise of power.
Thus seen, the Russian despotism was sul generis, revealing 
social arrangements that bore little resemblence to the 
fragmented egalitarian social structure Mme. de Stael other­
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wise associated with that political type.
The Russian economy combined the extremes of luxury 

and privation, without accommodating the middling standard 
of "comfort" associated with the material satisfactions of 
bourgeois society. In Russia luxury did not afford creature 
comforts or attest to self-indulgence, but rather reflected 
a taste for rich display and lavish hospitality. Accordingly, 
luxury neither constituted a source of corruption nor weak­
ened the military spirit of the nation. Its distinctively 
external nature accounted for the facility with which the 
Russian aristocracy adapted to physical hardship:

Vous ne trouveriez jamais rien d'assez parfait pour sa- 
tisfaire en tout genre leur Imagination; mais quand 
cette poesie de richesse leur manque, ils boivent l'hy- 
dromel, couchent sur une planche ... C'est plutot 
comine magnificence qu1 ils aiment la fortune, que sous 
le rapport des plaisirs qu'elle donne; semblables en­
core en cela aux Orientaux qui exercent 1'hospitalite 
envers les strangers, les comblent de presents et 
negligent souvent le bien-etre habituel de leur propre 
vie. 29

The primitive conditions of the nation, existing in the ab­
sence of a middle class with entreprenurial initiative and 
technological skill, were thus experienced by the aristo­
cracy and the people alike.

Education further contributed to maintain Russian 
military vigor. Universities were staffed by foreigners; 
the course of instruction interrupted at an early age by 
military service. As a consequence, the Russians were not 
adept at abstract thinking, nor did they find pleasure in 
serious conversation.3°

Mme. de Stael1s discussion of Russian culture fol­
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lowed the path trodden by Rousseau. She questioned the pro­
priety of Peter's efforts to Europeanize Russian culture at 
the expense of Its native character and traditions.-^1 She 
severely criticized the aping of French literary styles.
As in her discussion of Germany and Italy, Mme. de Stael 
stressed the need to develop a distinctively national culture. 
In Russia's case, this meant seeking literary inspiration in
Greek rather than Latin sources, in folk customs, and in the

. -2.0 history of the Czars,
-ji- k

Nowhere are Mme. de Stael's talents as a political 
sociologist and polemicist displayed to greater advantage 
than in the national case studies Just examined. Her abili­
ties as a coraparatist are revealed by her skillful adaption 
of Montesquieu's categories of analysis, her mastery of the 
specialized literature relating to each nation she explored, 
her insatiable curiosity and capacity for empirical research. 
Mme. de Stael brought to her enterprise few rigid preconcep­
tions: she stressed that the effects of social determinants 
vary in relation to distinctive national contexts. Hence 
while Catholicism contributed to intolerance and authori- 
tarlansim in France, it inspired aesthetic and humanitarian 
sentiments in the Italians; sexual relations were linked in 
Italy with eroticism, in England with domesticity; intellec­
tual freedom bred genius in philosophy among Germans and in 
the fine arts among Italians; Russia's luxury fueled rather 
than sapped her prAmative vigor. The pioneering quality of
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Mme. de Stael's investigations is also worthy of mention. 
Notwithstanding the efforts of her predecessors, Mme. de 
Stael's portraits of Germany and Italy can be credited 
with having introduced the French public to hitherto un­
familiar cultures. Her image of Russia heralded a period 
of renewed and sympathetic interest in the nation. Her 
model of England, while lacking the element of exoticism, 
contributed much to shape the perspectives of Restoration 
liberalism.

Mme. de Stael's oscillation between universalist 
and relativist perspectives has been revealed to be the 
central tension in her thought. Her theory of historical 
progress rested on the assumption of the ultimate triumph 
of free institutions which, being rooted in man's nature, 
were of universal applicability. Her model of despotism 
represented the obverse of this universally valid politi­
cal society. This theoretical approach, nourished by the 
cosmopolitan ideals of the Enlightenment, vied with an 
attachment to the relativist perspectives inspired by 
Montesquieu's sociological method. From this view, Mme. 
de Stael's apotheosis of free society shifted to the cele­
bration of distinctive national cultures; her homage, to 
"human nature" gave way to an appreciation of "national 
character." Attentive to the feelings, traditions, and 
institutions that contributed to form the unique spirit of 
each nation, Mme. de Stael fed the stream of nineteenth cen­
tury romantic nationalism. While her delight in the mul-
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tipllcity of national cultures and the empirical grounding 
of her arguments set her apart from that movement's more 
m11itant exponents.

The central tension in Mme. da Stael's writings be­
tween relativism and universalism was further complicated by 
various other intellectual perspectives which have been ex­
amined within the course of this chapter. Rather than re­
hearse these themes, I shall conclude with some remarks 
about the partisan dimension of her theorizing. We have 
seen that Mme. de Stael's models of free society owed as 
much to the practical imperatives of consensus-building as 
to the theoretical tradition which they shared. Her model 
of despotism served as an ideological weapon as well as an 
analytical construct. Her celebration of cultural pluralism 
had the practical purpose of discrediting Napoleon's hege­
monic designs. To acquaint her with the partisan uses of 
comparison, Mme. de Stael had a worthy guide in Montesquieu. 
Her years of exile, during which she acquired first-hand 
experience of alternative national cultures, further devel­
oped her polemical abilities. In her mature works —  De 
l'Allemagne, Gorlnne, Consideratlons —  Mme. de Stael 
emerged as a political force of such formidable dimensions 
as to inspire the popular witticism that in her time there 
were but "three great powers: England, Russia and Mme. de 
Stael."
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CHAPTER Vs 
REVOLUTION

It is hardly surprising that Revolution ranked high 
among the subjects of Mme. de Stael's interest. Born under 
the fading years of the Old Regime, she witnessed the trans­
formation and destruction of the Monarchy, the despotism of the 
Terror, the inauguration of the Thermidorian Republic, the rise 
and collapse of the Napoleonic Empire, and in her final years, 
the Bourbon Restoration. This first-hand experience of tele­
scoped historical change informed her entire outlook: "Qui 
peut vivre, qui peut ecrire dans ce temps, et ne pas sentir et 
penser sur la Revolution de France?"1 In all of her writings, 
Mme. de Stael obsessively investigated the nature and causes of 
revolutionary change. Her most sustained, sophisticated and 
comprehensive analysis of revolution is to be found in the 
posthumous treatise Considerations Sur la Revolution francaise, 
although many of its themes were anticipated in earlier works. 
Accordingly, I shall take the Considerations as the focus of 
the present chapter and draw upon Mme. de Stael's other writ­
ings to supplement my analysis.

The ConsIderatIona is a work of complex Intentions.
Mme. de Stael originally conceived the treatise as a testament 
to her father, whose reputation had suffered the scathing in­
vectives of both Jacobins and reactionaries. While the former
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denounced Necker'a complicity with the Old Regime, the lat­
ter branded him a terrorist precursor of Robespierre. In 
the Considerations Mme. de Stael contested both these charges: 
her strategy was to depict Necker as a moderate whose accept­
ance of rational reforms was tempered by a prudent sensi­
tivity to political tradition. Within the course of the 
treatise she extended this strategy of approach to defend her 
own revolutionary record. Accordingly, the ConsIderatIona 
must first be examined on an intimate level as Mme. de 
Stael's personal apologia and final memorial to her father.
As I shall observe, this perspective accounted for certain 
distinctive features of her interpretation of the Revolution. 
It led her to place a disproportionate emphasis on those 
phases of the Revolution in which Necker played a leading 
part, as well as to gloss over those episodes in which her 
personal involvement would ill-serve her reputation. More­
over it accounted for her focus on the role of individual 
actors within the context of a theory which explained the 
events of the Revolution in terms of anonymous social, po­
litical and historical forces.

Mme. de Stael's theory of revolution must also be 
related to her partisan objectives. From this standpoint, 
it is noteworthy that Stanley Mellon has ranked the Con­
siderations as the first full-scale interpretation of the

2Revolution to represent the liberal point of view. The 
precariousness of the liberals' position under the Restora­
tion —  the ascendancy of a conservative coalition of mon­
archy, aristocracy and clergy having threatened their surviv­
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al as a political force —  Informed the polemical aspects of 
the treatise. The liberals' fate, as Mellon argues, hinged 
on their ability to defend the Revolution (with which they 
were irrevocably associated) in a hostile Restoration. In­
deed the Revolution assumed a strategic importance to liber­
als and conservatives alike, as each group staked its poli­
tical legitimacy on competing interpretations of the phe- 
nomemon. The conservatives version of the Revolution, al­
ready examined in the preceding chapter, incorporated the 
following features: the Revolution was perceived en bloc; 
it originated in conspiracy and was guided by abstract 
reason; it constituted an unprecedented act of impiety and 
a criminal transgression of tradition. The liberal version 
of the Revolution defined itself against this portrait. If 
de Maistre condemned the Revolution en bloc. Mme. de Stael 
divided it into discrete phases: through the period of the 
Constituent Assembly, its alms were moderate and its methods 
non-violent; the Terror and Napoleonic era were aberrations, 
logically unrelated to the preceding phases. For Bonald the 
Old Regime was a beneficient and harmonious order; for Mme. 
de Stael, it was rent by class conflict and oppressed by 
the yoke of political absolutism. If the Abbe Barruel spoke 
of a sinister conspiracy of phllosophes, Mme. de Stael main­
tained that conspiratorial conduct was alien to the French 
character and declared the Revolution to be the inevitable 
product of historical progress. Within the course of this 
chapter, I shall examine these strategies more closely, as 
well as assess the effect of her partisanship on her intel­
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lectual powers as an analyst of revolutionary change.
Mme. de Stael's theory of revolution owed many debts 

to precursors like Mallet du Pan (Considerations sur la na­
ture de la Revolution francalse, 1793) Toulongeon (Hlstoire 
de France depuls 1789. 18Q1-04) and, of course, Necker (De 
la Revolution francaise, 1796). Yet these immediate influ­
ences are less significant to this inquiry than are those 
structural features which formed a permanent part of Mme. de 
Stael'a intellectual apparatus. Thus the perspectives she 
applied to the problem of revolutionary change were identi­
cal to those applied to other areas of her theoretical con­
cern; the intellectual tensions embodied in her theory of 
revolution were analogous to those already encountered in 
her theory of historical progress and her political socio­
logy. Hence the French Revolution was appraised as a ve­
hicle of transcendental historical reason as well as the 
distinctive product of the French national character. Simul­
taneously, it was seen to be a result of class conflict, 
political struggles and psychological aberrations.

It is little wonder, then, that critics have assessed 
Mme. de Stael1s writings on the Revolution as a bundle of 
contradictions unworthy of serious scholarly attention. Al­
fred Cobban confined his praise of the Considerations to its 
"literary" qualities^ and other historiographers have ig­
nored the work completely. Yet for all its exasperating in­
consistencies, Mme. de Stael's theory of revoltuion does not 
deserve neglect. The tensions and ambiguities of her Inter­
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pretation display a mind attuned to the subtleties and com­
plexities of the phenomenon; in her writings, the logic of 
a one-dimensional approach is rejected in favor of a rich 
variety of theoretical perspectives. Furthermore her find­
ings often provide remarkable anticipations of contemporary 
scholarship. For example, Cobban's celebrated "demystifica­
tion" of the Revolution ("the French Revolution is in fact a 
name we give to a long series of events ... it has ceased to 
be a revolution and become a series of revolutions")^ was 
presaged by Mme. de Stael's refusal to regard the Revolution 
as a single conceptual entity. While her attentiveness to
the psychology of the lowest strata of revolutionaries fore-

,,4 ^shadowed the concerns of George Rude and Richard Cobb.^ Mme.
de Stael could rank Guizot and Tocqueville among her direct
descendants. In the present chapter, I shall explore the
dimensions of her intellectual legacy as well as attempt to
distill from her account those insights of permanent value
to the analysis of the French Revolution and to revolution
in general.

