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Individual, Individuality, and Sensibility

The case of Benjamin Constant
Individual and Sentiment

The modern notion of the individual draws its force from a rejection of two different traditional limits to individual freedom. First, the rejection of natural determination, then that of theological determination. It is from the twilight of these two founding exteriorities, so fundamental to pre-modern subjectivity that the modern individual emerges. As the hierarchical and teleological cosmos begins to fade, as the world is disenchanted and the gods continue to exist through their absence, the individual emerges as a radical response to this dynamic. A being which at the limit of its self-consciousness is founded solely in relation to itself and is determined by this relationship with itself. The modern individual is an end in itself ; for itself the individual is the whole, outside of which there is no other exterior finality. And at this point, the terms of this relationship, its indeterminacy, its risks and its novelty become the shape to which the modern subject increasingly conforms. 

According to this definition, the individual appears to be undetermined and construed as a new kind of liberty. As an entity defined from within, he discovers himself through conflict, experiencing a certainty in the uncertainty of what he is. Characteristic of the individual is then a psychological duality or an internal division : the presence and absence of the self, the possession and dispossession of selfhood which stem from his primary indetermination and implies an exercice of a liberty that constantly requires that the individual perceives and asserts himself as the subject of his own acts. We see here, what one might call the precarious sovereignty of the modern individual.   

As this new understanding of the individual developed, so did an adjacent psychology, which attempted to understand how people understood themselves, experienced themselves, and evaluated themselves. This psychology, like many previous ones, attempted to understand human motivation. Yet rather than attributing human acts to exterior agencies, to “determinism”, to the temptations emanating from a supernatural entity, or to grace, the new psychology both drew new limits, and opened new territory. The limits excluded the exteriorities of the older world and left the individual alone as origin, if not master, of his own actions. If the new psychology rediscovered the individual in the midst of society, the individual it found was no longer a link in the great chain of being, or a momentary site in a social order preordained by abstract or supernatural forces. The individual was now thematized as an end in itself, and his motives were now understood as primarily being consequences of this self-contained finality. 

The individual is now the subject of his actions and asserts his individuality and understands himself as such. The individual, thus defined, can also be understood on the basis of the relationship of a form of self-consciousness to a social form. The conditions of political existence within a group determine the sense of self of each individual. A basic form of this correspondence was described by Rousseau. He argued that the individual’s defining requirement to be an individual for itself accompanies the identity of the individual as it is reflected in the political structure. A similar correspondence between the individual as origin and the political structure appears in the work of Benjamin Constant. Yet, Constant’s stress is placed on the internal division that founds self-consciousness, and the parallel structure of the essential division between society and the State which takes place at a more general level of political organization. This separation makes possible the intimacy of the individual with the uncertainty of his existence as a part alienated from the larger unity of society. One thus sees how both the individual and the State oscillate, in these conceptions, between poles of unity and division, between the necessity of internal coherence and the fact of dispersion. 

Unity and division appear to be the major determinants of self-consciousness. How did this come about ? They are the result of a long evolution of the mode of the elaboration of the self that one might thematize, somewhat simplistically, as the movement from an idea of nature to an idea of “my own nature”. Thus to better grasp the “anthropological” consequences of the emergence of political modernity, one might look at the contours of this evolution by making an intellectual genealogy of the notion of the individual. One might construct a framework for this genealogy by examining the changes in the idea of nature, a consequence of the rise of modern sciences, as a movement towards a redefinition of human experience in terms of self-consciousness and the individual’s relation to the world. What changes in episteme led to the definition of the individual as a solitary being and to the concomitant stress on solitary origin of individual actions ? One could attempt to show such an evolution is parallel to the emergence and development of the notion of sentiment during the eighteenth century.

After presenting the conception of the individual previously sketched, one needs to turn to the changes in the conceptualization of the individual that accompanied the emergence of the concept of sentiment in eighteenth century culture. During that period, sentiment became the locus of a new “constitution” of self-consciousness that opens up, notably, in the wake of Lockean empiricism. The analysis of the concept of sentiment in eighteenth century can fruitfully draw upon “intellectual history” and the development of the moral dimensions of the concept, while also looking at the religious roots of this newly defined human capacity insofar as, under the form of religious sentiment, religion was also considered as a constitutive force in the genesis of the modern individual. The development of the notion of sentiment can be explored and articulated in four stages :

First, sentiment has a leading role in the “rehabilitation of human nature”. The concept of sentiment founds a moral field of action outside of traditional morality. It authorizes the dismissal of the idea that an exterior code of conduct, for example the law of a Supreme Being, can legitimately govern the lives of the individuals. Moral sentiment is an expression of the radical interiority of the moral law and the discovery of the subjective foundation of morality. 

Second, in the religious world, one can make a distinction between a religion of sentiment and religious sentiment. The religion of sentiment has its roots in the rigorist Catholicism of the second half of the eighteenth century, but religious sentiment is connected to the new discourse of natural religion. Natural religion emerges in opposition to the established order of the faith and, in the name of reason, is directed against the idea of revelation through the Church. Natural religion is not different from what reason learns about itself in the midst of faith. Moreover, it could be interesting to underline the teaching of the English methodist John Wesley, who linked faith to the inner mystery of the individuals. In the discourse of sentiment, this suggests that the religious impulse is instinctive.

Third, sentiment is also linked to the transformation of the idea of nature. Initially, sentiment is thematized as a sensory relationship to the natural world and is a natural aptitude itself. Therefore, sensible nature is opposed to the abstract nature of modern physics, where it is defined as a mathematical multiplicity. 

