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Jean-Baptiste Say as a 
classical 
Pierre Force 

One of Gilbert Faccarello's main scholarly contributions has been his study 
of the connections between early modern Augustinianism and the emer­
gence of classical political economy. Such connec~ions app~ar, for inst~nce, 
in the work of Pierre de Boisguilbert,1 who was mdebted m part to Pierre 
Nicole's Moral Essays and the theory of "enlightened self-love." Here, I 
would like to show an example of similar connections well after the rise of 
political economy, made by an author who, at first sight, had few affinities 
with seventeenth-century French moralists: Jean-Baptiste Say. 

The Petit volume contenant quelques aperr;us de l' homme et de la societe 
(Small Volume Including Some Observations About Man and Society) was 
published with Deterville, Say's usual publisher, in 1817.2 It presented itself 
as a work written "in the manner of La Bruyere and La Rochefoucauld" and 
added that the subject matter ("man and society, our tastes and our flaws, 
our ridicules and our vices, our interests and our actions") "will never be 
exhausted."3 The word "aperr;us" in the title was an implicit reference to La 
Bruyere, who had presented his work as a series of remarques (observatio~s) 
in the tradition of humanist notationes, which did not have the generaliz­
ing aim of La Rochefoucauld's maxims and were not necessa:ily short ~nd 
pithy like maxims. The book was filled with referenc~s to classical.moralists: 
Montaigne, Pascal, and La Rochefoucauld are ment10ned three times eac~, 
Moliere and La Bruyere, twice each. One might be tempted to read this 
volume as a belated attempt to produce "literature" in the Grand Siecle tra­
dition in a way that is entirely disconnected from the "scientific" aims of the 
Traite d' economie politique (Treatise on Political Economy).4 I would like 
to show that, quite to the contrary, these considerations about human na­
ture, expressed in the vocabulary of classical moralists, are directly linked 
to Say's economic thinking. I will do this with a single example by .show­
ing how a particular remark echoes earlier debates that were economic and 
moral at the same time. The remark is about the difference between self­
interest and vanity: 

Self-interest, in spite of all the calumnies directed at it, leads to far 
fewer and far less dangerous mistakes than vanity, which was called an 
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anti-social vice by a contemporary philosopher. A man's self-interest 
does not always, and in fact does rarely go against another man's self­
interest. All useful professions are beneficial to those who exercise them 
and those for whom they are exercised. However, the vanity of one man 
necessarily goes against the vanity of another because the one will not 
rule unless the other lets himself be ruled. 5 

According to this line of thinking, self-interest is a beneficial impulse be­
cause it promotes cooperation, while its nefarious cousin, vanity, leads 
to the war of all against all because it makes each of us a potential tyrant 
who will be satisfied only when others bend to our will. The definition of 
vanity as an "anti-social vice" is credited to an unnamed "contemporary 
philosopher." Who is this philosopher with whom Say agrees? 

In all likelihood, this vocal critic of vanity was Condorcet. In the pref­
ace to his 1776 work Reflexions sur le commerce des bles (Reflections on the 
Grain Trade), Condorcet criticized an earlier author who had praised vanity 
as a social virtue: 

A modern author asserted in print that vanity is a social virtue because 
it puts our happiness in the hands of others (Praise of Colbert, page 34). 
However, since vanity is always invested in the possession of material 
goods, of which most men are deprived, it follows that vanity needs 
others only as victims, and is precisely an anti-social vice.6 

We can see from this reference that Condorcet coined the expression "an­
ti-social vice" as the exact opposite of an earlier author's expression ("social 
virtue"): vice against virtue, anti-social against social. An earlier view had 
been that vanity promoted cooperation among humans (and therefore 
economic activity and prosperity). Condorcet saw vanity as the impulse be­
hind extreme social inequality and oppression of the poor by the rich. 

The literary conventions of the time leaned against naming contempo­
rary authors even when they were being quoted verbatim. Here, Condorcet 
does not name his polemical target, but he quotes the title of the book, 
which makes identification easy. The Eloge de Colbert (Praise of Colbert) 
had been published just three years before by Jacques Necker as the win­
ning entry in an essay competition organized by the Academie franr;aise. In 
Necker's book, the praise of vanity occurs in the context of Colbert's efforts 
in fostering economic growth: · 

From every corner under his ministry new occupations and new 
businesses arose, through the creation of countless manufactures; he 
encouraged some with subsidies, some by borrowing techniques from 
abroad, some by honorific distinctions, and all by paying attention and 
showing interest. This is how the sovereign or his minister exercise power 
over a receptive nation, which is motivated by vanity, a weakness that 
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should be called a social virtue because it feeds on the opinion of others 
and in doing so puts one's happiness in their hands and forms between 
men an endless chain of relationships, pleasures, and reciprocal needs.7 