Because Mme. de Stael nowhere offered a clear defi­
nition of revolution, my first concern must be to sift the 
elements of a definition from the body of her writings.
This task is complicated by the fact that Mme. de Stael 
spoke of a series of discrete revolutions but failed to 
apply consistently the same criteria to each. Thus a num­
ber of elements which figure in her concept of revolution —  
violence, telescoped social and political change —  relate 
only to events subsequent to the "initial" revolution of
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1789. Ascribing the true achievements of the Revolution to 
the years 1789-91, Mme. de Stael was anxious to distinguish 
this "peaceable" and "moderate" phase from the violence and 
social upheaval of the "second" revolution of 1792-94. The 
Terror, she maintained against the conservatives, was not 
the necessary outcome of 1789, but a delayed extremist re­
action against paet abuses. Its true origin was the Old Re­
gime, not the Revolution of 1789. As a consequence of this 
polemical maneuver, Mme. de Stael implicitly raised the con­
ceptual problem of accounting for the specifically "revolu­
tionary" character of the events of 1789. It remained a 
problem she never satisfactorily resolved.

Of all the elements that figured in Mme. de Stael*s 
conception of revolutionary change, only one, totality of 
scope, was applicable to both the Revolutions of 1789 and 
1792. It was this criterion to which she appealed in Des 
circonstances actuelles to distinguish the French experience 
from other forms of political change such as the overthrow 
of a particular sovereign or dynasty, or a national rising 
against alien rule.? Only the French Revolution entailed 
"constitutional" change —  a term Mme. de Stael interpreted 
to mean change affecting the political, social and intel­
lectual life of the nation. Among the factors embraced by 
this perspective were standards of political legitimacy, 
principles of social order and property relations. From 
this standpoint, the Revolution of 1789 engendered a shift 
in the mode of legitimacy from divine right to consent, the
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emergence of public opinion as the operative principle of 
government, constitutional limitations on the exercise of 
power, and a social order in which careers open to talent 
replaced the prerogatives of ascription. The Revolution 
of 1792 inaugurated a second series of transformations: 
guided by the meretricious ideal of absolute equality, it 
leveled the social hierarchy of natural worth, admitted the 
lower classes into the political process and denied the 
sanctity of property rights. The prinicples of I7S9 were 
reaffirmed underThermidor only to be again swept away by 
the Napoleonic despotism.

To the criterion of scope, a second ingredient must 
be added to Mme. de Stael1s definition of revolution: degree 
of change. Revolutionary change was characterized by the - 
radical transformation of existing arrangements; recogniz­
ing no traditional restraints on men's conduct, it indis­
criminately overturned the prevailing institutions in all 
spheres of social life. This criterion, which Mme. de Stael 
appears to have borrowed from the conservatives, predic­
tably caused her difficulty. While she readily applied it 
to the events of 1794-94, she hesitated as to its relevance 
to 1789-91. In certain passages of the Considerations she 
stressed the unprecedented nature of the changes affected 
by the Constituent Assembly, voicing criticism of its blind 
adherence to abstract principles:

L'assembles etait saisie par un enthousiasme philoso- 
phique dont l'exemple de l'Amerique etait une des 
causes. On voyait un pays qui, n'ayant point encore 
d'histoire, n'avait rien eu d'ancien a manager ...
On se flattait en France de pouvoir prendre pour base
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lea prlncipes de gouvernement qu'un peuple nouveau 
avait raison d'adopter. °

More frequently, however, Mme. de Stael praised the moderate 
character of the first revolution; its judicious preserva­
tion of the Bourbon monarchy and formalization of princi­
ples latent in French tradition, "La revolution de 1789 n'a 
done eu pour but que de regulariser les limites qui, de tous 
temps, ont existe en France."^ Thus she sought to fashion 
an image of the first revolution acceptable to the Restora­
tion; an image which would legitimate the liberals as the 
party of order and moderation.

A third element in Mme. de Stael's conception of 
Revolution was telescoped time. Revolutionary change in­
volved the transformation of a social system within a ra­
dically abridged historical moment:

La revolution de France a parcouru tant de periodes 
en peu de temps, elle a si promptement atteint les 
extremes, qu'il n'y a rlen de nouveau sous le so- 
leil que la justice et la vertu... 0

By contrast, non-revolutionary change observed temporal 
priorities: the transformation of public attitudes through
experience and education preceded the establishment of 
social institutions and practices. By equating revolu­
tionary change with a disorienting suddennes of develop­
ments, Mme. de Stael was again at a loss to explain the 
revolutionary quality of 1789 which, according to her own 
narrative, was prepared for by years of discontent and the 
diffusion of enlightened principles.

Mme. de StaSl was no more specific regarding the 
role of violence in revolution. She dated the first intru-
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a Ion of violence as July 14, but clearly stated that the
Revolution of 1769 was "decided" with Sieyes* earlier call
for a National Assembly. Nonetheless violence figured in
all subsequent stages of the Revolution and passages like
the following suggest that the use of force constituted a
fourth element in Mme. de Stael's concept of revolution;

II n'y aurait nl^faussete, ni violence dans cet ordre de choses. Les elections seraient libre et lea re­
volutions impossible. On pourrait changer et non 
boulverser.

She attributed the intrusion of violence to a variety of
causes, principal among which' were the following:

... le caractere que les abus de l'Ancien Regime 
avaient forme dans le peuple, le manque absolu de 
morale publique r£duit presque en maxime, enfin^la 
fausse application du principe de la soverainete du peuple dans le gouvernement representatif...12

Mme. de Stael spoke of the abuses of the Old Regime with 
reference to the debased and impoverished state of the peu­
ple. Unlike Tocqueville, Mme. de Stael detected no ameli­
oration in the economic condition of the peuple prior to 
the outbreak of the Revolution. They were instead, "re- 
duit a la pauvrete sans espoir"1  ̂by taxation; "Qu'aucune 
peuple n'avait ete aussi malheureux depuis cent ans que 
le peuple francais. Si les negres a Saint-Dorningue on 
commls bien plus d'atrocites encore, c'est parce qu'ils 
avalt ete plus opprimes."^ She disassociated the vio­
lence of the Revolution from the abuses suffered by the 
bourgeoisie which precipitated the constitutional revolu­
tion of 1789; violence was rather the recourse of the 
peuple, living in the depths of misery, impelled by their
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appetites and incapable of moderation. By establishing a 
tie between revolutionary violence and feudal abuses, Mme. 
de Stael not only challenged the image of the Old Regime 
held by reactionaries, but implicated them in the Revolu­
tion they professed to abhor. The loss of ethical values, 
the second factor contributing to the intrusion of violence, 
was a consequence of total telescoped change. Disoriented 
by the simultaneous transformation of all spheres of social 
life, the men of the Revolution lived in a state of normless- 
ness; lacking the discipline of shared moral restraints
and unable to calculate the effects of their actions, they 
acceded to the violent impulses of the passions. Although 
Mme. de 3ta&l stressed this broad systemic explanation, she 
did single out the role of the phllosophes in precipitating 
the disintegration of moral norms:

Voltaire, en detruisant 1'intolerance religieuse, 
s'etait Bervl, dans une nation plus accessible au 
ridicule qu'au raisonnement, de tous les genres de 
plaisanterie. Or le raisonnement,se mesure, mais 
la plaisanterie n'a point de portee fixe: c'est un 
dissolvant general dont le bien et le mal se blessent 
egalement...15

Analogous passages might be found in the writings of the 
conservatives, yet, as we shall later observe, Mme. de 
Stael's treatment of the phllosohes was at once more dis­
criminating and sympathetic than her opponents'.

Lastly, Mme. de Stael differentiated the concepts 
11 revolution" and "evolution:" the former admitting of an 
"end" or termination; the latter, referring to open-ended, 
incremental, non-violent change. As she employed it, "ter-
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mination" was a value-loaded notion:
... lorsque c'est pour etablir une Constitution qu'un 
nation se souleve, la revolution ne finit qu'au mo­
ment ou oette Constitution est assez parfait pour que 
l'autorit6 puisse se defendre, la nation se reposer... 
c'est done quand les principes d'une revolution aont 
reduits en dogmes sacrbs, en points d'honneur, en esprit 
publique, en v^rites evidentes pour la nation, ĉ ,est 
alors que la revolution est complbtement terminee...^7

The two mutually dependent conditions which signaled the end 
of a constitutional revolution were thus: 1) the establish­
ment of a morally acceptable constitution (i.e. one embody­
ing those principles cherished by Mme. de Stael), and 2) a 
high degree of social consensus. This perspective, intro­
duced in the aptly titled Des clrconstances actuelles qul 
peuvent terminer la Revolution, later formed the basis of 
her argument in the Considerations that the Restoration 
marked yet another phase rather than the end of the Revolu­
tion; whereas the Charte of 1814 should have assumed the 
status of the fundamental law, it was issued as a royal de­
cree revokable at the monarch's discretion. To terminate 
the Revolution, the Charte must be accepted as an immutable 
contract between the monarch and the nation.^®

As is apparent from this brief discussions, Mme. de 
Stael's concept of revolution was highly ambiguous. No con­
sistent set of criteria could be abstracted from the discrete 
series of revolutions which together conprised the French 
Revolution. Thus violence played no significant role in the 
Revolution of 1789 nor did it figure in her interpretation of 
the"continuing1 Revolution under the Restoration. As for the 
degree of change incurred, Mme. de Stael wavered between
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seeking precedents for the "liberal" Revolution in French 
traditions and viewing it as a sweeping change in accordance 
with the dictates of reason. From the latter perspective, 
she emphasized the shift in the standard of legitimacy from 
divine right to consent, the social shift from artifice to 
nature, etc. This same tension muddied her distinction be­
tween revolution and evolution. Her exaniination of the 
causes of revolutionary violence betrayed conflicting per­
spectives: to what extent was it the consequence of pas­
sions? ideologies? class interests? Many of these inconsis­
tencies were, as we have seen, partisan in origin. Mme. de 
Stael interpreted the French Revolution through an a priori 
framework, ascribing its "gains" to the years 1789-91, and 
stigmatizing its ensuing phases as extremist aberrations 
rooted in the abuses of the Old Regime. In an effort to 
disassociate the liberals from the taint of the Terror, 
she stressed the moderation of the men of 1789, while neg­
lecting to examine the relation of the "liberal" Revolution 
to the subsequent course of events. For all its flaws, how­
ever, Mme. de Stael1s analysis did succeed in pinpointing 
certain elements that must be taken into account in any 
theory of revolutionary change. Even more significant was 
the conceptual breakthrough achieved by viewing the Revolu­
tion as a discrete series of events rather than as an indi-

IQvisible entity to be assessed en bloc.7
The themes introduced above will be more fully de­

veloped in the succeeding section which examines Mme. de 
Stael1s analysis of the causes of the French Revolution.
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This inquiry elicited some of Mme. de Stael1a most brilliant 
insights, as attested to by the vitality of her legacy among 
historians of the Revolution. That her influence radiated 
in diverse directions confirms the fact that Mme. de Stael 
is a thinker not easily compartmentalized. No single per­
spective monopolized her investigation of the causes of the 
Revolution; she cannot be labeled an exponent of any particu­
lar school of analysis whether social, economic or political. 
The multidimensional quality of Mme. de Stael's approach 
will be reflected in my exposition of the various perspec­
tives she employed and their interrelationships.