Fourth, sentiment plays a role in the discovery of individuality as the hallmark of a felt interiority. This notion has its origin in Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding. According to Locke, the self is properly construed as a sensible entity as indeed conscience is also.

The role played by sentiment in eighteenth century eventually leads to a redefinition of morality and religion, and more generally, contribute to a redefinition of human experience in terms of the relationship individuals have with themselves, with the world, and with others. 

Such a transformation should be considered in the metaphysical context inherited from the previous century. With respect to the notion of the individual that I have initially advanced, the objective would be to situate the metaphysical origin from which the characterizations of the individual put forward by the social sciences descend. It would situate the “new” individual according to its metaphysical origins in the Cartesian cogito. One could argue that the Cartesian cogito is the first significant formulation of the modern conception of the individual since Descartes’ thought is founded on the tension between the affirmation of the autonomy of reason and its irreducible dependence on a supernatural exteriority. This divine exteriority is posited against independent human reason. In seventeenth century moral theology, a similar tension appears in Augustinian rigorist thought. Here, the individual’s imprisonment in amour-propre or vanity, is thematized as the subjective manifestation of his separation from God. This leads to a metaphysical independence of the human world and its politics and morality, radically redefined by the relation of the individual to himself and to the world. And this also parallels the ways in which sentiment posited an exclusive relation of the individual to himself and to the world. 

As the metaphysical understanding of the self is replaced by individual sentiment, sentiment comes to be the foundation of individual morality, as it can be seen, for example, in Benjamin Constant’s writings on religion where the ideas of the individual and sentiment, considered as closely linked together, reveals this new representation and understanding of the relation to the self under the form of religious sentiment, and through the characterization of the relationship between religion and politics in his own political liberalism.  

Constant’s Political Background

Constant’s early political tracts (De la force du gouvernement actuel et de la nécessité de s’y rallier, 1796 ; Des réactions politiques, 1797 ; Des effets de la Terreur, 1797) were written in the aftermath of the French Revolution and devoted to understanding that momentous, world-transforming event. According to Constant, it was pointless to withstand by counter-revolutionary measures a revolutionary government, that was in a position to consolidate its power and drew its legitimacy from the consent of the many. This would only throw the country back into a presumably endless state of internecine civil strife. Nonetheless, Constant’s position is questionable since it could be used to justify the establishment of almost any regime regardless of its nature or its actions. In fact, it implies acquiescence in and an implicit endorsement of the revolutionary politics while Constant favors the achievement of the revolutionary process itself. As an uncompromising opponent of any increase in revolutionary activity, Constant provides an apt critique of the revolutionary spirit and its nefarious consequences. This latter proved to be a great danger for the nascent post-revolutionary society and disastrous for the political and moral life of France. In Constant’s words, the Revolution must be brought to an end. Therefore, his criticism amounts to a critical if qualified adherence to the main principles of the French Revolution. Constant’s political liberalism of opposition
 and moderation originate in a clear and precise understanding of the ideological willingness to reshape violently a society in its whole and through the means of law. His critical liberalism is rooted in a deep-seated apprehension of an idealistic politics imbued with specious principles and propelled by a will to destruction so intense as to consume finally its principles and its very existence. 

The Principles of Politics Applicable to All Governments, first published in 1806, contains the core of Constant’s political thought. It aims to guarantee the forms of government that best preserve individuals and their rights from any infringement at the hands of the state
. After Napoleon was defeated in Russia, Constant published The Spirit of Conquest and Usurpation and Their Relation to European Civilization in 1814. This work denounced despotism in all its works. The Spirit of Conquest and Usurpation was followed in 1815 by the second edition of his Principles of Politics and later, in 1819, by his famous parallel between the ancients and moderns entitled The Liberty of The Ancients Compared with that of The Moderns. 

At Napoleon’s request, Constant agreed to collaborate in the drafting of the Additional Act to the Constitutions of the Empire, a set of constitutional safeguards which was destined to guarantee individual freedoms within a constitutional monarchy. Napoleon’s last minute turn to constitutionalism was, at the same time, a desperate attempt to rescue the threatened empire. After Napoleon’s constitutional experiment ended abruptly with the battle of Waterloo, Constant found himself in an awkward situation since he sided with the emperor after relentlessly and eloquently denouncing the spirit of conquest, military rule, and despotism. Constant gave an account of this episode in his Memoirs Concerning the Hundred Days where he exposes his political motives in order to justify his behaviour : “ I have always believed, and this belief has always been the rule of my conduct, that in matters of government it is necessary to start where one is ; that liberty is possible under all forms of government ; that it is the end and the forms only the means. As a result, it is not against a form of government that I have argued ; there is none that I require exclusively. The one which exists has the advantage of existing and to substitute what does not exist for what does demands sacrifice that it is always good to avoid”
. 

After the restoration of the monarchy, Constant was elected to the legislative assembly, where he served several years and earned the reputation of being a liberal (a term which was sometimes used to deride him) who enthusiastically defended liberty in its various forms (individual and political liberties, religious liberty, and the liberty of the press). He remained involved in politics both as a representative and as a pamphleteer until his death during the revolutionary year 1830.

