
An Intellectual History Of Liberalism: New
French Thought
The Origins of French Liberalism

Liberalism, as a political and philosophical ideology, has a rich intellectual history
that dates back centuries. It has influenced countless societies and shaped the
course of history in many ways. One of the most intriguing branches of liberalism
is the school of thought that emerged in France during the 20th century. This
article aims to explore the intellectual history of liberalism in France, specifically
focusing on the works of influential French thinkers.

The Influence of 18th Century Enlightenment

To understand the development of French liberalism, it is essential to
acknowledge the influence of the 18th-century Enlightenment period. The
Enlightenment emphasized reason, individual autonomy, and the pursuit of
knowledge. Prominent French philosophers such as Voltaire, Montesquieu, and
Rousseau laid the foundation for the liberal ideas that would later shape the
country's intellectual landscape.

During the 19th century, various intellectual movements, such as Romanticism
and Positivism, presented challenges to classical liberal thought. However, it was
in the 20th century that a new wave of French intellectuals emerged, redefining
liberalism and shaping new branches of thought.
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The Nouveaux Philosophes: Modern French Intellectuals

One significant movement in French intellectual history is that of the Nouveaux
Philosophes, or the New Philosophers. This group of intellectuals, which emerged
in the 1970s, challenged traditional Marxist and leftist ideologies prevalent in
France. The Nouveaux Philosophes criticized the communist regime and
advocated for individual liberty, personal responsibility, and democracy.

One of the most influential figures associated with the Nouveaux Philosophes is
André Glucksmann, a philosopher and writer who sought to reconcile liberalism
with the fight against totalitarianism. Glucksmann's work centered on the idea that
liberty should not be compromised for the sake of ideological purity, and that true
progress lies in individual freedom and human rights.

The Rise of Poststructuralism

Another important movement within French intellectual history is
poststructuralism. Poststructuralist thinkers, such as Michel Foucault, Jacques
Derrida, and Jean-François Lyotard, challenged the traditional liberal notions of
universal truths and objective knowledge. They argued that power structures,
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language, and discourse shape our understanding of reality and that truth is
always subject to interpretation.

This wave of French thought introduced new perspectives on liberalism,
highlighting the complexities of power dynamics and the need to question
established norms and structures. Poststructuralist thinkers influenced numerous
academic fields, including political theory, literature, and cultural studies.

The New French Intellectual Landscape

Today, the intellectual landscape in France continues to evolve with new schools
of thought emerging and engaging in ongoing debates. Contemporary French
thinkers, such as Frédéric Lordon, Martha Nussbaum, and Pierre Rosanvallon,
contribute to the intellectual history of liberalism through their innovative ideas
and critical analyses.

Frédéric Lordon, an economist and philosopher, focuses on the intersection of
politics and economics. His work challenges mainstream economic thought and
offers alternative approaches to understanding capitalism and its impact on
society. Lordon's ideas often resonate with those advocating for a more socially
just and equitable system.

Martha Nussbaum, an American philosopher who has greatly influenced the
French intellectual landscape, emphasizes the importance of human capabilities
and the need for a holistic approach to social justice. Her work encourages a
reevaluation of economic structures and the promotion of human dignity and well-
being in policymaking.

Pierre Rosanvallon, a sociologist and historian, explores the role of democracy in
modern societies. Rosanvallon's approach emphasizes the importance of political



participation, the protection of individual rights, and the need for institutional
innovations to address new challenges.

The intellectual history of liberalism in France reflects the ongoing dialogue and
evolution of ideas. From the Enlightenment thinkers who laid the foundations of
liberal thought to the emergence of the Nouveaux Philosophes challenging
Marxist ideologies, and the poststructuralist movement deconstructing traditional
notions of truth, French thinkers have contributed significantly to the development
of liberal thought. Today, contemporary French intellectuals continue to shape the
intellectual landscape, offering fresh perspectives and innovative ideas.
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Highlighting the social tensions that confront the liberal tradition, Pierre Manent
draws a portrait of what we, citizens of modern liberal democracies, have
become. For Manent, a discussion of liberalism encompasses the foundations of
modern society, its secularism, its individualism, and its conception of rights. The
frequent incapacity of the morally neutral, democratic state to further social
causes, he argues, derives from the liberal stance that political life does not serve
a higher purpose. Through quick-moving, highly synthetic essays, he explores the
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development of liberal thinking in terms of a single theme: the decline of
theological politics.

The author traces the liberal stance to Machiavelli, who, in seeking to divorce
everyday life from the pervasive influence of the Catholic church, separated
politics from all notions of a cosmological order. What followed, as Manent
demonstrates in his analyses of Locke, Hobbes, Rousseau, Guizot, and
Constant, was the evolving concept of an individual with no goals outside the
confines of the self and a state with no purpose but to prevent individuals from
dominating one another. Weighing both the positive and negative effects of such
a political arrangement, Manent raises important questions about the
fundamental political issues of the day, among them the possibility of individual
rights being reconciled with the necessary demands of political organization, and
the desirability of a government system neutral about religion but not about public
morals.
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