Historical progress;
Seen through Mme. de Stael1s broadest optic, the 

Revolution of 1789-91 was implicit in the logic of history. 
Its prime objectives —  liberty, constitutionalism, repre­
sentative government —  were alleged to be dictated by his­
torical reason and hence constituted a universal standard 
of right. This explanation of events directly challenged 
the conservative interpretation which laid the responsi­
bility for the Revolution on a sinister conspiracy of phllo- 
sophes. In addition to removing the stigma from the Revo­
lution by an appeal to historical right, Mme. de Stael sub­
stituted the notion of historical inevitability for her op­
ponents' focus on the deliberate machinations of indivir- 
duals:

La revolution de France est une des grandes epoques
de l'ordre social. Geux qui la considerent comme
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un ev^nement accidental n'ont porte leurs regards ni 
dans le passe ni dans l'avenir ... II suffisait ce- 
pendant de Jeter un coup d'oeil sur les principles crises de l'histoire pour se convaincre qu'elles ont 
ete toutes inevitables .. .20

The origin of the Revolution must be sought in the role of 
ideas, those autonomous forces of history which steer the 
actions of men and the course of events: "Jamais les hommes 
n'ont ete’ que les instrumens de l1 idee dominante; le peuple 
les a regardes comme aes moyens et non des chefs."2! Mme. 
de Stael's conservative opponents also alluded to the de­
termining force of ideas, although this perception did not 
prevent them from holding the philosophes personally respon­
sible for the Revolution. They associated the Enlightenment 
with the spread of abstract reason, an inherently subversive 
force operating independently of existing arrangements and 
historical traditions. For such conservatives, the Revolu­
tion was to be explained in terms of the clash between uto­
pian ideals and social realities, between the opposing prin­
ciples of historical experience and abstract reason. While 
Mme. de Stael drew on the conservatives' indictment to in­
terpret the events of 1792, she vehemently denied that the 
Revolution of 1789 could be analyzed in terms of such sim­
ple polar opposities. It must, she argued, be viewed in­
stead as a perfect synthesis of the two principles: a ve­
hicle of reason as actualized through history. The theory 
of historical progress ideally fitted this strategy.

The theory of historical progress enabled Mme. de 
Stael to assimilate the Revolution not only into French 
but into European historical experience as well. She
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held the general causes of the Revolution to be common to 
all of Western Europe civilized by the Romans —  a fact 
which accounted for its international repercussions and 
the broad appeal of its ideals. I have already traced in de­
tail Mme. de Stael's dialectical view of the progress of 
European society from feudalism through absolutism to repre­
sentative government. The achievement of 1789 was to in­
augurate the era of representative government in Contin­
ental Europe. Yet the relation of the Revolution to the pre­
ceding historical epochs remained ambiguous. Although the 
constitutionalist principles of 1789 stood in stark con­
trast to the absolutism of the Old Regime, these principles 
merely expanded the potential for liberty inherent in feu­
dal institutions. The Revolution transcended rather than 
abolished the lingering vestiges of feudal society. By ac­
knowledging the progressive role of the feudal nobility with­
in a circunscribed historical setting, Mme. de Stael sought 
an accommodation with her conservative opponents. Signifi­
cantly, her scheme of historical analysis implied that the 
feudal order was already moribund, with the central revolu­
tionary conflict being waged between the proponents of con­
stitutionalism and absolutism.22 This assessment has been

23mirrored in the work of modern scholars like Alfred Cobban.
The norms of historical progress were translated in­

to practice by the two agents of the Revolution: the tiers
and the philosophes. Each group was propelled by distinct 
motives, yet both acted to realize the meaning of history.
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The demands of the tiers, born of material self-interest, 
nonetheless embodied the eternal principles of historical 
right; equality of opportunity, constitutional guarentees, 
and representative government. The phllosophes, on the 
other hand, were self-conscious agents of progress; as dis­
coverers of the laws of history, they sought through their 
teachings to liberate! men's minds and bring society into 
conformity with historical reason. The phllosophes1 heri­
tage must be identified with the steady linear pace of ra-• 
tional enlightenment traced in chapter III rather than the 
political dialectic referred to above. Despite obvious in­
congruities, both conceptions of historical progress in­
formed Mme. de 3tael's interpretation of the French Revolu­
tion. She went on to distinguish two classes of phllosophes: 
the first, exemplfied by Rousseau of the Gontrat social, en­
gaged in utopian speculation and abstract reasoning; the 
second, epitomized by Montesquieu, exhibited a more empiri­
cal wisdom.2^ Although she ventured no explanation for this 
division in the phllosophes1 ranks, Mme. de Stael intended 
it to undermine conservative claims that Enlightenment 
thinkers were uniformly followers of Rousseau. Whereas the 
Revolution of 1789 represented the triumph of Montesquieu's 
intelligence, the radical democratic ideals of Rousseau 
found their most complete expression in the Terror.

Mme. de Stael abandoned the theory of progress as 
an explanation of the Terror and Napoleon. She vascillated 
between portraying the ideals of Rousseau's revolutionary 
disciples as anachronistic throwbacks to the classical past
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or brutal perversions of the principles of modernity; in 
either case they represented norms antithetical to the dic­
tates of historical progress. The explanation of how such 
ideas came to dominate the French nation could not be de­
duced from the metaphysics of history; it could, however, be 
be derived from an analysis of the social, political and 
psychological factors that propelled the post 1791 phases 
of the Revolution.

Before concluding this section, a few words must be 
devoted to placing Mme. de Stael's interpretation of the 
Revolution in its intellectual context. Mme. de Stael was 
not the first to assimilate the French Revolution into a 
progressionist framework, but rather followed the lead of 
thinkers like Necker and Barnave.^5 yet it was her own Gon- 
slderatlons that had the greatest impact on the liberal his­
toriography of the Restoration. Thus the works of Guizot, 
Thierry and Thiesse carried forward her distinction be­
tween the "progressive" revolution of 1789 and its aberra­
tions, further developed her insights with regard to the 
agents and routes of historical progress, and renewed her 
polemical thrusts.2  ̂ The progressionist theory of the Revo­
lution entered the stream of socialist thought through the 
writings of the erstwhile liberal, St. Simon. St. Simon, 
however, maintained that the Revolution had been deflected 
from its historical goal (i.e. the establishment of a ra­
tional scientific society) as early as 1789 when the pro­
ductive class of industrials abdicated its leadership to
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H ii 27two bastard classes —  the lawyers and metaphysicians.

Although this scheme of analysis was not entirely anticipated
by Mme. de Sta&l (for example, she considered lawyers to be
^ull-fledged members of the tiers), her invectives against
utopian theorizing together with her apotheosis of the tiers
set the stage for St. Simon's analytical perspectives.

National Character
With her examination of the relationship between 

national character and revolutionary activity, Mme. de Stael 
shifted her concern from the goals of the Revolution to its 
dynamics. Thereby she dramatically narrowed her unit of ex­
planation. Her interest no longer focused on historical 
laws of universal validity, but rather on the social psy­
chology of a particular nation. This angle of vision, in 
effect, constituted an application of Montesquieu's concept 

1'esprit general to the question of revolutionary change. 
Mme. de Stael's use of this approach was prompted by the 
conservative charge that the Revolution originated in con­
spiracy. To counter her opponents' claim, she offered a 
correlation between national traits and types of conflict: 
a people disposed to revolutionary activity display charac­
teristics distinct from peoples prone to conspiracy. The 
traits conducive to revolution, as epitomized in the French 
character, are a propensity to conform and a gregarious dis­
position:

Les franqais sont peu disposes a la guerre civile, et 
n'ont point de talent pour les conspirations. Ils 
sont peu disposes a la guerre civile, parce que chez
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eux la majorite entraine presque toujours la minorite; 
le parti qui paase pour le plus fort devint bien vite 
tout-puissant car tout le monde s'y reunit. Ils n'ont 
point de talent pour les conspirations, par cela meme 
qu'ils sont tre3 propres aux revolutions; ils ont bes- 
oin de s'^exciter mutuellement par la communication de 
leurs idees; le silence profound, la resolution soli­
taire cju'il faut pour conspirer, ne sont pas dans leur 
caractere. 2°

Significantly, Mme. de Stael did not place much 
stress on this approach. Indeed the analysis of national 
character was of little value to explain the timing of the 
outbreak of the Revolution or the disparate qualities of its 
successive phases. Most importantly, the inherent homogeni-' 
ety of the concept of national character allowed for no so­
cial distinctions, and such distinctions were crucial to Mme. 
de Stael1s account of the Revolution's origins.

Social class:
Mme. de Stael's efforts to relate the national char­

acter of the French to their propensity towards revolution 
were effectively neutralized by her third line of approach: 
the analysis of social class. Whereas the concept of nation­
al character presumes the existence of an aggregate national 
personality, the study of class structure takes as its focus 
those elements differentiating the nation's various social 
groups. From this perspective, Mme. de Stael interpreted 
the events of 1789 as the product of a contradiction be­
tween a productive bourgeoisie and an ossified aristocracy, 
while she explained the Revolution's succeeding phases in 
terms of the peuple's rise to power. Seeking out the gener­
al causes of France's class struggles, she concentrated her
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attention on the phenomenon of social fragmentation under 
the Old Regime. By analyzing the composition, functions, 
interests and relationships of France's principal social 
groups she attempted to Isolate those determinants which 
led the way to the Revolution and contributed to its dis­
tinctive course.

Mme. de Stael's interpretation of the Revolution of 
1789 took into account both its long-term and immediate 
causes. She was primarily concerned with the former, from 
which perspective she viewed the Revolution as the inevit­
able culmination of a historical class struggle between 
the privileged orders and the tiers. Indeed certain pas­
sages in the Considerations denuded the Revolution of any 
distinctive historical claim, portraying it as only the 
most recent in a continuing history of social upheavals;

On peut affirmer ... que l'histoire de France n'est autre chose que les tentatives continuelles de la 
nation et de la noblesse, l'un pour avoir des droits, 
et 1'autre, des privileges ...29

This observation could not but undermine the conservatives' 
idyllic vision of the French past, and they retaliated by 
pointing out its inconsistency with Mme. de Sta'el's own 
doctrine of linear progress,^0 I shall not here dwell on 
her polemical strategies, but proceed to the central the­
sis of her social analysis; the Revolution was the his­
torical outcome of inherent contradictions between the in­
terests of the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie.