“The Triumph of Individuality” and the Authority of History

Constant’s public and intellectual life was committed to the establishment and maintenance of a liberal political and social order. As he wrote : “I defended the same principle for forty years : liberty in everything, in religion, philosophy, literature, industry, politics : and by liberty I mean the triumph of individuality, both over the authority which would seek to rule by despotism, and over the masses who demand the right to enslave the minority to the majority”.
 Contrary to what some think, his politics is not guided by a “negative” conception of liberty whose sole end would be the emancipation of the individual from the constraints of political authority. Constant claims that liberty is not an end in itself and for itself. He asserts that there exists a higher human end than liberty itself that can be reached through this particuliar means, liberty.

One should never lose sight that “the human race has no principle more dear and precious to defend than human perfectibility”
. The high value that Constant attached to liberty is due to the fact that it appears to sustain the perfectibility of man. Constant significantly writes that “Liberty is of inestimable price only because it gives soundness to our mind, strength to our character, elevation to our soul”
. Liberty is therefore closely linked to the true end of man. If it is regarded as the indispensable means to attain the chief end of man or to achieve his own perfection, the new liberal social and political order will necessarily reflect this moral requirement. Since Constant thinks that any truly human action is free by definition, it is only the liberal political organization that will be able to forge man into a virtuous individual out of the sphere of the political power or that of the “social power”. He writes that otherwise : “Driven towards this goal by a power which would enslave his will, he would lose his ability to be free ; and reduced to the level of a machine, his perfection would be merely mechanical. There would be no moral advancement”.
 The perfectibiliby of man can only be effective through the free exercise of his individual capacities in philosophical, moral, and religious matters. It is only through error that man can improve himself and come across the best answers to the human phenomenon. That is the reason why Constant says in his Principles of Politics : “If one had to choose between persecution and protection, persecution is the more valuable to intellectual life”
. The fact that any notion could be imposed on individuals by any authority, either social or political, unavoidably impairs the intrinsic value of this notion.   

The development of human capacities, the realization of moral standards and political choices, are thus the ultimate ends pursued by liberty. In Constant’s view, the moral state of a particular society is the real measure of its advance. The degree of moral perfection that has been reached by a society indicates in itself a specific direction of social development. As he puts it, “Everything which is held by man and his opinions, whatever object it may be, is necessarily progressive, that is to say, variable and transitory. This truth is clear in politics, in science, in social organization, in economics, whether it is administrative or industrial”.
 In other words, men are undoubtedly subject to historical evolution. Progress is then a required notion in Constant’s thought which is made necessary by his conception of individual liberty, defined first and foremost as the support of human perfectibility. Therefore, liberty and perfection are both produced by history understood as a compelling movement which encompasses all human actions, driving them towards their own ends : for Constant, history is the new natural locus of human actions and activities. 

Constant’s understanding and defense of liberty derives more precisely from the study of political and social forms throughout the course of human history. In order to understand why the basic principle of popular sovereignty implemented by the French revolutionaries provided a pretext for tyranny, Constant seeks to identify the different conceptions of liberty that correspond to the social conditions of ancient and modern societies. He thus argues that “governments in antiquity were necessarily stronger than individuals. Individuals are today stronger than their governments” (emphasis is mine).
 Constant distinguishes two historical models of society which he associates with particular social organizations. On the bases of these models, he then relates political concepts and moral notions to these social organizations under which they could be supported. Morality and politics are constrained by the historical evolution of social conditions and institutions within which they are actualized. Constant argues that social conditions limit the political choices and the moral standards appropriate to a given historical time. And such a “historicist” analysis leads him to the view that the moral standards and political options of a previous particular historical period are not appropriate and often disastrous when applied to the social conditions of the present historical time. By endorsing such a view, one will eventually understand why “The partisans of ancient liberty were furious to see that the moderns did not wish to be free according to their method”.
 

The successive revolutionary governments freely conflated ancient and modern liberties ; the virtues extolled by the ancients and those cherished by the moderns. Their lack of historical consciousness prevented them from being aware of the anachronistic character of ancient liberty in modern times : “Our reformers wanted to exercise public power as their guides had told them it had been exercised in the free states of antiquity (…) They proposed to a people grown old in pleasure, to sacrifice all these pleasures (…) The law, being the expression of the general will, must in their eyes prevail over every other power, even those of memory and time. The slow and gradual effect of the impressions of childhood, the direction taken by the imagination over long years, appeared to them acts of rebellion”.
 

From this historical view, Constant thus claims that ancient liberty is no longer suitable to the conditions of modern society founded on commerce, opinion, representative government, individual rights, and limited sovereignty. The true modern liberty is individual liberty. And this latter is founded on the assumption that “There is, on the contrary, a part of human existence which by necessity remains individual and independent, and which is, by right, outside any social competence”.
 Politically, liberty assumes the status of a good par excellence ; in the realm of politics it is regarded as the highest end. Above all, Constant is concerned with arbitrary political power, which is characterized in modern society by unlimited sovereignty. Such a conception of power does not admit of subjective individual rights that are beyond its competence to control or deny. “The eternal principle which it is necessary for all modern governments to obey is the limitation of sovereignty through constitutional guarantees of individual rights” (emphasis is mine).
 The exercise of politically arbitrary authority — whether it is exercised in the name of one or of all — is grounded on absolute and unlimited sovereignty. Thus arises the practical question of how to define the limits that are to be imposed on centralized government in order to guarantee and preserve individual rights. To put it abruptly : how is one to secure modern liberty ?

