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NICOLAS DE CARITAT, MARQUIS
DE CONDORCET (1743—-1794)

Simona Pisanelli

Jean-Marie Antoine Nicolas de Caritat, marquis de Condorcet (1743—1794) is
one of the most important exponents of the French Enlightenment. A noble-
man by birth, fatherless from his earliest years and brought up by his mother
to pursue a career in the Church, Condorcet chose a completely different
path. His early, yet extraordinary, knowledge of mathematics made him one of
the youngest members, then permanent secretary, of the Académie des Sciences
and one of the most brilliant visitors to Madame Lespinasse’s salon, known as
the “laboratory of the Encylopaedia.” Here he was taken under the protective
wing of Jean Baptiste Le Rond d’Alembert and met Anne Robert Jacques Tur-
got. When the latter became Contréleur Général des Finances (1774—1776), he
wanted Condorcet at his side as Inspecteur Général de la Monnaie (1774-1791)
and with him drew up several social reform projects, which were only partially
implemented.

Atfter resigning from his role as commissioner of the State Treasury (1791),
Condorcet stood as a candidate for the Convention nationale, the constitutional and
legislative assembly in charge of transforming France into a Republic (1792). His
election as vice-president was a sign of recognition of the political credit he enjoyed
and the moral authority he was accorded. Within it, he supported the abolition of
noble titles but rejected the proposal to condemn the sovereigns of France to death.
This position made him unpopular with the Jacobin party which, now predomi-
nant in the National Convention, rejected Condorcet’s constitutional project and
condemned him to death in July 1793.

While in hiding in Mme Vernet’s house, Condorcet wrote Outlines of an Histori-
cal View of the Progress of the Human Mind. Shortly afterwards, he was arrested. He
was later found dead in his cell, apparently by suicide,' although this seems quite
inconsistent with the optimistic attitude that had led Condorcet to write his Out-
lines even at such a dramatic time in his life.
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114 Simona Pisanelli

In April 1795, Condorcet was posthumously rehabilitated, and the National
Convention ordered the printing of 3,000 copies of his last work. The Outlines is
considered the ideological testament of Condorcet, also known as “the last philos-
ophe” In it, Condorcet effectively summarized the conception of history that he
shared with some Enlightenment thinkers, as opposed to the view that had domi-
nated the pre-Revolutionary French cultural scene and still remained in vogue in
other Enlightenment fringes. This chapter aims to demonstrate that, according to
the philosophes, the main task of history was to prevent even the most unfortunate
and poor individuals (and societies) from losses and defeats, caused by the lack of
enlightenment.

Until the first half of the eighteenth century, history was often not much more
than the explanation of events in religious or metaphysical terms: a single other-
worldly subject determined the fate of human beings and the events that affected
them, in a framework of predetermined metaphysical visions. The Enlightenment
completely overturned this perspective: the study of history was no longer a passive
observation of events but a reflection on human activities as the motor of material
growth and intellectual development.

How did this new conception of history arise towards the end of the eighteenth
century? The answer to this question lies in the change of pace brought about
by the transformations of societies. Since the origin of societies (First Epoch in
Condorcet’s Outlines), there had been long periods of evolution, characterized by
changes so slow as to be almost imperceptible to the historian’s eye. By appearing
stable, human behaviour could be explained by examples from the past, which were
considered perpetually valid.> Consequently, before the affirmation of new scien-
tific methods (the merit for which, in the Eighth Epoch, is attributed to Bacon,
Galileo, and Descartes), knowledge of the world and social organization remained
almost immutable. In the Age of Enlightenment (the Ninth Epoch), on the other
hand, the pace of transformations of all kinds became relentless. The tumultu-
ous succession of political and legal events and the rapid progress of technical and
economic knowledge meant that what had previously been taken as natural could
no longer be accepted as such. In the Middle Ages, everything was explained by
authority and tradition. During the eighteenth century, there was a growing need
to explain the social and moral order, the legitimacy of laws, institutions, and the
state through reason and science rather than religion. The answers provided by the
Enlightenment had a twofold effect: they “not only greatly affected our perception
of man and society but helped shape man and society themselves.”