Upon close inspection, Mme. de Btael's general ca­
tegory "privileged orders" breaks down into three narrower
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social groupings: the ancient nobility, the recently en­
nobled and the clergy. To a greater or lesser dBgree all 
three groups shared essential traits which set them in po­
lar opposition to the tiers. They were characterized, first, 
by their failure to provide useful social services. Through 
various routes the privileged orders had abandoned produc­
tive or necessary occupations to become parasites on the 
nation. With the rise of standing armies, the nobility of 
ancient lineage no longer rendered the essential military 
services of their ancestorsMembers of the tiers who 
purchased titles deliberately forsook their trades to en­
joy the privileges of an eclipsed social o r d e r . T h e  
clergy provided another varient by exercising functions in­
compatible with their station: rather than ministering to
the spiritual needs of the people, the clergy had implica­
ted itself in the economic and political affairs of the na­
tion. ̂  Quality of mind was a second defining characteris­
tic of the privileged orders. The attitudes of the aristo­
cracy had been shaped by the artifices of court etiquette: 
their intelligence consisted in a knack of pleasing, a sen­
sitivity to rank, and a keen and nimble wit. Unable to 
transcend the mental boundaries of their class, the greater 
part of the aristocracy was incapable of recognizing the 
practical claims of the tiers:

... la majorite de leur ordre ... mettait une obstina- 
tion inoui’e a n1 adopter aucun mode de concilation ...
Ils avaient une certaine fatutite aristocratique dont on ne peut avoir l'idee nulle part d'ailleurs^qu'en 
France;yun melange de frivolite dans les manieres 
et de pedanterie dans les opinions; et le tout re­
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unit au plus complet dedain pour les luraieres et pour 
1'esprit ...5̂ -

As for the parvenu nobility, they eagerly embraced the at-
35titudes and prejudices of their newly acquired rank. The 

clergy exhibited a similarly rigid mentality owing to their 
Ultramontanism, vested interests in temporal power and celi­
bate aloofness from social life.^ All three groups defined 
their interests in terms of the retention of their privi­
leged status; an interest Mme. de Stael tendentlously de-

ii 37scribed as le droit de nulre au reste de la nation.
The distinctive characteristics Mme. de Stael at­

tributed to the tiers provide a neat contrast with those 
imputed to the privileged orders. Whereas the privileged 
orders either performed functions incompatible with their 
station or ceased completely to meet social needs, the 
middle class provided services essential to the nation: 
merchants and financiers had promoted peace, trade and 
prosperity; men of letters had provided the intellectual 
basis for social reform. Whereas the intelligence of the 
privileged orders was rooted in artifice, illusion and pre­
judice, the mind of the tiers was empirical, rational and 
pragmatic. The interest of the tiers was the achievement 
of a social and political order rooted in "the nature of 
things." This translated as government by public opinion, 
legal controls on the exercise of power, careeers open to 
talent, and the abolition of fiscal privileges.

The opposing Interests of the privileged and non­
privileged orders took concrete form in the atomized so-
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ciety of the Old Regime. Anticipating Tocqueville, Mme. de
Stael spoke of the caste-like separation of the social 

■*8classes,'' the insurmountable barriers of ascription which 
insulated the aristocracy not only from the tiers» but also 
from the newly ennobled who nonetheless effected their pos­
ture and prejudices. Mme. de Stael pointed to the lack of 
"public spaces" in pre-revolutionary society; the absence 
of arenas where men of different classes could meet to­
gether to exchange ideas or share the experience of politi­
cal power. All social gatherings were scrupulously segre­
gated,-^ while the parlements remained predominently aris­
tocratic bodies affording little contact with the tiers. 
Necker's proposal for the creation of provincial assem­
blies went unheeded as a consequence of the very deficien­
cy it was geared to remedy:

Les dissensions qu'on a vues tout a coup eclater entre 
les classes privilegiees et la nation n'auraient peut- 
'fetre pas existe , si depuis longtemps les trois ordnes 
se fussent rapprochbs en discutant en commune les af­
faires d'une meme province ... Les grands seigneurs 
franqais n'etaient pas assez lnstruits ... Cette edu­
cation superficielle a ete l'une des causes de la 
ruine des nobles; ils ne pouvaient plus lutter contre 
les lumiferes du tiers 6tats#... Les assemblies pro­
vinciates auraient par degres amene les grands sei-. .
gneurs a primer par leur savoir en administration, 
comrae jadis ils 11emportaient par leur epee ..â °

The failure of social communication reinforced the 
isolation of the privileged orders, making it impossible 
for them to discern the rising Interests of the tiers.
The absence of public spaces also contributed to the propen­
sity of certain members of the lntelligensia to engage in 
utopian theorizing. Innocent of the responsibilities of
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political power, men of letters were prone to envisage social
reform in highly abstract terms. Thus she wrote of Rousseau's
Gontrat social;

Qu'on place done au-dessus de l'ouvrage de Rousseau 
celui de l'̂ homrao d'etat dont les observations aur- 
oient precede les theories, qui seroit arrive aux 
idees gen^rales par la connoissance des faites par- 
ticuliers, et qui se liveroit/moins en artiste a 
tracer le plan d'un edifice regulier, qu'en homme . 
habile a reparer celui qu'il trouveroit construit. "L

Yet she coupled this insight with high praise of the eight- 
teenth century intelligensia for its justifiable criti­
cisms of the Old Regime and initiatives toward practical 
reform:

Dans le 3iecle de Louis XIV, la perfection de l'art 
meme d'ecrire etoit le principle objet des ecrivains; 
mais dans le dix-huitieme siecle, on volt dfeja la llt- 
terature prendre un caractere diffe'rent. Ge n'est 
plus un art seulement, e'est un moyen; elle devient 
une arme pour 1'esprit humaine ... si l'art social 
atteint un jour en France a la certitude d'une science dans 3es princlpes et dans son application, 
e'est de Montesquieu que l'on dolt compter ses pre­
miers pas ...

Taken together, these passages suggest that Mme. de Stael 
differentiated between utopian and empirical strands of 
Enlightenment thought. Yet she never fully developed this 
distinction, nor did she Investigate the reasons for it.

A second factor contributing to the fragmentation 
of pre-revolutionary society was the contradiction between 
social and economic privilege and function, whereas the 
tiers had proven itself indispensible to the prosperity, 
stability and progress of the nation, it was denied the pre­
rogatives of a ruling class. The tiers occupied all im-
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portant administrative posts, had created the nation's eco­
nomic Infrastructure, and served as the vehicle of France's 
entry into modern commercial society. Yet in spite of 
these achievements, the aristocracy continued to monopolize
the positions of social prestige and enjoy exclusive eco-

4̂5nomie privileges. The hostility generated by the contra­
diction between function and privilege also explained the 
resentment felt by the tiers toward the clergy. While con­
servatives like de Maistre portrayed the Revolution as a 
deliberate act of impiety, Mme. de Stael insisted that the 
clergy became a target of attack precisely because it had 
abdicated its spiritual duties to pursue worldly gain, 
power and privlege. The “evolution's assault against the 
Church was not motivated by a spirit of atheism, but rather 
by vexation over the Church's self-interested temporal in­
volvements :

L'^influence du clerge sur les affaires temporelles 
revoltait universellement;xet. comma le vrai senti­
ment religieux est ce qui eloigne le plus des in­trigues et du pouvolr, on n'avait plus aucune foi 
dans ceux qui ne servaient de la religion pour in- 
fluer sur les affaires de ce monde.

To summarize: Mme. de Stael depicted pre-revolu­
tionary France as an atomized society rent by class hos­
tility and mistrust, in which the classical question of 
legitimate authority (framed in terms of public vs. pri­
vate interests) took the form of a struggle between the 
privileged and non-privileged orders. To this classical 
formulation, Mme. de Stael introduced the dimension of 
time: interests once universally valid could be rendered
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obsolete by the advance of history. In 1789 both privileged 
and non-privileged orders attacked the political edifice: 
the one representing archaism; the other, progress. Both 
were pursuing their class interests, but history had trans­
ferred the universality of claims to the shoulders of the 
tiers.

Within the context of this broad sociological frame­
work, Mme. de Stall sought to Interpret the immediate causes 
of the Revolution. She contended that major historical 
events could be explained by antecedent general causes, yet 
she did not minimize the role of accident. Mme. de Stael 
analyzed the financial crisis that precipitated the summon­
ing of the Ssates-General as the outgrowth of two interre­
lated conditions. First it was seen as a consequence of 
the economic privileges enjoyed by the aristocracy, whose
tax immunities deprived the 3tate of vital sources of re-

46 .>venue. Significantly, Mme. de Stael did not place much
weight on this explanation later echoed by Tocqueville, but 
discredited by recent scholarship.^ Rather she emphasized 
the link between France's bankrupt treasury and the general 
state of social and political malaise afflicting the Old 
Regime. Her diagnosis pivoted on the concept of public 
credit. Following Necker's lead, Mme. de Stall perceived an 
intimate correlation between the wealth of a nation and its 
ability to generate public credit; an ability which hinged 
on the confidence of the nation in its political institu­
tions and social arrangements. Under the Old Regime this
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confidence was inhibited by the arbitrary character of politi­
cal rule and the mutual distrust of the various social 
classes. Unable to raise revenues through voluntary public 
investment, the Grown was left no alternative to new taxation. 
This explanation remained consistent with Mme. de Stael1s 
view that the wealth of the nation was steadily accumulating 
in the hands of the bouregoisie, whereas her first hypothe­
sis rather incongruously ascribed the crucial financial role 
to an eclipsed aristocracy. France's bankruptcy contributed 
to awakening the tiers to the realization of their true power, 
as well as to the fact that their economic interests lay with 
the creation of a healthy, rational and stable social order. 
Thus the tiers issued demands more far reaching than the mere 
equalization of tax burdens or the abolition of feudal pri­
vileges. They called for the establishment of a constitu­
tional state, government by public opinion, and a social hier­
archy of merit. The material interests of the tlerB lay at 
the root of these demands; hence Mme. de Stael's parallels 
between public credit and government by public opinion:

... le credit est done la veritable decouverte moderne 
qui a lie les gouvernements avec les peuples. C'est 
le besoin du credit qui oblige les gouvernements a 
menager 1*opinion publique; et, de meme que le com­
merce a civilise les nations, le credit, qui en est 
une consequence, a rendu necessaires des formes con- 
stitutionnelles quelconques, pour assurer la publi­
city dans les finances et garantir les engagements contractes ...48

The social irregularities of the Old Regime contri­
buted much to determine the course of the Revolution. With 
the convening of the Estates-General, the atomized structure 
of French society was reproduced in microcosim: the three
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ordera assembled "comme trols nations dlstinctes."^9 ip̂ e 
isolation of the privileged orders translated into an in­
transigent opposition to the claims of the tiers. They re­
fused to concede equitable representation to the tiers in 
matters of debating and voting, nor would they relinquish 
economic privileges in the name of practical reform. The 
defeat of Necker's proposal for the adoption of English in­
stitutions —  protecting aristocratic interests through an 
hereditary upper chamber—  further testified to the rigidity 
of the noblesse:

Le rol declarait aussi dans le projet de M. Necker, 
que, relativement a 1'organization future des etats generaux, il ne sanctionnerait qu'un corps legisla- 
tif en deux chambres ... Tandls que M. Necker expos- ■ 
ait volontiers sa popularite en se declarant le de- 
fenseur d'un chambre haute, les arlstocrates se 
croyaient depouilles par cette institution ...5°