Preserving Liberty : Constant’s Constitutional Politics             

“We are modern men, who wish each to enjoy our own rights, each to develop our own faculties as we like best, without harming anyone ; to watch over the development of these faculties in the children whom nature entrusts to our affection, the more enlightened as it is more vivid ; and needing the authorities only to give us the general means of instruction which they can supply, as travellers accept from them the main roads without being told by them which route to take.”
 Undern modern conditions, one is compelled to discover a new solution to the problem of political order. Constant adresses this problem in various ways, advancing distinct designs at different moments of his own political thought. Nevertheless, he remains faithful to the central aim to establish a political order which itself is founded on a set of practical requirements : limiting the extent of political power, guaranteeing its checking, and achieving the stability and neutrality of this new political order. His vision of the practical arrangements of the system of government evolved, one might say, from a republican view (in his Fragments d’un ouvrage abandonné sur la possibilité d’une constitution républicaine dans un grand pays) to a liberal one (Principles of Politics, 1805 and 1816) attempting to encompass the three different principles of legitimacy (equality, liberty, and authority) which emerge in the wake of the French revolution, and will eventually give birth to the three competing political strands which will alternatively dominate the political life of France. 

Constant is concerned with the definition of effective constitutional proposals in order to prevent the dangers of arbitrary power. He thus intends to expose “the elementary principles of liberty (…) the fundamental ideas of a system”.
 He witnesses and confronts, as a constitutionalist, the collapse of monarchy. The breakdown of the traditional hereditary and hierarchical political organization requires one to define a new principle of legitimation for political power. What kind of principle will be the most appropriate in order to fill the vacuum opened by the revolutionary break with the ancien régime, with the old modes of legitimation ?

The collapse of monarchy leaves room for an irreversible progression towards equality which issues in the assertion of a new mode of political legitimacy, popular election. At this point, Constant acknowledges and advocates the prevalence of this latter. Democracy thus rests on this fundamental principle : “only popular election itself can invest national representation with a true force thus endowing it with strong roots in public opinion (…) The legitimate organs of the nation are the ones to express this sovereign will”
. Accordingly, the locus of political authority is displaced from the king to the people, from the traditional external principle of power to society itself. Power is no longer defined as a cause but as an effect
 of the sovereign popular will. 

Although he recognizes the legitimacy of democracy, Constant integrates into his thought the fear about the tyranny of the many in the form of the brutal reversal of popular sovereignty into tyranny. By expressing his scepticism towards the wielders of power, Constant seeks to define and settle the principles and institutional arrangements that could circumscribe the new democratic power so as to eliminate its own proclivity toward an absolute and illimited exercise of popular sovereignty. The latter can give rise to a novel, modern form of despotism, “the tyranny of the people’s elected representatives”
. The following statement is characteristic of Constant’s distrust towards power : “the republics suppress by popular movements with a rage and in masses that render their calamities more remarkable [than those of monarchy]”
. Then, how is one to “overcome” the open conflict ensuing from the Revolution between factions, between partisans of the democratic principle of legitimacy and partisans of the traditional monarchical one ? How is one to avoid nefarious factious excesses in order to ensure the place of modern liberty, of individual liberty, without compromising the essential principles inherited from the Revolution ? In a word, how is one to gain and guarantee political stability and neutrality  ?

According to Constant, the political order has to be founded on the principle of representation. This latter will play a major role within the system of government : it will replace direct popular participation in political power. Representative democracy is thus the effective substitute for direct or participatory democracy. It is the only form of government which can combine popular sovereignty with the general interests of the nation and lead to a firm definition of the common good beyond conflicting partial particular interests. 

In addition to the principle of representation, Constant elaborates a system of checks and balances which is to operate at different levels in the organization and structure of government. He relies on such a system of divided powers to guarantee the limitation of the democratic principle. But this aim will be eventually reconsidered in his Principles of Politics where he asserts that “by dividing power one is not erecting limits against the competence of law”
. Democratic power must be constrained through a specific and independent principle whose function will be to bind the popular will : “Is there any force which can prevent it from crossing the barriers that have been erected ? We can oppose and balance its different powers. But what means can we ensure that it is the total sum is not unlimited ? How is it possible to restrict power without power ?”.
 As we have seen, the attempt to find an independent principle was first associated with the ruin of  the hierarchy and privilege, and the emergence and development of the attendant idea of equality. By introducing the notion of modern liberty into his earlier constitutional thought, Constant delineates the contours of a domaine outside the scope of the political authority. He then redefines the relationship between political and private independence as liberty which now comes to be understood as follows : “Our freedom must consist of peaceful enjoyment and private independence”
 and, further : “The aim of the moderns is the enjoyment of security in private pleasures”.

Here is to be placed his defense of individual rights and his characterization of their own political significance. These rights, as he asserts, must be understood as a set of subjective rights that no authority can deny without being illegitimate. Individual rights are conceived as the effective protective means of the individual. Endowing individuals with such rights amounts to impeding the authority from intervening in clearly circumscribed sectors of activity. While he defines an extra-political realm, Constant falls back on the authority of nature in order to elevate individual rights to the level of immutable principles. Constant’s justification of individual rights is still underlaid by a critical understanding of the political power in which the will of the majority perilously weights on particular wills. And defining individual rights as natural rights makes the institutional definition of the private sphere possible.

The role played by the king in Constant’s conception of “neutral power” (pouvoir neutre) also contributes to the limitation of political power. This notion of neutral power reveals the complex genesis of Constant’s political liberalism. It originally stems from the necessity to compensate the absence of the king. In a monarchy, neutrality is attached to the person of the king whereas in democracy it is impersonal. No particular person symbolizes neutrality. Constant argues that neutrality must be conceived as an authority standing above partisan conflicts and particular interests. In a liberal political order, the governmental organization itself will fulfill the neutral function previously attributed to the king. Thus, a neutral government will replace the king under the form of a neutral power divested of personal characteristics. Now rules and legal practices, legality and the rule of law, prevail. And these instruments constitute the legal frame within which various ideological and political views compete in order to come to power and wield it.