According to Necker, Colbert was a great minister because he knew how 
to use vanity to foster economic growth. Vanity, which is a vice from an 
individual point of view, is a virtue when it comes to the interests of society 
as a whole and is therefore deemed to be a "social virtue." This is the classic 
apology for luxury, which peaked in public discourse in France in the 1730s 
and 1740s and was based on a combination of Colbertist and mondain ar­
guments. 8 The philosophical-theological underpinnings of these arguments 
were largely Augustinian and revolved around the paradox of a vice's seem­
ingly virtuous effects. The most deliberately shocking form of the paradox 
was Mandeville's Fable of the Bees. A more reasonable-sounding version 
could be found in the Moral Essays, in which Pierre Nicole explained that 
the effects of amour-propre (self-love) were hardly distinguishable from the 
effects of charity. The key question, however, was exactly how this transmu­
tation of a vice into a virtue was taking place. Augustinians like Nicole gave 
various psychological explanations and ultimately ascribed the transmuta­
tions to the work of divine Providence. In the Fable of the Bees, Providence 
was invoked as well, perhaps ironically, as was the work of "the dexterous 
management of a skilful politician"9 who was turning private vices into 
public benefits. It is the latter aspect that is emphasized in Necker's Eloge de 
Colbert. Necker invoked not the mysteries of Providence but the arcana im­
perii. Vanity is an engine of economic growth because the sovereign knows 
how to put its effects to good use. A clever minister knows how to use the 
vanity of the king's subjects to get them to work more and more efficiently in 
order to produce the wealth that will make the country strong. 

John Shovlin has shown that starting in the 1750s, there was a backlash 
against the apology for luxury as well as various attempts to moralize mod­
ern commercial society and make it compatible with civic virtue. If we ex­
amine Condorcet's thinking, we will see that his main objection against the 
apology for luxury was a political one. In the Sketch for a Historical Picture 
of the Progress of the Human Mind, Condorcet acknowledged that "manners 
have become less violent ... through the influence of the spirit of industry and 
commerce which is· inimical to unrest and violence as the natural enemies 
of wealth."10 However, the clever manipulation of the passions and interests 
of the citizens by the sovereign was both wrong and ultimately doomed to 
fail because it divided society into two camps: "the one fated to rule, the 
other to obey, the one to deceive, the other to be deceived."11 Such a division 
overlooked the fact "that all men have an equal right to be informed on all 
that concerns them, and that none of the authorities established by men over 
themselves has the right to hide from them a single truth."12 

A similar political argument can be found in the work of Say, who was 
writing in the same civic-minded tradition. In the Petit volume, Say tells 
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the story of a co~~e~sation he had with Napoleon. The economist sums up 
the ~ourage to criticize the emperor for corrupting the nation. The emperor 
replies that the economist is na1ve: 

I once ventured to chastise Napoleon on the grounds that he was de­
praving the nation. Nothing can depict the exquisite disdain with which 
he replied: Haven't you heard that one governs men better with their 
vices than their virtues? Where did his purported cleverness lead him? 
What is the use of having the vicious and the fools on your side when 
their rule is temporary, while being against good sense, enlighte~ment 
and good faith, which grow in authority every day, and whose reign i~ 
the strongest because it is based on the interests of the majority?B 

T.his ~necdote, p~blished in 1817, two years after the fall of the emperor, 
highlights the failure of political cleverness. It should be added that 
Napoleon's posture was not a particularly shocking or cynical one. It was 
the expression of an eighteenth-century conventional wisdom that Hume 
once summarized in the following way: 

Political writers have established it as a maxim, that in contriving any 
system of government, and fixing the several checks and controls of the 
constitution, every man ought to be supposed a knave, and to have no 
other end, in all his actions, but private interest. By this interest we must 
govern him, and, by means of it, make him cooperate to public good 
notwithstanding his insatiable avarice and ambition.14 ' 

As Richard Whatmore has shown, Say's dislike of Napoleon's politics 
was based on the same principle as his dislike of British politics: "Britain 
was a .modern republic in the same sense as Bonaparte's Empire: leaders 
ruled m the name of the people, but in practice against the interests of the 
people."15 Against th~ clever rule of the few in the name of the many, Say 
proposed a democratic conception of politics based, as we have just seen 
on "good sense, enlightenment, and good faith, which grow in authorit; 
every day, and whose reign is the strongest because it is based on the inter­
ests of the majority." The concept of interet du plus grand nombre (interests 
of the majority) was directly borrowed from Helvetius.16 It assumed that a 
stable and moral system of government would come only if the citizens had 
a clear understanding of their own interests. 
~hese debates ~ltimately revolved around questions of moral psychology, 

w~ich Say, followmg Helvetius, still understood as informed by a dialogue. 
with seventeenth-century French moralists. The key question was whether 
the impulse that La Rochefoucauld, Nicole, Bayle and many others called 
m1:our-propre promoted conflict or cooperation. In the Moral Essays, 
Nicole had shown how self-love became enlightened for reasons of inter­
nal necessity that could ultimately be tied to divine Providence. However, 
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for Augustinians like La Rochefoucauld or Bayle, if self-love had a way of 
putting checks on itself, the results were not always reliable or consistent. 
As Bayle puts it, "monarchs do not always orient their passions by the wind 
of their interest" and sometimes "give up their glory, their prudence, and 
their most fundamental interests."17 Similarly, for La Rochefoucauld, the 
military enterprises of Augustus and Marc Anthony could be described as 
rational, self-interested behavior or, just as plausibly, the result of childish 
vanity: 

