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B.G. Garnham’s edited volume of extracts from the Idéologues is a welcome contribution to the study of intellectual life during the French Revolution and the First Empire. Garnham carefully selected sixty-eight texts that represent the essential elements of idéologie as it developed in the late 1790s and beyond. All of the main contributors to the movement are included: Destutt de Tracy, Garat, Volney, Grégoire, Say, Thurot, Chénier, Cabanis, Cambacères, and Sieyès. The extracts, which usually range from 2-5 pages, are grouped into seven sections: the science of idéologie, the analysis of the mind, language, political economy, legislation, religion and morality, and education. 

The books begins with a 60-page introduction that clearly lays out the basic program of the Idéologues. As Garnham explains, the Idéologues began to coalesce as an intellectual and social group in the 1770s, even though the term itself did not emerge until under the Directory. The adherents to the movement inherited the idea of a science of man (or social science) from Locke, Condorcet, and Condillac, believing that a scientific understanding of human behavior and knowledge acquisition could improve the happiness of mankind. In the words of Tracy, the ultimate purpose of all “speculative sciences” ultimately boiled down to social “utility.” In the early years of the Revolution, most of the future Idéologues worked as politicians and bureaucrats, until 1795, when the creation of the Institut brought the group together as a kind of think-tank. They dominated a branch of the Institut (one of three) known as the “class of moral and political sciences.” Over the next several years, the Idéologues (a term coined by Destutt de Tracy in 1796) worked closely with the Directory and the Consulate in an effort to help shape public policy in domains as diverse as education, constitutional reform, rights, religion, and political economy. Initially in good favor with Napoleon, who the Idéologues saw as the savior of French liberty, they quickly earned the suspicions of the First Consul, and the class of moral and political sciences found itself disbanded in 1803. 

The importance of the books is that it provides easy access to a broad range of obscure primary sources, including letters, essays, bureaucratic documents, and minutes from the Institut. The documents show the extent to which the Idéologues agreed on fundamental philosophical topics: sensationalism, human perfectibility, political economy, semiotics, and relative human equality. At the same time, Garnham’s selections also reveal some key discrepancies in the movement that have been overlooked by modern scholars. Document 16, for instance, is a letter from Maine de Biran to Destutt de Tracy in which former openly disagrees with the latter about mankind’s lack of free will. There were also disagreements between Tracy and Laromiguière on the utility of mathematics in the moral and political sciences. 

The limitations of the volume are fairly minor. One noticeable problem is that Garnham rarely draws from newer research. Indeed, the vast majority of his sources appeared before the 1970s. He might have benefited from Georges Gusdorf’s La conscience révolutionnaire: les idéologues, Winfried Busse’s Les Idéologues, and the recent work of Dan Edelstein. Second, while the introduction is in English, Garnham chose to keep the excerpts in the original French. I think this is regrettable since it means the volume is off limits to non-francophone undergraduates in need of research materials. Moreover, the books is only partially useful to academic researchers; scholars conducting research on Destutt de Tracy and Idéologues will certainly want to read more than mere excerpts. That said, these carefully chosen selections will serve as an invaluable finding aid for those interested in idéologie.  