Further individual guarantees can also be provided through some social institutions. Above all, the role played by the press, the liberty of the press, is consistently underscored by Constant. The press is seen as the effective means to promote all the other rights, as their most powerful extra-governmental guarantee. The individual whose rights are violated will thus have the opportunity to voice his own legal demands by resorting to the press. 

Yet, Constant’s liberalism cannot be confined to a mere formal defense of individual rights against the political authority. A constitution is not only a set of general principles. Recent political history, he remarks, teaches us that different constitutional arrangements have ben implemented without meeting any success. The increasing political instability that marks the post-revolutionary period stems from the fact that the successive constitutions suffered from a lack of moral support. In his early constitutional writing, Constant claims that public spiritedness maintains the constitutional edifice and, as an exponent of a public-spirited constitutional politics, he writes : “only when the citizens are animated by a vivid patriotic enthousiasm are public affairs working well (…) And this patriotism originates when each citizen contributes to public matters”
. But this typical republican commitment is significantly nuanced. On the one hand, the maintenance of liberty undoubtedly depends on specific arrangements of political power within the system of government. On the other, its effectiveness relies on the preservation of a “heritage of traditions, usages, and habits”, of  “the attachment to local customs”, and of “mutual affections”. Individual independence is rooted in sentiments, attachments, and moral dispositions which ultimately provide a powerful support for the public spirit and a commitment to civic life. Significantly, Constant suggests that political rights depend on communal bounds, on “those places which offer [individuals] memories and habits”, on “the love of one’s birth”. Customs, beliefs, and practices are likely to invigorate the spirit and character of the people and to counterbalance the devastating effects of a political power aiming at the uniformity of a country through the means of laws. By resorting to tradition
, Constant does not provide a restrictive understanding of the individual as a mere holder of rights and thus sweeps away the abstract liberal definition of the individual. He rather understands this latter as a moral being whose interior life nurtures the exercice of liberty and ultimately constitutes its irreducible guarantee. Morality thus understood appears to be a powerful bulwark against an overwhelming authority. “The interests and memories that arise from local customs contain a germ of resistance that authority is reluctant to tolerate and that it is anxious to eradicate. It can deal more successfully with individuals ; it rolls its heavy body effortlessly over them as if they were sand”.
 Religion, as any other human moral need, plays a similar role and contributes to maintain the existence of a free society. 

A Required Moral Conversion : A Critique of Self-Interest

As we have seen, liberty is defined as a means to realize human perfection. This moral goal is closely linked to the political conception according to which liberty, namely individual liberty and individual rights, cannot be subordinated to and derived from utility. Constant contends that there is a strong opposition between duty and utility, between right and self-interest. “What have we seen in all Europe for twenty years ? Enlightened self-interest reigning without rival, a system founded principally by Helvétius, which teaches egoism and derides the whole idea of self-abnegation”.
 The doctrine of the self-interest rightly understood (l’intérêt bien entendu) inherited from the eighteenth century, as we shall see, is both morally and politically misleading. 

Constant’s critique first focuses on the idea of pleasure as such, which is at the core of utilitarianism. And this latter is defined as the search for maximum pleasure. Can pleasure provide a base for morality ? Constant vigorously asserts that any system founded on a pleasure and pain calculation undermines morality : “If general or particular happiness is the touchstone of duty, it is impossible to determine what this latter is. Not only can happiness be variable in itself, but it necessarily is different in each individual’s imagination (…) There is more : when it turns into a calculation of happiness duty is no longer a duty (…) Thus ethics founded on happiness has no fixed basis. Duty or moral good must be absolutely alien to circumstances and calculations. It must be an isolated, independent and unchangeable idea or it is only a word void of meaning and susceptible to all the incomplete meanings that the passions, shortsightedness, or excitement can give it”.

Yet, such a stringent and uncompromising moral view will be “partially” adopted by Constant. It seems that its absolute character cannot be in accordance with a thought which has always sought to grapple with the complexity of the human phenomenon. A radical conception of morality could not reflect the diversity of the human experience. His controversy with Kant on the right to lie, for example, shows the problematic applicability of a priori principles to given circumstances. Nevertheless, his basic objection to utilitarianism remains and plays a crucial role in his own conception of morality. 

According to Constant, utilitarianism does not provide sufficiently clear rules to determine moral action. Introducing the distinction between right and utility, he writes : “Actions cannot be more or less just, but they can be more or less useful. By harming my fellows I violate their rights ; that is an incontestable truth : but if I judge this violation only by its utility, I can be deceived in my calculation, and find utility in that violation. The principle of utliity is much more vague than that of natural right”.
 In an utilitarian view, rights have been established in accordance with the principle of the maximization of utility. In order to determine his own action, and thus its intrinsic morality, the individual is called on to identify the case with which he deals — here, the violation of someone else’s rights — as one involving certain rights. For Constant, this kind of utilitarianism runs the danger for undermining the accord on which it is based. Its own essential rule is likely to fail : “Doubtless for men’s general transactions with each other it is useful for unchangeable relations to exist among numbers ; but if one claims that these relations exist only because it is useful that it be so, one would not lack occasions in which one would prove that it would be infinitely more useful to make these relations bend”.