Mere knowledge of past experiences is not sufficient to explain the structure
and dynamics of contemporary society. Nevertheless, when combined with the
use of reason, it can enable people “to foresee, with considerable probability, future
appearances.”” The Enlightenment intellectuals considered the use of reason as the
only instrument capable of propelling human beings along the path of progress,
allowing them to actively plan their future, rather than accepting a destiny that they
believed to be determined by an otherworldly entity. This made them place the
concept of reason at the heart of their program.
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According to the Enlightenment thinkers, the task of the study of history was
twofold: to identify and develop the means necessary to realize human projects; and
to recognize the obstacles that still stand in the way of the indefinite perfecting of
human beings.”

Observing the progress already made by past societies leads one to believe that
“nature has fixed no limits to our hopes.” Consequently, man—comforted by the
development of his knowledge—will be able to break down all kinds of obstacles,
including inequalities within and between nations, crystallized over the centuries
not as belonging to “civilization itself” but as the result of the current “imperfec-
tions of the social order.” The negative influences that have so far prevented the
rapid development of a happy and egalitarian society stem mainly from religion and
the misuse of the means to ensure “individual and general prosperity.”

The theme of religion is particularly important because two different Enlighten-
ment currents developed around it. On the one hand, the so-called radical Enlight-
enment—to which Condorcet belongs (together with Diderot, d’'Holbach and
Helvétius)—which rejects the idea that the destiny of humanity, determined by
providence, is simply the result of divine intentions in the “theatre of the world.””
On the other hand, the moderate Enlightenment, represented—among others—
by Turgot and Voltaire, which tends towards the search for final causes that move
the universe from the outside, independently of the mechanical causes known to
human beings.* These opposing positions also gave rise to diametrically opposed
intentions, which Condorcet and Turgot—although linked by friendship and insti-
tutional relations—perfectly embodied.’

Turgot proposes a use of reason that does not completely disregard tradition and
does not attempt to rid society of inequality, which is seen as the real driving force
behind technological progress and economic growth, and which has been predis-
posed for this purpose by the Creator.'” Moreover, Turgot defines Christianity as
a factor of civilization that has helped to illuminate an otherwise dark period of
human history.""

On the other hand, Condorcet makes the elimination of inequalities one of the
central themes of his Outlines. Convinced that social organization does not depend
at all on an immutable divine will or on metaphysical assumptions, Condorcet has
no doubt that the conditions in which peoples find themselves are determined
solely and exclusively by the degree of diffusion of knowledge: the more knowl-
edge progresses, the more the living conditions of human beings improve.'> Once
the laws of nature that guarantee the satisfaction of human needs have been discov-
ered, it is a question of making decisive adjustments in a variety of areas: political,
social, and economic.

To do this, one must actively use the lessons of history, not endure them.
With the guidance of reason, we must proceed to eliminate persistent forms of
theocracy and regulate the coexistence of human beings through “good laws.”"
The latter must guarantee both the access to education for all, in order to reduce
inequalities between intellectual faculties," and the access to the means of subsist-
ence, in order to guarantee the exercise of substantive freedoms and respect for the
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individual rights of citizens, in a new form of social coexistence. It is only in this
way that “folly and wretchedness will be accidents . . . and not the habitual lot of
a considerable portion of society,”"
be within reach.

and the realization of the common good will

Condorcet is not the only one to seek the extremely difficult (albeit dynamic)
balance between individual and public happiness.'® Awareness of this difficulty leads
him not to consider his own defeat, or, in general, individual defeats, as equiva-
lent to a definitive setback in evolutionary processes. His faith in human progress
leads him to look forward to a world improved by the French Revolution, even
if the actors who promoted it (including himself) will not be able to personally
contemplate it. It is also for this reason that his interpretation of history as the “key
to human evolution” has become an essential reference point for every reflection
on progress that has developed in France'” and Europe. Moreover, his Outlines
influenced the rise of the social sciences, especially sociology. It is not by chance
that both Saint-Simon and Comte credited Condorcet with placing the concept of
progress at the heart of the study of mankind."®

Extract

From Outlines of an Historical View of the Progress of the Human Mind (Philadelphia,
PA: Printed by Lang & Ustick, for M. Carey, H. & P. Rice & Co. J. Ormrod, B.E
Bache, and J. Fellows, New-York, 1796), 11-23.