Concessions from the privileged orders had to be extracted 
by intimidation; inexperienced in social interchange, they 
were unskilled at bargaining or compromise. The intransi­
gence of the privileged orders provoked a reciprocal re­
sponse on the part of certain representatives of the tiers 
who had hardened their disposition towards their opponents. 
Hence the Constituent Assembly passed deorees to abolish 
all titles of nobility and nationalize the Church.^1 The 
noblesse, in turn, reacted to these developments in a man­
ner which again demonstrated their inflexibility; the emi­
gration of 1791 symbolized for Mme. de Stael the continued 
adherence of the noblesse to feudal privilege and their 
traitorous abandonment of the nation:
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Des circonstances particulieres a l'histoire de France 
y ont s%>are lea privilegies et le tiers etat d'une 
maniere plus prononcee que dans aucune qutre pays ...
En consequence, les nobles Emigres on voulu traiter la 
presque totalite du peuple franqais comme des vassaux 
revolte's; et loin de rester dans leur pays, soit pour 
triompher de I1opinion dorainante, soit pour s'y reunir, 
ils ont trouve plus simple d'invoquer la gendarmerie europeene, afin de mettre Paris a la raison ...52

Let us examine Mme. de Stall's concept of the bour­
geois Revolution of 1789 in historical and critical perspec­
tive. The arguments of both Tocqueville and Marx were fore­
shadowed in her interpretation of the Revolution as a class 
struggle, Mme. de 3tael was indeed close to Marx in her con­
tention that the Revolution could be explained in terms of 
the competing interests of two broadly conceived social 
groups —  the aristocracy and the bourgeoisie. If the two 
thinkers interpreted the concept of social class differently, 
on a general level both regarded the bourgeoisie as the his­
torically ascendant class, stressing its functional role as 
entrepreneurs and financiers. It may be noted that Mme. de 
Stael did, in fact, acknowledge the complex social structure 
of the tiers; she numbered among its rankes not only business­
men but intellectuals, lawyers, functionaries, landholders, 
etc. ("... la nation, qui renfermait les ecrivains, les ca- 
pltalistes, les negociants, un grand nombre de proprietaires 
et un foule d'individus employes dans l'administration"
Yet it remained for thinkers like St. Simon to stress the 
heterogeneity of this collection. As for Mme. de Stael, 
she glossed over these divisions to concentrate on the 
pivotal contradiction between an entrepreneurial tiers and
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an eclipsed noblesse. This "myth" of the bourgeois revolu­
tion has come under sharp attack by many contemporary students 
of the revolution. While the targets of their criticism have 
been Marxist historiographers like Soubol, their findings 
simultaneously reveal difficulties with Mme. de Stael's per­
spective. A fundamental criticism relates to her methodo-

54logical vocabulary: historians like Cobban cogently argue 
that over-full categories of analysis like noblesse and tiers 
deceptively conceal the intricate nature of these social 
groups. If Mme. de Stael narrowly escapes this indictment by 
her tacit admission of social heterogeneity, the core of her 
analysis is discredited by the revelation of the "non-capi­
talist" nature of the revolutionary bourgeoisie. The re-

55 56searches of Pierre Goubert , George Taylor and Cobban
corroborate that the tiers of 1789 consisted predominately of 
lawyers and petty functionaries rather than an entrepre­
neurial elite; that French commerce and industry had remained 
parochial until the late nineteenth century and had, in fact, 
been retarded by the Revolution. Mme. de Stael is in the cu­
rious position of confirming these findings in her narrative 
(recall that she spoke of numerous ffoule del administrative 
officers), yet ignoring them in her theoretical hypothoses.
Her role as an apologist of the tlera p;oea far to explain this 
discrepancy. Nevertheless Mme. de Stael's interpretation 
transcended her ideological purposes: thus she Implicated the 
tiers in the excesses of the Revolution (albeit in response 
to the intransigence of the privileged orders) and advocated 
compromise with the interests of the noblesse. This latter
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posture was logically precluded by her theory of class strug­
gle and can be explained only by reference to other levels of
her analysis. A related aspect of her thought   later to
be crystallized in Tocqueville's L'Anclen Regime et la Revo­
lution --  focused on the incompatibility between function
and privilege under the Old Regime and the concept of social 
"caste". If this has proven a fertile hypothesis for his­
torians, it has not survived the researches of modern schol-

57 58arship. The studies of Francois Bluche, Jean Egret, and
59Vivian Gruder all point to a high degree of social mobility

under the Old Regime, while Georges Lefebvre's Etudes 
60Orleanalses has discredited the theory of a parasitic 

nobility.
It was in terms of a third social group --  the

peuple --  that Mme. de Stael sought to explain the degen­
eration of the liberal ideals of 1789 into the despotism of
the Terror. She dated the ascendancy of the peuple as the 61October days of 1789, but held their actual reign to span 
the period from the Legislative Assembly through the Terror 
(a strategy which allowed her to claim the period 1788-1791 
as the heritage of bourgeois liberalism). Mme. de Stael1 s 
investigation of the long-term causes of the peuple's revo­
lution again led her to focus on the social organization of 
the Old Regime. Like the tiers and the privileged orders, 
the peuple shared certain social experiences which informed 
their mental outlook and subsequent course of action. Two 
such contributory causes were class alienation and economic 
oppression. The isolation of the peuple from the higher
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orders --  a consequence of the fragmented social structure
of the Old Regime --  generated feelings of helplessness and
resentment while Inhibiting all salutary motives of emula­
tion;

Les differentes classes de la soclete n'ayant presque 
point eu de relations entre elles en France, leur an­
tipathic mutuelle en etait plus fort ... Dans aucun pays les gentilshommes n'ont 4te aussi^strangers au 
reste de la nation; ils ne touchaient a la seconds 
classe que pour la fro laser* Ailleurs, une certaine 
bonhomie, des habitudes meme plus vulgaires, confondent 
davantage les homines bien qu'ils so lent l6galement 
s6par£s; mais l1Elegance de la noblesse francaise ac- 
croissait l'envie qu'elle inspirait. II etaxt aussi 
difficile d'imiter ses maniferes que d'obtenir ses pre­rogatives

To the effects of class isolation were added those of econom­
ic oppression. The peuple endured the brunt of royal taxa­
tion and feudal dues; they suffered keenly from dlsasterous 
economic policies which fueled inflation and created food 
shortages. The unrelenting struggle for mere subsistence
condemned the peuple to ignorance and brutalized their man-

64ners. As Necker had done before her, Mme. de Stael describ­
ed the mental attitude generated by the "culture of poverty"

65as marked by violence, jealousy and impatience. Hardened 
by indigence and militant in disposition, the peuple emerged 
as the driving force of the Terror.

Thus Mme. de Stael appears to have made an over­
whelming case for inevitability of the Terror* as well as 
scored a polemical victory by linking it to the oppressive 
policies of the Old Regime. Nonetheless her defense of the 
Revolution required that she portray the Terror as an aber­
ration rather than the logical outcome of the Revolution

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



400

itself. With this end in view, Mme. de Stael turned to ex­
amine the Terror's immediate causes. Aristocratic intran­
sigence prevented the consolidation of a constitutional 
monarchy during the early stages of the Revolution, paving 
the way for the ultimate disintegration of social and po­
litical stability. The emigration of the aristocracy in 
1791 deprived the regime of a needed buffer against mob vio­
lence. Most significantly, aristocratic prejudice pushed 
certain representatives of the tiers to assume increasingly 
radical postures (and hence to betray their "real" inter*- 
ests). This radicalized bourgeoisie became the prime 
agents in the development of the political consciousness 
of the masses. Lusting for personal power, Jacobin mem­
bers of the tiers orchestrated the spontaneous violence of 
the masses to their own political ends. They took no ad­
ministrative measures to alleviate the conditions of scar­
city that provoked popular violence, but fanned the fires 
of discontent with radical rhetoric.^ Drawing on the ideas 
of the utopian phllosophes, they translated the inarticu­
late resentment of the masses into a coherent set of de­
mands for political equality, social leveling and the re­
distribution of property. The Internal momentum of the 
Revolution also contributed to politicizing the masses.
With each outburst of popular violence, the peuple grew 
more secure in their strength and conscious of their shared 
objectives. It is noteworthy that Mme. de Stael vacillated 
between portraying the terror as the political triumph of 
the masses and recognizing it as the reign of self-serving
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politicians who duped the masses into carrying them to power:

Le regne de la Terreur doit'etre uniquement attribue 
aux principes de la tyranniej on les y retrouve tout entiers* Les formes populaires adoptees par ce 
gouvernement n*6taient qu’une sorte de ceremonial qui convenait a ces despotes farouches; male les membres 
du comite de salut public professalent a la tribune meme le code du machlavelisme, c'est-a-dire le 
pouvoir fonde sur 1'avilissement des hommes ‘

This Interpretation of the Terror transcended Mme. de Stael's 
ideological aims to draw upon her political concept of 
"despotism - tyranny". Thus she explained the emergence of 
the Thermidorian republic in terms of the inherent instabil­
ity of the despotic regime. Thermidor reaffirmed the bour­
geois principles of 1798, but for reasons extensively exam­
ined in chapter IV failed to survive the ascendancy of 
Napoleon.

Mme. de Stael*s account of the revolution of 1792- 
1795 offers striking grounds for comparison and contrast 
with the analyses of Tocqueville and Marx. Against Tocque- 
ville's thesis that the economic conditions of the peuple 
had been on the upgrade under the Old Regime, Mme. de Stael 
anticipated a Marxian perspective in her emphasis on the 
link between indigence and revolution. For his hypothesis 
on the noxious effects of class isolation, however, Tocque- 
vllle was clearly in her debt. With regard to the events 
of the period, Mme. de Stael joined with Marx in focusing 
on the pivotal role of the masses. And despite the dispar­
ate philosophies of progress held by the two thinkers, both 
attributed the violence of the Terror to Robespierre's 
anachronistic misreading of history.*^
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Recent scholarship centering on the events of the 

Terror points up both the strengths and weakness of Mme. de
Stael's account. Again her unit of class analysis   the
peuple -- proves overfull: it fails to discriminate among
such diverse groups as the rural peasantry, the urban poor, 
artisan, small shopkeepers, the indigent, etc. The signi­
ficance of these distinctions has been painstakingly demon-

69strated by historians like Cobban and Olwen Hufton. A
related problems concern Mme. de Stael's attempt to estab­
lish a link between pauperization and revolution: studies 
have revealed the sans-coulottes as predominately artisans
and shopkeepers --  men of moderate means, not to be equated

70 „ ,with the poor or Indigent. If Mme. de Stael s deceptively
simple characterization of the peuple can be explained in 
terms of her Ideological objectives, much of her analysis 
remained remarkably innocent of social bias. Thus she ac­
knowledged the leadership of the Jacobins to be drawn from 
the ranks of the tiers. She recognized the discrepancy be- 
teewn the civic ideals professed by the Jacobin elite and 
the realities of their dictatorial power. This insight, 
combined with her theory of the progressive crystallization 

the peuple*s political consciousness during the course
of the Revolution, prefigured Albert Soboul's most corapel- 