This tendency of utilitarianism to contradict itself operates on the levels of individual and political moralities. In the realm of private morality, one could say that everyone is prone to decide moral questions in favor of one’s natural inclinations or desires, unless moral principles are deduced from an objective moral apparatus. Utility itself appeals to momentary desires rather than duty. Such a doctrine promotes its self-destruction by overstating the power of reason over human passions — reason devoted to the calculation of own’s one self-interest finaly eludes the passions. In this regard, Constant contrasts Bentham’s utilitarianism and that of Helvétius saying that “he [Helvétius] is much less inconsistent than his successors have been. An admirer of the passions, nowhere does he urge his disciples to conquer them. He gives self-interest as a motive, but he does not claim to denature it by means of an epithet (i.e., self-interest well understood) and to bestow it with a wisdom and foresight that it will never have”.
 Politically, a similar contradictory implication of utilitarian morality can be pointed out. In the name of the complete emancipation of the people, the Committee of Public Safety permanently violated judicial forms. Constant significantlty cites the following example : “Say to a man : You have the right not to be put to death or deprived of your possessions arbitrarily; you are giving a very different feeling of security and safeguard than if you say to him : it is not useful for you to be put to death or deprived of your possessions arbitrarily”.
 Choosing utility as a guide for political action ultimately justifies political terror and the breaking of judicial rules in order to establish a truly homogeneous society. In contrast, a moral code founded on natural right will prove to be more effective than one derived from utility : “in speaking of right, you present an idea independent of all calculation, in speaking of calculation, you seem to invite putting the thing in question by submitting it to a new verification”.
 

A more interesting objection is raised by Constant when he comes to term with the idea that pleasure (or utility) is not the only or even the chief motive for human action. His rejection of utilitarian psychological claims is eloquently formulated in his discourse on the liberty of the ancients and that of the moderns : “(…) is it so evident that happiness, of whatever kind, is the only aim of mankind ? If it were so, our course would be narrow indeed, and our destination far from elevated. There is not one single one of us who, if he wished to abase himself, restrain his moral faculties, lower his desires, abjure activity, glory deep and generous emotions, could not demean himself and be happy (…) I bear witness to the better part of our nature, that noble disquiet which pursues and torments us, that desire to broaden our knowledge and develop our faculties. It is not to happiness alone, it is to self-development that our destiny calls us”.
 Constant appears to be saying that the notion of self-interest as such constitutes the underpinning of a reductive understanding of man. In fact, one can observe that many, who are acknowledged to be the best, strive to choose other lines of action which will either promise less or no pleasure. Utilitarianism fails in explaining such actions. 

In contrast, Constant seems to promote a pluralistic psychology of human motivations. He argues that pleasure as a concept cannot do justice to human phenomena. Constant describes and juxtaposes throughout his works two opposite descriptions of social conditions — and beyond two opposite conceptions of the human soul — marked by self-interest and disinterestedness. A society organized according to the principle of self-interest rightly understood would represent “a state of things in which nothing disturbs calculation ; in which human self-interest well understood, calm and without fright, always knows what it should want and always succeeds in making itself understood. That is the fine ideal of a society governed by self-interest well understood. What is there in it beyond the industrious gatherings of beavors, or the well-ordered meetings of bees ?”.
 On the other hand, man is also guided by non-utilitarian motives such as a natural desire for glory : “It was a fine idea of nature’s to have placed man’s reward outside himself, lighting in his heart that indefinable flame of glory” (emphasis is mine).
 By the way, we can peer through this contrast a further distinction he will make between objectively defined motives to action and innate ones,  which will reappear in his characterization of religious sentiment. Such a distinction is the prism through which Constant will understand individual morality as interiorly defined. 

Of great concern to Constant is the degradation of the human soul provoked by a morality of self-interest rightly understood. In this perspective, the intellectual and moral legacy of the eighteenth century can be understood in the form of an unconfortable alternative. If self-interest is not effective enough to prevent passions which lead to crime, as we have seen, then this doctrine fails in fulfilling the fundamental function of a moral code. If it is effective enough for that, then it will certainly tend to suppress motivations such as compassion, or generosity, and all the other altruistic passions. In this case, accepting self-interest as the major determination of morality would mean that the disinterested passions would be eradicated : “There is not one noble feeling of the heart against which the logic of self-interest well understood cannot arm itself.”
 The eradication of benevolent passions towards the others impoverishes individual moral development and carries with it disastrous social and political consequences. According to Constant, adopting the doctrine of self-interest threatens the maintenance of a free society. Constant claims that the liberal order would be unavoidably undermined insofar as the pursuit of self-interest would subvert the mutual concern among the members of society. Self-interest cannot ultimately contribute to the definition of the common good : “For men to unite together in face of their destiny, they need something more than mere self-interest : they need real beliefs ; they need morality. Self-interest tends to isolate them, because it offers to each individual the chance to be more successful or more skillful on his own”.
 Self-interest encourages each man to remain closed in himself, while he seeks cautiously to resort to utility in order to act. The individual search for pleasure leads each man to be interested in others only to the extent that relations with them are likely to maximize his own pleasure. Rousseau first described this kind of social relation in the form of a perverted, one-sided, and finally self-centered relation to oneself. The man who only pursues his own interest is the one “who, when dealing with others, thinks only of himself, and on the other hand, in his understanding of himself, thinks only of others”
. If such a behaviour were generalized, it would result in unsuperable difficulties for the system of individual guarantees in the face of tyranny because “it is not with such elements that a people obtains, establishes or conserves liberty”.
 The main consequence of self-interest, Constant argues in a striking rousseauan way, “is of making each individual be his own center. Neverthless, when each is his own center, all are isolated”.
 