Great and striking actions which dazzle the eyes are represented by 
politicians as the effect of great designs, instead of which they are com­
monly caused by the temper and the passions. Thus the war between 
Augustus and Anthony, which is ascribed to the ambition they enter­
tained of making themselves masters of the world, was probably but an 
effect of jealousy.18 . 

War and ambition as expressions of vanity are a recurrent theme in the 
Petit Volume. Children as well as kings often engage in irrational and self­
destructive behavior based on an inflated sense of their own importance: 

Moral philosophers seem to believe that the love of self, or self-interest, 
governs the actions of men more than self-love, or vanity. I believe on 
the contrary that in general vanity has a greater influence on them than 
love of self. One just needs to observe how often men follow their vanity 
against their own interests: take the child who starves himself in pro­
test of a punishment he received or the potentate you could flatter into 
making so many mistakes, and who destroys his country, which is the 
foundation of his own power, to avenge himself of an insult he read in 
the newspaper.19 

The descriptions of human behavior that we find in the Petit volume explicitly 
present themselves as continuations of La Bruyere and La Rochefoucauld, 
and Say, like La Rochefoucauld, highlights the many discrepancies between 
actual behavior and what a rational, normative sense of one's interests 
would dictate. The main difference is the following: In La Rochefoucauld, 
all behavior rational or irrational, is ascribed to amour-propre, a mysterious 
entity th~t ~enerates self-awareness and self-delusion at the same time. Say, 
on the other. hand, has different names for each end of the spectrum: Self­
delusion is called vanite and self-awareness is called interet. The former leads 
to conflict, the latter leads to cooperation. As I have shown elsewhere, the 
word amour-propre had been used to describe and explain a wide spectrum 
of behavior, rational and irrational. In Say's work, the word took on the 
narrower meaning it still carries in French today and was used as a synonym 
for vanity.20 One may argue that some of the richness of Augustinian an­
thropology was lost in the process. On the other hand, the disambiguation 

Jean-Baptiste Say as a classical moralist 51 

was necessary for the promotion of self-interest to the status of an axiom in 
economic thinking. 
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The issue of the relationships between political economics and theology 
lies at the heart of several recent historical studies undertaken by Gilbert 
Faccarello.1 The period immediately following the French Revolution as well 
as the first third of the 19th century stand out among the salient episodes of 
this history. In the wake of Jean-Baptiste Say's Traite d' economie politique 
(1803), political economics laid claim to its positivity and to its status as a 
leading science of a new era by ridding themselves of the domain of beliefs 
and opinions and by advocating for the foundation of the nascent industrial 
society upon the criterion of usefulness and individual interest. However, the 
reflection upon industrialisation immediately became more complicated at 
the turn of the 1820s. Liberal thinkers such as Benjamin Constant, Germaine 
de Stael and the nebulous Saint-Simonian group, which deployed after the 
death of its inspiration, the author of Le Nouveau Christianisme (1825), con­
sidered individual interest alone insufficient and so called for more soul for 
the new industrial world. In their article entitled "Religion and Political Econ­
omy in Early 19th Century France", Gilbert Faccarello and Philippe Steiner 
took great care to distinguish the three industrialist versions - associated 
with the names Say, Constant and Saint-Simon - from a line of reaction­
ary and counter-revolutionary thinking that they associated with the names 
of Joseph de Maistre, Louis de Bonald and Pierre-Simon Ballanche.2 This 
may be exact in general terms but should be nuanced concerning Ballanche. 
Rather than being a reactionary, he belonged to the category of "enlightened 
traditionalists."3 He insisted that "Christianity, the so perfect law of religious 
humanity, is eminently disagreeable to the initiatory law of theocracy." As 
Paul Benichou underlined, in Ballanche's eyes, one should reconcile tradition 
and the Enlightenment by proposing "this idea of a Christianity responding 
to the present, although faithful to itself, and subject to the law of progress."4 

This short note will provide an opportunity to revisit the author of the Essais 
de Palingenesie sociale (1827) and demonstrate that, in that work, Ballanche 
proposed not actual economic reflection but rather the outlines of a general 
knowledge of social laws, a science and philosophy of the "collective man" -
both statically and dynamically - which later served as an inspiration for the 
more specifically economic reflections of other authors. 