71ling thesis. Her emphasis on the cultural and psycho­
logical aspects of poverty —  an emphasis also found in 
Necker —  anticipated the contemporary research of Cheva­
lier,^ K aplow ,73 and Rude.^
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Politics and Constitutions:
In his essay "Political vs. Soical Interpretations of 

the French Revolution," Alfred Cobban draws a useful distinc­
tion between those historians who view the Revolution as a 
struggle for political power and those who perceive it pri­
marily in sociological terms. This discrimination is of 
capital importance to the understanding of Mme. de Stael, who 
patently availed herself of both analytical perspectives. 
Within the pages of the Considerations are thus to be found 
curiously discrepant hypotheses: whereas Mme. de Stael's
sociological interpretation of the Revolution of 1789 pitted 
the noblesse against the tiers, her political interpretation 
emphasized their congruent interests in curbing the power 
of the Crown. Her contrast between feudal and bourgeois 
society gave way to an analysis of the political transition 
from an absolutist to a constitutionalist order. To be sure, 
the two levels of analysis cannot be neatly separated since 
Mme. de Stael insisted upon the close interrelationship be­
tween politics and society. Nonetheless she recognized that 
categories of social analysis were insufficient to explain 
political allegiances: the noblesse comprised liberal con­
stitutionalists as well as reactionaries; the tiers in­
cluded in its ranks radical egalitarians as well as moder­
ate liberals. In the present section I shall be investi­
gating those areas of concern to Mme. de Stael in her ca­
pacity as a political analyst of revolution. Central to my 
discussion will be the character of political absolutism
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under the Old Regime, the nature of resistance to it, and the 
problems of constitution-making under the succeeding stages 
of the Revolution,,

Two factors, in Mme. de Stael's view, accounted for both 
the strength and fatal weakness of the Old Regime. The 
first she held to be state centralization. The administra­
tion of France had effectively come into the hands of a small
number of Intendants directly responsible to the King's minis- 

7cters in Paris.'J Correlative with this development was the 
imposition of administrative uniformity; a proliferating 
bureaucracy penetrated into the various spheres of prolif­
erating bureaucracy penetrated into the various spheres of 
provincial life gradually extinguishing all vestiges of lo­
cal diversity.'^ Paris emerged as the dominant metropolis 
of the nation. Mme. de Stael assessed these developments
with a dialectician's sense of paradox. Rehearsing the argu- 

77ments of the these royale, she appreciated the role of 
state centralization in the political recruitment of new 
social forces (the tiers) and the transition to modernity.^® 
Yet she also perceived that these circumstances proved fatal 
to the system that gave them birth. The tiers became con­
scious of their esstential interest in the achievement of 
free decentralized Institutions and representative govern­
ment. Mme. de Stael did not carry these insights as far as 
they would later be taken by Tocqueville. For example while 
she noted a correlation between the growth of Paris and re­
volutionary instability, it was the presence of the sristo- 
cracy rather than the urban poor that she stressed;

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



405

Une autre cause des malheurs de la revolution, c'est la 
prodigieuse Influence de Paris sur la France. Or l'eta- 
blissement des administrations provinciales devait di- 
minuer l1ascendant de la capitale sur tous les points 
du royaume; car les grands proprietaries, interesses 
pas les affaires dont ils se seraient meles chez eux, 
aurait eu un motif pour quitter Paris et vivre dans leurs terres. 79

The Old Regime's formula for absolutism coupled ad­
ministrative coupled administrative centralization with the 
absence of constitutional controls. To the question posed 
in chapter XI, "Y avait-il une constitution en France avant 
la revolution?" Mme. de Stael responded negatively. A con­
stitution —  implying the presence of fixed restraints on 
the exercise of power, settled political procedures, and a 
system of legal guarentees protecting the rights of citizens -- 
was demonstrably not in effect under the Old Regime. First, 
there was no consensus with regard to the powers possessed 
by the various governmental organs and corporate bodies.
The political system was characterized instead by an anarchy 
of competing claims and disparate procedures:

Quoi qu'il^soit, il n'est aucune loi, meme fonamentale, 
qui n'alt ete disjjutee dans un siecle quelconque; II 
n'est rien qui n'ete l'objet d'oplnions opposees. Les 
rois ^talent-ils ou non legislateurs du royaume, et 
pouvaient-ils ou non lever^des impots de leur propre raouvement?... ou bien les etats glneraux etaient-lls 
les representants du peuple a qui seuls appartint ce 
droit de consentir les subsides? ... Quelle etait la 
puissance politique des parlements ...,®°

Second, those institutions created as checks on royal power,
the parlements and etats-generaux, had been emasculated by
the Grown. The claim of the etats-generaux to sanction
the levying of taxes was contested by the King, with the
result that it was convened infrequently®1 and lacked
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fixed precedents. As for the parlements which "semblaient 
done destines a servir de limites habituelles a l1autorite 
de rois,"®2 they could be silenced by the Grown by the pro­
cess of lit de .justice. Whatever power the parlements did 
exert was directed against all initiatives towards rational 
reform, such as Necker's program for the creation of pro­
vincial assemblies.®-^ Because no clearly defined rights re­
stricted the powers of the Grown, no rights could be con­
sidered secure. All members of society, including the 
noblesse, were dependent for their protection upon the dis­
position of the King:

Etaient-ce les nobles qui avaient des privileges, ex­
cept e celul de payer mo ins d'impcits? Encore un rol 
despote pcuvait-il l'abolir. II n'existait pas un 
droit politique quelconque dont la noblesse put ou dtrt se vanter ... 84

Arbitrary and oppressive rule were inherent features of the
system:

Les individus prevenua de crime d'Etat ont ete pres- 
que tous soustraits a leurs juges naturels ... Le 
code de terreur contre les protestants, les supplices 
cruels et la torture, ont subs iste Jusqu'a la revolu­tion ...85

The Old Regime, Mme. de Stael concluded, collapsed under the 
weight of its own irregularities. Both the nobility and the 
tlers launched attacks on it, each seeking security, yet 
each seeking it in a different form.

Mme. de Stael's recognition that the Revolution 
began as an aristocractic uprising —  the parlements1 cam­
paign against the monarchy —  was not unrealted to her po­
lemical objective of implicating the reactionary nobility in 
the VBry events they professed to abhor. In this instance,
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however, her partisan motives served to enrich rather than 
disfigures her analysis. She called attention to the parle­
ments 1 stance in defense of feudal privilege against all mi- 

86nisterial efforts for reform. She cited the subversive in­
consistencies in parlementary remonstrances which simultane­
ously recognized the absolute sovereignty of the Crown and 
the authority of the Feudal Constitution which empowered the 
parlements as guardians of France's fundamental laws.®^ She 
appreciated the parlements' role in propegatlng the idea of 
popular sovereignty,®® yet ridiculed their pretention to 
represent the national wlll.®9 The function of national re­
presentation devolved, she argued, on the etats-generaux
owing to Phillipe le Bel's introduction of "les deputes de 

v 90la nation comme troisieme ordre. The demands of the tiers, 
politicized through the struggle between the Crown and the 
aristocracy, were thus also grounded in the doctrine of a 
historic constitution. From this standpoint, Mme. de Stael's 
characterization of 1789 i3 significant: "La revolution de 
1789 n'a done eu pour but que de regulariser les limites

s 11Q1qui, de tout temps, ont existe en France. Indeed it 
bears out the findings of George Taylor who recently sub­
jected Tocqueville's thesis on the relationship of the En­
lightenment to the Revolution to empirical analysis. His 
survey of the cahlers de doleances written by the electoral 
assemblies in February, March and April of 1789 revealed no 
appeals to the abstract principles cited by Tocqueville, 
but rather demands for the restoration of the fundamental
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laws embodied In the historic constitution. Mme. de Stael's 
discussion of the bearing of the Enlightenment on the Re­
volution -- pivoting on a distinction between the "em- 
piricitM phllosophes whose spirit presided over the events 
of 1789 and the "abstract rationalists" of 1792 —  is com­
patible with this account and avoids the pitfalls of Toc­
queville' s analysis.

Recollections of abuse under the Old Regime came to 
affect the character of political behavior subsequent to 
1789, and transformed a juridical into a violent revolution. 
The actions of the King during the period of the etats- 
generaux bore the imprint of a tradition of arbitrariness 
and inconsistency. He vascillated between acquiescence to 
the reforms demanded by the constitutionalists and resistance, 
either in the form of open hostility or covert duplicity.93 
Instead of placing himself at the head of the juridical re­
volution (i.e. following Necker's proposals for the estab­
lishment of a constitutional monarchy of the English type), 
he allowed himself to be advised those members of the aris­
tocracy who now saw their interests to lie with the absolute 
prerogatives of the King.^ Louis XVI continued the tradi­
tion of government by conspiracy by duplicating his ministry 
with a secret council of courtiers that paralleled the func­
tions of the official body, but remained hidden from public 
s c r u t i n y H i s  secretive machinations produced an atmo­
sphere charged with rumor and innuendo.

If the politics of the Old Regime shaped the be­
havior of the absolutists, it was no less a determinant of
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the actions of the remainder of the nation. Ancient abuses 
defined the quality of subsequent politics. The novelty, 
of the political arena engendered utopian expectations of 
reform; recollections of oppression provoked varying, pro­
gressively radical degrees of reaction. The rigidity of 
political intelligence was reflected in the various consti­
tutions enacted during the revolutionary era. Each document, 
embodying the dominant suspicions of the period, perpetuated 
rather than remedied the imperfections of the past.

At no stage of the Revolution could agreement be
reached on the nature of legitmate political arrangements
and values. Illustrative of this point was the broad range
of political postures maintained by deputies of the National
Assembly. Absolutists adhered to the doctrine of divine
right; moderates espoused a constitutional monarchy modeled
on England; the remainder of the deputies "se divisait en
quatre sections, dont on pouvait aisement saisir les dif- 

,,96ferences. The spirit of distrust and instransigence
fomentted under the Old Regime carried over into the early
stages of the Revolution:

... la division des partis amena malheureuseraent la 
confusion des pouvoirs. La defiance qu1excitaient les 
intentions du rol ... em^echa qu'on ne lui donnat les 
moyens n^cessaire pour retabllr l'ordre, et les chefs 
de l'Asserablee ne combattirent point cette defiance...'

A second factor influencing the politics of the National
Assembly was the novelty of the political process to its
participants. Because the Old Regime failed to engage the
invblvement of Its subjects, their newly acquired power
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proved an Intoxicant:
Songez, a ce que doivent etre les hommes qui, n'ayant 
jamais exerce aucune droit politique, se trouvent tout 
a coup en possession d'une jouissance funeste a tous les individus, le pouvoir sans bornes ... il seront 
longtemps avant de connaltre la theorie de la liberte, 
si simple quand on est ne dans un pays ou les lois et les moeurs vous l'enseignent ...9°

The deputies lack of practical political experience also ex­
plained their attraction to utopian ideals:

Pendant que la France avait a cralndre la famine et la 
banquerote, les deputes pronon$aient des di3cours dans 
lesquels ils disaient que chaque homine tient de la na­
ture le droit et le desir d'etre heureux ... et d'autres 
verite's philosophiques faite3 pour etre discutees dans 
les livres, et non au milieu des assemblies ...59

The Constitution of 1791, the product of the National 
Assembly, bore the scars and perpetuated the conflicts of the 
process which gave it birth. Its provisions for a single­
chambered legislature and a weak suspensive veto for the 
King were the issue of a wholesale reaction against the past, 
rather than a judicious sorting out of historical experience. 
The creation of a Chamber of Peers would have "chang^Gla no­
blesse conquerante en magistrature patricienne."100 Yet it 
was opposed both by the absolutists "dans l'espoir d'amener 
le bien par l'exces du mal"^0'*' as well as by the parti popu- 
laire, Incapable of perceiving the political benefits of a 
traditional body. Similarly, the question of the veto 
was decided by the fears of the public and the vanity of the 
deputies which fed on the accolades of the gallery:

Le veto qu'on devait lul accorder serait-il suspensif 
ou absolu? Ce mot absolu retentissait aux orellles 
du vulgaire comme s'il avait ete question de despotisme, 
et I'on vit comraencer la funeste influence des cris 
du peuple sur les decisions des hommes eclalres ...^02
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The Immoderate reaction against the past contained more than 
a taste of former arbitrariness: the creation of a constitu­
tional clergy was needlessly severe; the stripping of the 
King's prerogatives, indiscriminate. Apart from these cri­
ticisms of the Constitution of 1789, Mme. de Stael found 
much to praise in the work of the Legislative Assembly. Its 
protection of civil liberties, administrative and judicial 
reforms, and the establishment of the National Guard stood 
as crowning achievements of the era and manifestations of the 
"true" spirit of the Revolution.