One consequence of the system of self-interest, to which Constant pays particular attention, is the emergence of indifference towards the fate of one’s fellows. His depiction of such a consequence in extreme circumstances — war —, sheds light on his own conception of morality. Delivering his overdrawn description of the future army of conquest, an army which would only act on self-interest alone, he writes : “The same egoism that in times of prosperity would make these conquerors of the earth pitiless towards their enemies, would make them in adversity indifferent and faithless towards their brothers in arms. This spirit would penetrate all ranks, from the highest to the most obscure. In his companion in agony, each of them would see a compensation for the pillage that has become impossible against the enemy. The sick would despoil the dying, the runaway the sick. The weak and the injured would appear to the officer charged with their care a troublesome burden of which he would rid himself at any price”.

Constant deepens his perspective on egoism and its consequences by underlining the general tendencies of modern society. Western civilization has reached a critical point in its course guided by progress. The process of civilization results in rendering “the easiest and most varied pleasures, and the habit that man contracts of these pleasures make them into a need that turns him away from all noble and elevated thoughts”.
 Actually, The Spirit of Conquest is underlaid by such an argument. In this book, Constant claims that modern political, social, and economic conditions have multiplied the sources of enjoyment and lead to the reluctance to engage in war. In this evolution, commerce will presumably replace war which appears to be no longer profitable and could only endanger a peaceful existence. As a consequence, in modern society, any individual will hesitate to risk the position he has attained. Order and stability are the new principles to which every one is devoted. And Constant remarks : “But, good order, however useful a thing, a thing that is indispensable to progress and the prosperity of society, is more a means than an end. If,  in order to maintain it one sacrifices all the generous emotions, one ends up reducing men to a state little different from that of certain industrious animals, of which the well-ordered hive and the artistically constructed compartments nevertheless would not be able to be the beautiful ideal of the human species”.
 The tendency of civilization is thus to produce a state of stagnation both of society and of the individual. But it also implies, as a reverse consequence of the previous one, acquiescence in the coming to power of the most powerful faction, the one seen as the most able to preserve social stability. Here, power and self-interest go together in order to establish and preserve the current social state. Moreover, modern social conditions, that is to say, the desire for ease, confort, and security, divert men from waging war, and weaken civic spirit and courage. If such qualities vanish from society under the increasing influence of “civilization”, then one can expect to confront a danger which will directly threaten liberty : “The most prominent of these dangers is a sort of resignation based on calculation and which, weighting the disadvantages of resistance against the disadvantages of transactions, equally harms both the preservation of freedom against internal despotism and the defense of independence against foreign invasions”.
  

For Constant, the emergence of the modern spirit represents a great danger and undoubtedly reinforces his own distrust towards the holders of political power. It will be required to withstand an overwhelming power prone by its most profound tendencies to infringe individual liberty. But, as  the calculation of pleasure and pain, gain and loss determines any action, the individual who intends to resist authority is not likely to win for himself a position which will compensate his risky efforts. On the basis of self-interest alone, the preservation of liberty rests on flimsy foundations.

Religious Sentiment

Constant’s rejection of self-interest rightly understood leads him to posit a distinction between two systems of morality : “all systems can be reduced to two. The one assigns self-interest as guide and well-being for the goal. The other proposes for the end self-perfection and for guide the intimate sentiment, self-abnegation, and the faculty of sacrifice”.
 Self-interest is thus now replaced by the notion of interior sentiment as the basis of individual morality. The moral end which is pursued is the perfection of the individual. But the means to the discovery of the actions which are conducive to this ultimate end are no longer intellectual. Constant’s criticism of self-interest was conceived in rationalistic terms. It aimed at demonstrating that self-interest could not be considered as the prevalent moral rule and that happiness, understood as the maximization of pleasure, could not ground morality. In such a case, as Constant remarked, duty would depend on the individual imagination. In On Religion, however, Constant asserts : “No, nature has not placed our guide in our self-interest well understood, but in our inner sentiment. This sentiment informs us about what is evil or what is good. Self-interest well understood causes us to know only what is advantageous or what is harmful”.
 If sentiment is the foundation of morality, then how can we understand this subjective definition of morality ? By attempting to answer this question, we will also be able to characterize the relationship between religion and the other social forces. 

Constant occupied himself for forty years with his book on religion. In this regard, his own lack of traditional religious commitment deserves to be considered in view of his assertion that religion is indispensable. In his study on religion, he claims that religious beliefs or even superstition is preferable to atheism. Moreover, an atheistic conception of the world seems to be unbearable to human nature : the study of past religions leads Constant to formulate the principle that all forms of society manifest a need for religion. Therefore, Constant’s interest in religion is only “anthropological”. He is not particularly interested in man’s relationship with God nor does he intend to prove that Christianity is superior to polytheistic religions.

Considering the very nature of religion, Constant posits an innate religious element in man. Religious sentiment represents a fundamental feature of human nature. It is a distinctive modality of existence which constitutes the nature of man. According to Constant, it would be a mistake to trace the development of religious sentiment to other causes since it is part of his own nature, inherent in man. Religious sentiment, and sentiment itself, is independent from exterior circumstances. Historically, one can conclude that those who sought the first cause of religion in ignorance, fear, or domination, were wrong. In this case, there is no reason to resort to this type of explanation. 