This picture [of the progress of the human mind] is historical; since subjected
as it will be to perpetual variations, it is formed by the successive observation
of human societies at the different eras through which they have passed. It will
accordingly exhibit the order in which the changes have taken place, explain the
influence of every past period upon that which follows it, and thus show, by the
modifications which the human species has experienced, in its incessant renova-
tion through the immensity of ages, the course which it has pursued, and the steps
which it has advanced towards knowledge and happiness. From these observations
on what man has heretofore been, and what he is at present, we shall be led to the
means of securing and of accelerating the still further progress, of which, from his
nature, we may indulge the hope.

Such is the object of the work T have undertaken; the result of which will be
to show, from reasoning and from facts, that no bounds have been fixed to the
improvement of the human faculties; that the perfectibility of man is absolutely
indefinite; that the progress of this perfectibility, henceforth above the control of
every power that would impede it, has no other limit than the duration of the globe
upon which nature has placed us.

We shall expose the origin and trace the history of general errors, which have
contributed to retard or suspend the advance of reason, and sometimes even, as
much as political events, have been the cause of man’s taking a retrograde course
towards ignorance.
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Those operations of the mind that lead to or retain us in error, from the subtle
paralogism, by which the most penetrating mind may be deceived, to the mad rev-
eries of enthusiasts, belong equally, with that just mode of reasoning that conducts
us to truth, to the theory of the development of our individual faculties; and for
the same reason, the manner in which general errors are introduced, propagated,
transmitted, and rendered permanent among nations, forms a part of the picture of
the progress of the human mind.

It is even apparent, that, from the general laws of the development of our facul-
ties, certain prejudices must necessarily spring up in each stage of our progress, and
extend their seductive influence beyond that stage; because men retain the errors
of their infancy, their country, and the age in which they live, long after the truths
necessary to the removal of those errors are acknowledged.

In short, there exist, at all times and in all countries, different prejudices,
according to the degree of illumination of the different classes of men, and
according to their professions. If the prejudices of philosophers be impedi-
ments to new acquisitions of truth, those of the less enlightened classes retard
the propagation of truths already known, and those of esteemed and powerful
professions oppose like obstacles. These are the three kinds of enemies which
reason is continually obliged to encounter, and over which she frequently does
not triumph till after a long and painful struggle. The history of these contests,
together with that of the rise, triumph, and fall of prejudice, will occupy a con-
siderable place in this work, and will by no means form the least important or
least useful part of it.

If there be really such an art as that of foreseeing the future improvement of
the human race, and of directing and hastening that improvement, the history of
the progress it has already made must form the principal basis of this art. Philoso-
phy, no doubt, ought to proscribe the superstitious idea, which supposes no rules
of conduct are to be found but in the history of past ages, and no truths but in the
study of the opinions of antiquity. But ought it not to include in the proscription,
the prejudice that would proudly reject the lessons of experience? Certainly, it
is meditation alone that can, by happy combinations, conduct us to the general
principles of the science of man. But if the study of individuals of the human
species be of use to the metaphysician and moralist, why should that of societies
be less useful to them? And why not of use to the political philosopher? If it be
advantageous to observe the societies that exist at one and the same period, and
to trace their connection and resemblance, why not to observe them in a succes-
sion of periods? Even supposing that such observation might be neglected in the
investigation of speculative truths, ought it to be neglected when the question is
to apply those truths to practice, and to deduce from science the art that should
be the useful result? Do not our prejudices, and the evils that are the consequence
of them, derive their source from the prejudices of our ancestors? And will it not
be the surest way of undeceiving us respecting the one, and of preventing the
other, to develop their origin and effects?
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Everything tells us that we are approaching the era of one of the grand revolu-
tions of humanity. What can better enlighten us to what we may expect, what can
be a surer guide to us, amidst its commotions, than the picture of the revolutions
that have preceded and prepared the way for it? The present state of knowledge
assures us that it will be happy. But is it not upon condition that we know how to
assist it with all our strength? And, that the happiness it promises may be less dearly
bought, that it may spread with more rapidity over a greater space, that it may be
more complete in its effects, is it not requisite to study, in the history of the human
mind, what obstacles remain to be feared, and by what means those obstacles are
to be surmounted?
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