Mme. de Stael's defense of the Revolution ended 
with the dissolution of the National Assembly; her treatment 
of the Revolution's succeeding phases was increasingly marked 
by polemical invective. The Legislative Assembly gave full 
expression to the radical propensities already in evidence 
during the early stages of the Revolution. Under its aus­
pices the reaction against the Old Regime came full circle: 
if the Old Regime had lacked a constitution, political events 
were now being shaped by the proliferation of extra-constitu­
tional clubs; if the Old Regime had been arbitrary in its 
methods, the decrees of the Legislative Assembly evidenced an 
analogous disregard for fixed legal procedures:

L'assembles constituante ne persecuta jamais ni les in- 
dividus, ni les classes, mai3 1'Assembles suivante ne fit que des decrets de circonstances.. .■*•07 On livrait 
1'existence d'un citoyen a deŝ  denonciations qui port- 
aient sur les opinions presumees.^ Que craint-on du 
despotisms, si ce n'est un tel decret?

Mme. de Stael disposed quickly of the Terror, "Nous passer-
ons le plus rapidement qu'il nous sera possible sur cette
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crise affreuse Her observation, "Le gouvemement
ressemblait a l'affreux instrument qui donnait la mort: on 
y voyalt la hache plutot que la main qui la faisalt mou- 
voir"110 strategically recalled de Maistre's striking meta­
phor of the government as guillotine, thus attesting to her 
own repudiation of the Revolution's excesses. Partisan po­
lemics also contributed to her confused portrait of the 
Terror as an anachronistic experiment in classical democracy, 
an old-fashioned despotism masquerading as a republic, and 
a qualitatively new form of despotic.rule.

Thus Mme. de Stael's analysis of the political reali­
ties of the revolution was frequently muddied by ideological 
distortion and intellectual confusion. Ambiguities plagued 
not only her treatment of the Terror, but also her portrait 
of the Old Regime and her account of the political aims of 
1789. On the one hand, the Old regime was presented as a 
rational and modernizing order, while on the other, it was 
depicted as an arbitrary absolutism of byzantine complexi­
ties. The political objectives of 1789 were interchangably 
equated with the restoration of the ancient French consti­
tution, the establishment of the Englidi constitution and 
the implementation of the proposals of the "moderate" phllo- 
sophes. Nonetheless Mme. de Stael merits praise for her 
sensitivity to the ^evolution as a political a3 well as a 
social phenomena, for her refusal to reduce political be­
havior to a function of social class (although she was not 
wholly innocent of this charge). Nor did Mme. de Stael's
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partisan desire to vindicate the revolution of 1789-91 blind 
her to its failures. She correctly perceived the unwitting 
role of the revolte noblliare in initiating the Revolution. 
Her insistence on the conservative character of demands for 
reform in 1789 corroborate the findings of recent scholar­
ship. Among the first to appreciate the dialectic of 
modernization and revolution. Mme. de Stael also explored 
the revolutionary consequences of political oppression. Be­
fore Tocqueville, she applied the categories of civic human­
ism (i.e. her discussion of the absence of public spaces 
under the Old Regime) to explain the radicalization of revo­
lutionary movements.

Great Men:
I have thus far examined Mme. de Stael's analysis 

of the French Revolution from a number of perspectives rang­
ing from an abstract theory of progress to a failure of po­
litics within a particular collectivity. Throughout these 
discussions, the status- of the individual actor has been 
explicitly subordinated to historical reason"̂ '*' or implicit­
ly embraced by a suprapersonal unit of analysis such as na­
tional character or social class. Yet in face of evidence 
to the contrary, the role of the Individual actor figured 
prominently in Mme. de Stael's interpretation of the Revolu­
tion. As often as she took the position that great men were 
the instruments of still greater forces, she also insisted 
that all depended on particular decisions of certain key 
individuals at contingent historical moments:
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La philosophie commune se plait a croire que tout ce 
qui est arrive etait inevitable: mais k quo! servir- 
aient done la raison et la liberte' de l'homrae, si sa 
volonte a si visiblement accompli? H 2

Mme. de Stael's choice of expression in the Considerations 
presupposed man's ability to chose, to shape history and to 
bear the responsibilities for its failures; hence the ap­
pearance of such phrases as "if he only had" or "he ought 
to have." Her frequent allusions to the errors and faults 
of statesmen^^ were irreconcilable with a mode of thought 
assumed men to be the passive instruments of historical 
reason. Her several chapters devoted to characterizing the 
leading figures of the Revolution further attest to her 
appreciation of the unique role of the individual.

From this perspective, the Revolution was to be ex­
plained in terms of the wise counsels, evil designs and 
distinctive policies of its leaders. The Revolution had 
its roster of heros and villians. Malesherbes ranked among 
the former:

M. de Malsherbes voulait le retablissement de 1'edict 
de Henri IV en faveur des protestans, 1'abolition des 
lettres de cachet, et la suppression de la censure ...
II y a plus de quarante ann6es que M. de Malsherbes 
soutenalt cette doctrine; il aurait suffi de I1adopter 
alors pour preparer par les lumieres ce qu’il a fallu 
depuis ceder a la violence...

But pride of place in Mme. de Stael's pantheon was predict­
ably reserved for Necker, whose programs of financial and 
administrative reform would have consolidated the Revolu­
tion's gains without recourse to violence. The King, in a 
position to implement Necker's proposals, bore ultimate re­
sponsibility for their defeat, although his motives were
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Ill-founded rather than base: '

Le rol ... avait toutes les vertus necessaires pour 
etre un monarque constitutionnel ... Mais quoiqu'il 
eut beaucoup d'instruction et qu'll lut surtout avec 
intdret les historiens anglais, le descendant de 
Louis XVI avait de la peine a se departir de la 
doctrine du droit divin ... H 5

The truly villainous were those who, acting exclusively out 
of self interest, guided the Revolution along its ever more 
radical course. Included in this rogues' gallery were 
Galonne ("aucun homme en particuller ne peut £tre considere 
comme l1auteur de la revolution de France; mais si l1on 
voulait s'en prendre a un individu d'un evenement seculaire, 
ce serait les fautes de M. Galonne qu'il faudrait en ac­
cuser" Mirabeau,^^ and Robespierre.^®

If this angle of approach is inherently incompatible 
with the perspectives previously explored, its presence in 
Mme. de Stael's treatise may nonetheless be explained. From 
a partisan standpoint, it mirrored the conservatives' rloy
of singling, out for attack specific leading "criminals" of 

119the Revolution. With Necker a favorite target of abuse, 
Mme. de Stael sought to vindicate her father by shifting 
the stigma of responsibility for the Revolution's excesses 
to his political enemies. The tactic often inspired outra­
geous moralizing:

On diralt qu'a toutes epoques de 1'histoire il y a 
des personnages qu'on peut considerer comme les re- 
presentants du bon et du mauvais principe ... tels 
furent M. Necker et Mirabeau en France ...I20

Philosophically, the Revolution seen as the assertion of
individual wills was compatible with Mme. de Stael's liberal
emphasis on human freedom and autonomy. Indeed the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



416

tension between individual and suprapersonal levels of 
analysis proved a recurrent feature in liberal interpreta­
tions of the Revolution. Commenting on L1 Anclen Rep;ime et 
la Revolution, Raymond Aron observed, "There is, in Tocque­
ville, one level on which the necessity of historical move­
ment appears and another level on which we rediscover the 
role of men."'1’2'*' It remained, however, for Romantics like 
Carlyle to pay the revolutionary hero his highest tribute 
as the master of history.

Passions:
The psychological dimensions of the Revolution pro­

vided the focus for Arne, de Stael's 1796 essay, De 11 in­
fluence des passions. Her later works drew upon its in­
sights, but for its analytical dissection of the revolu­
tionary mentallte it remains unsurpassed in her oeuvre.
The attempt to relate revolutionary activity to a partticu- 
lar frame of mind may be viewed as an extension of Montes­
quieu's concept of principle. Whereas her mentor set out 
to identify the sustaining passions of stable political 
orders, Mme. de btael adapted his category of analysis to 
diagnose the complementary phenomenon of revolutionary 
change. The psychological propellant of revolution, as 
indicated in the title of her essay, was passion. In its 
broadest sense, passion referred to an uncontrollable, in­
satiable and obessive impulse: "cette force impulsive qui
entraine l'homme independamment de sa volonte."1^  Thus 
Mme. de Stall's interpretation of the Revolution lncor-
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porated yet another Irreconcilable angle of approach: by
her focus on the passions, she implicitly denied the ef­
ficacy of human will (central to her "great men" theory) as
well as the motive of class interest. The passions led men 

123to misperceive their interests and effectively blurred 
class distinctions: "Les passions rendent les hommes sem- 
blables entre eux, comme la fievre jette dans le meme etat 
des temperamens divers .

It was to explain the extremist propensities of the 
Revolution that Mme. de btael constructed her theory of the 
passions. She explicitly denied Its applicability, to the 
events of 1789 (her reference is to'Vanity" but her argu­
ment applied across the board):

Je n’appellerai point vanite le mouvement qui a porte 
vignt-qjuatre millions d*hommes a ne pas vouloir des 
privileges de deux cent milles; c'est la raison qui 
est soulevee, c'est la nature qui a repris son ni­veau ,.. 125

Within the compass of her inquiry, she Included . both the 
revolutionary elite and the masses; she presented a psy­
chological anatomy of extremism seen "from above" and "from 
below." This mode of approach was patently tendentious 
given the association of passion with intransigent extrem­
ism and Mme. de Btael's own commitment to "conciliatory 
politics" founded the moderate sentiments of natural vir­
tue and self-interest. Her repudiation of the passions 
finalized the evolving break with the Cartesian view of 
passion as the essential principle of all human action.'1'2  ̂
By his rehabilitation of the passions from the stigma of
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Christian theology, Descartes inspired philosophes like 
Diderot to champion passion as the indispensable Impetus 
of man's highest achievements ("II n'y a que les passions
et les grands passions qui puisaent elever l'ame aux grandes

127choses ). Yet this claim was founded on a conceptual mud­
dle which conflated passion with sensibllite' and emotion.
As the eighteenth century drew on, the passions came to be 
more narrowly defined as violent impulses distinguished from 
the benign sentiments of compassion and virtue. The prompt­
ings of nature were never abandoned as a guide, but nature's 
message grew increasingly complex: if man continued to
seek felicity, his passions were now considered inimical to 
its attainment. Diderot's mature writings12® reflected this 
transformation, which was to receive its fullest expression 
in De 1'Influence des pass ions. Thus Mme. de Stael refused 
to equate the intense but ephemeral pleasures afforded by 
the passions with true bonheur, whether conceived as ma­
terial well-being or melancholy satisfaction: "les passions., 
voila le veritable obstacle au bonheur individuel."12  ̂The 
apotheosis of passion as a destructive force came with its 
enlistment as the psychological mainspring of revolution.