If religion constitutes a social constant, as human history shows us, then human beings have a need to enter into communication with the unknown, to transcend their own existence. Religious sentiment is thus defined as “the need that man feels to put himself in communication with the nature which surrounds him, and the unknown forces which he feels direct this nature”.
 But it must be distinguished from the religious forms which prevail in a society. Religious sentiment cannot be confused with the particular form that a society may give to its religious practice. As it manifests itself in outward religious forms, religious sentiment is known to be present. Religious practice or religion as such thus expresses a human need for transcendence. Religious sentiment is a subjective need made external in an effort to communicate with the unknown. From this view, religious sentiment expresses human nature as unchangeable whereas the forms it assumes are subject to change. Constant clearly lays down a distinction between nature and history : while religious sentiment manifests human nature, religious forms refer to historical evolution. 

Such a distinction is thus articulated in his theory of the evolution of religious forms. According to Constant, religious sentiment gives rise to various religious forms. Constant describes these forms in a religious context for different civilizations. Religious sentiment is characterized as this need that must become visible in order to fulfill its function and become satisfied. Therefore, it triggers the creation of religious and social forms that correspond to this need. The success and duration of these forms depends on religious sentiment because the forms inspired by the latter must satisfy the need for which they were created. In this regard, the advent of Christianity offers a good example. A small, relatively poor social group was able to challenge the established institutions and succeeded in imposing a new form of religious belief. According to Constant, such a successful entreprise can be explained by the fact that the new beliefs were better suited to satisfy individual needs. Likewise, religious sentiment does not disappear once the institutions that satisfy it are established. It still spurs men to seek in the present institutions a means to satisfy their religious proclivity.  

However, this evolution can be hindered. Religious forms can develop apart from the sentiment. At this point, Constant introduces a distinction which determines his theory of the development of religion. The latter can be effective in one of two ways : “[religious development can be guided] either by corporations of priests subject to the priesthood or by the progress of the human mind among peoples who are independent of priestly power”.
 We do not need to follow this theme of the exploitation of religious forms by the priests into particulars. We will just focus on the way in which Constant pursues his indictment of the morality of self-interest rightly understood into his own analysis of the historical development of religion.

The influence of the priestly caste is associated with the idea of selfishness. Two kinds of human motives are linked to religion. On the one hand, religious sentiment implies an “immolation” of the self and altruism, and on the other, egoism which fosters the priests’desire to take advantage of religion for their advancement. This motive leads priests to make religion serve human desires. In turn, priests pursue personal power so that any authentic religious sentiment is destroyed within this caste.

In terms of the evolution of religion towards new and more perfect religious forms, the priests play the same role as an encroaching political power in human activities according to Constant’s political vision. They interfere with the free social forces and break the natural equilibrium between religious sentiment and religious forms : “Instead of being developed and purified, religious sentiment, tossing and turning in shackles contrary to nature, would have become disorderly for lack of progression ; frenzied for lack of freedom”.
 

With its conception of the role of religious sentiment of the priestly caste, On Religion manifests the same tendency as Constant’s political writings. His attitude towards religion is thus similar to that towards other social institutions. He writes : “Leave that to God and to itself. Always in proportion, it will proceed along with ideas, will be enlightened along with reason, will be purified along with morality, and in each period, it will sanction what is best in it”.
 

Religion and Liberty

At the beginning of his book on religion, Constant insists on the necessity of religion in a free society. Religion appears to be a condition for creating and preserving a free society : “Religious peoples have been capable of being slaves; no irreligious one has remained free. Freedom can be established, can be preserved, only by disinterestedness, and all morality alien to religious feeling could not be based on calculation. In order to defend freedom, one must be able to sacrifice one’s life, what more is there than life for anyone who sees only nothingness beyond it.”
  

Constant’s claim that religion is necessary to maintain and preserve a free society is thus based on the argument according to which liberty will require that the individual strives to preserve it, if not make some sacrifice for it. With respect to the nature of political affairs, setting up constitutional garantees is not enough. As we have seen, the morality of self-interest undermines such a perspective. It makes the sacrifice for the sake of liberty impossible since this latter entails the cultivation of disinterestedness as a virtue and the pursuit of individual excellence.

Constant attributes the hostitility of the partisans of liberty towards religion to the fact that religion served as a means for tyranny and justified its criminal actions. Nevertheless, given to to the definition of religious sentiment provided by Constant, it seems to be consistent with the pursuit of liberty. The association of religion with tyranny which has frequently emerge through history, originates in the actions of the priestly caste. 

In Constant’s theoretical framework, the distinction between religious sentiment and religious forms serves to explain why religion can support tyranny and why it can also favor liberty once religious sentiment and its forms have been distinguished from each other. Religious sentiment and liberty, he claims, are linked together : “Religious feeling is the same sort of emotion as all our natural emotions ; consequently it is always in agreement with them. It is always in agreement with sympathy, pity, justice, in a word, with all the virtues”. As emotions opposed to self-interest, sympathy, compassion, justice, can be considered as necessary in order to defend liberty. 

Religious sentiment is useful to preserve liberty in another way : “Abandoned to itself, philosophy is equally without force : it leads to doubt, and doubt exhausts the soul’s energy. Religious feeling alone can save us”.
 Regarding the ultimate human questions, reason and philosophy only produce doubt whereas action itself requires to be supported by firm conviction. Politically, religion plays the role of a powerful individual incentive to resist the attempts of state power. Religion provides a firm moral basis for the individual who has to withstand despotism, whether it is directed against himself or against others. Religion shapes the individual’s moral life insofar as it encourages him to undertake his individual enterprise, and to reach a higher degree of moral perfection.  
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