Mme. de Sta&l identified six passions that speci­
fically contributed to the radical course of the Revolution. 
To vanity —  the obsessive need to "faire effet" —  she at­
tributed the demogogic appeals of the deputies and the 
frustration of political compromise:

... 1'introduction des spectateurs dans la salle des
deliberations a suffi seule pour changer la direction
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des affaires en France. D'abord on n'accordoit aux 
applaudlssemens que des phrases; bientot, pour ob- 
tenir ces applaudlssemens, on a cede^des principes, 
propose des decrets, approuve' jusqu'a crimes

As distinguished from glory, dependent upon the approval 
of public opinion, ambition had power as its sole objective, 
"c'est a dire le droit d'influer sur les pensees exterl- 
eures et d'etre loue" partout ou l'on comrnande."*'^ For the 
ambitious, success required tactical flexibility and agres- 
siveness coupled with a sensitivity to the shifting moods 
of the masses. Grime, frequently a means to the satisfac­
tion of other passions, became an end in itself for the ra­
dical leaders of the Revolution who practiced cruelty with­
out limit for its own sake. The passion was an expression 
of man's most perverse nature:

C'e3t une sensation physique transportee dans l'ordre 
morale, et meme cette frenesie se^manifeste assez or- 
dinairement par des symptomes exterieures. Robes­
pierre et la plupart de ses complices avoient har- 
bituellement des^mouvemens convulsifs dans les 
mains, dans la tete; on vovoit en eux 1'agitation 
d'un constant effort ... 132

The two passions ascribed specifically to the masses were
envy and vengence. Of the former, Mme. de 3tael wrote,
"l'envie prend sa source dans ce terrible sentiment de
l'homrae qui lui rend odieux le spectacle du bonheur qu'il
ne possede pas, et lui feroit preferer l'egalite de l'en-
fer aux graditions dans la paradis\ ^ > this theme was later 

, 134echoed in the Considerations. Vengence, on the other 
hand, was related to justice in that it issued as a response 
to poverty and oppression.Political fanaticism (1* es­
prit de parti) held in thrall all extremists of the Revolu­
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tion and counterrevolution. Mma. de Stael described it as
a modern secular equivalent of religious fanaticism.^ 6

L?esprit de parti eat une sorte de freneie de l'ame 
qui ne tient point a la nature de son objet. C'est 
ne plus voir qu'une idee, lul rapporter tout, et 
n'apercevolr que ce qui peut s'y reunir. 137

It was the passion most intimately tied to revolution:
II faut avoir vecu contemporain d'une revolution 
religieuse ou politique, pour savoir quelle eat 
la force de cette passion. Elle est la seule 
dont la puissance ne se demontre pas egalement dans tous les temps et dans tous les pays ...138

Political fanaticism differed markedly from the other pas­
sions examined. Purity of doctrine, a fundamental element 
in l1esprit de parti, played no role in ambition which re­
quired ideological flexibility, nor in passions like crime 
or envy rooted in blind instinct. The fanatic's claim to 
moral superiority found no equivalent in the other passions. 
Political fanaticism was further distinguished from ambi& 
tion by an unconcern with practical political realities; 
to fanaticism, lime, de Stael ascribed the self-defeating

139policies of the absolutists in the Constituent Assembly.
The weaknesses of Mme. de Stael's analysis of the 

passions are not difficult to discern. Her psychological 
anatomy of extremism relied on framework that was crude, 
tendentious and logically Inconsistent. She defined pas­
sion as an overwhelming obsessive impulse, and then pro­
ceded to ascribe several distinct passions to a single in­
dividual, How, for example, could Robespierre be motivated 
by crime, ambition and partisan spirit when these passions 
were by definition mutually incompatible? Her analysis
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was openly disfigured by partisan apologetics; hence her 

qualitative distinction between the generous sentiments 

rallying the crowds to Necker in 1789 ("Le3 esprits etaient 

exaltes, mais il n'y avaient encore rien que de bon dans 

les ames")^^ and the sinister passions rallying them to 

Robespierre in 1793.

For all its problems, Mme. de Stael‘s analysis of 

the passions ought not to be dismissed. It was valuable 
as an attempt to adapt Montesquieu's analytical tools to 

a revolutionary context. Through this framework, Mme. de 
StaSl sought to come to grips with the irrational forces of 

her era without invoking the metaphysical explanations of 

reactionaries like de i-iaistre. Her focus on the passions 

had a profound impact on future revolutionary historio­

graphy; the role of the passions figured prominently in the 

works of thinkers as disparate as Taine and St, Simon.

And if Mme. de Stael's inquiry fell considerably short of 

the sophisticated research of modern historians like Rude 

and Cobb, she shared with them the conviction that the 

psychological dimension of the Revolution was worthy of 

investigation.
*  #  #

Mme. de Stael'a treatment of the French Revolution 

commands attention on a variety of levels. As a polemicist, 

she bequeathed a strategic legacy to the Restoration liber­
als. Her defense of the original aims of the Revolution 

and "balanced" interpretation of events informed the works
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of Guizot, Royer-Collard and others. Her dual role as an 
apologist for the tiers and the noblesse contributed to 
tensions in her analysis, while her portrait of the Revolu­
tion as the political triumph of the tiers gave a bia3 to 
historical studies that continues to the present. The 
multiple dimensions of Mme. de Stael*s analysis attest not 
only to her confusion, but also reveal a deep sensitivity 
to the complexities of history. She raised questions cen­
tral to the concept of revolution: Gan revolution be
treated as a conceptual entity? 13 it essentially creative 
or destructive? Does it inaugurate a new order, or merely 
restore or adapt an old? What spheres of society does it 
effect? What constitutes its motive forces. She called 
attention to the role of the intellectual as revolutionary, 
to the subversive contradiction between social function 
and privilege, and to the civic humanist and the 
constitutionalist dimensions of revolution. To be sure, 
these and other themes were to be more vigorously expounded 
subsequent thinkers, yet Mme. de Stael*s contribution to 
their crystallization ought neither to be deprecated nor 
underestimated.
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C0NCLU3 ION

The history of Staelian scholarship has been charac­
terized by a marked imbalance: as a literary figure Mme, de
Sta&l had consistently engaged critical attention, while as 
a political thinker she has aroused little Interest. The 
reasons for the relative neglect of her political thought are 
easily discerned; she paid little heed to the formal demands 
of logical consistency and much attention to the strategic 
imperatives of partisan politics. It has been the premise of 
this dissertation that these qualities do not preclude taking 
Mme. de Stael seriously as a political theorist. To perceive 
her ambivalences simply as the product of a spontaneous and 
undisciplined mind is to underestimate her acute sensitivity 
to the complex traditions of theorizing that she self-con­
sciously sought to accommodate, synthesize or transform.
Her profound intellectual predicament as a figure at the 
cross-roads of eighteenth and nineteenth century cultures 
cannot fail to be obscured by facile assessments such as that 
of Guy de la Batut:

L'esprit liberal qui l'anima etait aussi un sentiment 
pour elle, plutot que l'effet d'un Jugement raisonn% 
et precis; il lui permit bien souvent de donner libre 
cours a sa senslbilite ..•■*-

Not the least valuable aspect of Mme. de Stael's political
thought is its bold communication of the Intellectual ten-
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a ions which characterized her age. From an opposing perspec­
tive, knowledge of the theoretical traditions that nourished 
Mme. de Stael’s work serves to caution against overestimating 
the originality of her contributions: this study has exposed
the difficulties with Stanley Mellon's claim that she "dis­
covered" the historical dimensions of liberal politics, as 
well as the problems with Steven Golln's attempt to rank her 
a precursor of socialist realism. If Mme. de Stael's achieve­
ments as a theorist were, in fact, more modest, they nonethe­
less establish a compelling claim on our attentions.

Throughout the course of her career, Mme. de Stael 
addressed many of the perennial questions of political theory: 
Vv’hat is the character of the common good? What are the con­
ditions of political stability? What are the respective 
claims of public and private life? What are the mechanisms of 
social and political change? What is the relation of history 
to politics? Mme. de Stael's answers to these queries were 
often riddled with contradictions, yet the richness of her 
arguments and the suggestiveness of her hypotheses more than 
compensated for her theoretical fallings. Her exploration of 
the concept of historical progress illuminated its manifold 
dimensions, reassessed its implications for the realm of 
literature, and advanced the theory that modernity, domes­
ticity and a valuation of negative liberty were inextricably 
linked. Moreover she was among the first to perceive that 
the Instruments of progress could be perverted to exploit 
rather than to perfect mankind. As a political sociologist,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



432

Mme. de Stael sought to adapt Montesquieu's model of a free 
society to the post-Revolutionary era. She shared with her 
master a methodological apparatus societal in scope, along 
with a conviction that the demands of political citizenship 
must he reconciled with the claims of self-interest. Her 
depiction of the "public" and "private" aspects of such in­
stitutions of the national debt and the hereditary monarchy 
ingeniously symbolized her complex vision of a free society. 
Her attempt to chart a middle course between the extremes of 
reaction and radical revolution directly fed the stream of 
.1uste-mllleu theorizing under the Restoration. Her portrait 
of Napoleonic despotism was among the first to emphasize the 
specifically modem attributes of that political type. The 
Considerations sur la Revolution francaise displayed Mme. 
de Stael's keen appreciation of the complexities of histori­
cal evaluation, as well as contained fertile hypotheses on 
the nature of revolutionary change. Her studies of Italy, 
Germany, and Russia provoked widespread intellectual contro­
versy and debate. While the tensions in her theoretical per­
spective gave early expression to many of the dominant strands 
of nineteenth century thought: liberalism, positivism, ideal­
ism, romanticism and historicism.

Mme. de Stael's sexual self-consciousness contributed 
much to the originality of her hypotheses, yet also led to 
the narrowing of her intellectual vision. Its positive in­
fluence on her thought may be seen in her focus on the woman- 
centered household as an instrument of historical progress; 
her emphasis on the woman's role in the development of certain
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literary genres; her association of domesticity with free po­
litical Institutions; and her sensitivity to the "tyranny" of 
social pressure on the superior woman. Although an advocate 
of social reform, Mme. de Stael rebelled against the "radical" 
feminism of Condorcet or Wollstonecraft. Her concern for in­
dividual self-expression was generally confined to the woman 
of superior talents, and she explicitly rejected arguments 
for the extension of the suffrage. Because the woman's do­
mestic role served as the cornerstone of her liberal sociology, 
Mme. de Stael could not advance beyond a narrowly elitist 
form wf feminism.

Finally, Mme. de Sta^l merits recognition as the pre­
cursor of a new political type: the intellectual engage.
Not only did she pursue a political career and enjoy a highly 
visible public profile, but she consciously reflected on her 
role and reserved an eminent place for the politically com­
mitted intellectual in her ideal society. I have examined 
at length how her sensitivity to the newly emergent force 
of public opinion and the exigencies of practical politics 
figured in her writings. Under the Restoration, this new 
breed of scholar-activist would flourish.

If elements of Mme. de Stael1s political vision have 
not survived the twentieth century, there still remains much 
that is vital in her legacy. This dissertation has at­
tempted to uncover the enduring strands in her thought, and 
claim for her a modest but secure place in the history of 
political philosophy.
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NOTES

1-Talma, Correspondance avec Mme. de Stael. ed. by- 
Guy de la Batut (Paris: Editions Montaigne, 1928), p. 16.
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