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ghg_conditions of creativity in the lives of major thinkers, some case
udies.

We have examined the four lives one by one [that is Montesquieu, Adam Smith, Tocqueville and
Fukuzawa — and later to add in F.W.Maitland — see my books ‘Riddle of the Modern World’ and
‘Making of the Modern World’]. Now we @n study them together to see what, if any, where the
common features which made these people able to contribute to a change of paradigm in their lives and
works.

Livesand Experiences

David Harvey has suggested that "The exploration of contradictions dwaysliesat the heart of origind
thought. If this is so, then one of the degpest contradictions in the lives of our thinkers lay in the
contrast between the world in which they lived their childhood and their late adolescent and adult
experiences. Montesquieu grew up in the gifling atmosphere of Louis XIV's France and then
experienced the sensation in his mid-twenties of the excitement and openness of the early years of the
new reign after 1715. Furthermore, near to Bordeauix he watched the growth of a commercid trading
city with its links to America and England. Adam Smith was brought up in the semi-feuda and Calvinist
world of southern Scotland. He witnessed the rapid growth of commercia and indugtrid capitdism in
Glasgow and the fina destruction of the older clan system after Culloden in 1745. Tocqueville lived in
the after-shocks of the French Revolution, witnessed the defeat of Napoleon, and saw the further
eroson of an Ancien Regime world by the post-revolutionary mixture of a new individudism and
equdity. Findly, Fukuzawa was brought up in the narrow world of an anti-individuaist and hierarchical
clan, then saw firgt the shock of the arriva of the Black Shipsin 1854 and then the enormous socid and
political revolution of the Meiji restoration of 1868.

What dl of them had witnessed within a period of thirty or so yearsin each case, between the ages of
15 and 45, was a revolutionary transformation of their world, occurring a every level - technologicd,
economic, socid, ideologica and religious. The strands are impossible to separate, but |ooking back we
can see that they were dl agtride a cataclysmic shift in civilization. They could only see smdl parts of the
shift, nor could they foresee the outcome or even be conscioudy aware of many of the changes. But that
the world was rapidly changing was not in doubt and that it was necessary to work out a new set of
theories to help understand those changes was evident.

The shock of contrast was made much greater by another feature of their lives, namely their travelsto
explore the frontiers of the 'new'’. Rather than retreating from the flood of new experience of a new
civilization they actively sought it out. Montesquieu's travels to England gave him a glimpse of a new,
hitherto unknown, form of civilization, so different from his more dowly evolving France. Smith suffered
a saries of shocks, the move from Kirkcaldy to Glasgow, the six years in affluent England, the return to
argpidly changing Scotland, the travels to cosmopolitan France, the contact through his London friends
with the new world emerging in America Tocgueville explored England as an dterndive system to
France but above al saw the future in America. Fukuzawa not only saw the shocks of contrast between
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his narrow childhood in Nagatsu and the world of Nagasaki, Osaka and Tokyo, but explored and
immersed himsdf in al that was new in America and Europe. It is impossible to over-edimeate the
influence of these varied experiences, adding spatid contradictions to tempora change.

These experiences were, of course, shared by others who were less cregtive. So we are led on to
consider other aspects of their lives and experiences which may have exacerbated the influences.

One feature of al of them was a very srong and retentive memory. We have seen that
contemporaries commented on Montesguieu's very good memory, Smith's prodigious memory, and
Tocquevilles likewise. As can been seen from Fukuzawals writings and especidly his Autobiography,
he likewise had agood memory. Thisis important not merely directly for the finished work - using the
memory as a storage device, the deep well of credtivity, but a awider level in orientating these thinkers.
Most people experience deep structura changes over their lifetime, many people travel and observe
other cultures. But most people forget. What was surprising about our four was that they remembered
and thought it important to remember. Thus their lives were akind of archaeology of remembered Strata
thgperienc_& Their writing was partly an attempt to bring some order into the contradictions between
these memories.

Ancther digtinguishing feature of al of them was an enormous and open curiosity. We find throughout
their lives dl were excited and curious, about other lives, other cultures, other ideas. Thus they
immersed themsdlves in data collection at dl levels, through conversation, through travel and above dl
reading and re-arranging of the reading. Perhaps the most curiogity driven of al was Fukuzawa, who
absorbed much of the technica, artistic and philosophica knowledge of a thousand years of European
history within twenty years. Given the amount they were absorbing and the deep ability for sustained
concentration which was another distinguishing characterigtic of dl of them, conspicuous
absent-mindedness and abstraction. Nor isit surprisng thet they al shared the characteristic of a certain
shyness or reserve, a certain socid awkwardness and diffidence. One at times gets the impression that
they knew s0 much and were thinking so much, that they found smadl-tak difficult. Either they said a
little or a great dedl. They found the company of dl but their closest confidants, with whom they could
open up their very full minds and hearts, caused tension, not to mention awasting time.

There is, of course, a point a which such shyness and resarve can lead into such sdf-imposed
seclusion that it can lead to intdlectud sterility snce the spontaneous inflow of ideas, data and emotiona
wamth is progressvey cut off. Another feature of dl four of our thinkers is that they were saved from
this danger by periods of practicd involvement with the so-caled 'rea world. To gart with, three of
them were deeply versed in the law, and two practiced as judges for a period. They dl showed some
interest in the practica aspects of the way they earnt a living. Montesquieu took an interest in the daily
affairs on his Gascon edate, as did Tocqueville later in his life on his smaler estate in Normandy. Smith
was an effective and involved Universty adminidrator. Fukuzawa was involved in numerous practica
affairs, fromwood-chopping up to starting schools and newspapers and printing.

Particularly important here was their relaionship to politica power. They were clearly al interested in
politics and the useful wiglding of power. Montesquieu sat on the fringes of French politics and engaged
in it a the locd leve; Smith advised the most senior figures in the British government from time to time;
Tocqueville was periodicdly a the centre of French politics, Fukuzawa was close to many of those
forging a new society after the Meiji Restoration. They thus understood the world of power, as they
understood that of the economy. Y et they avoided the other danger, which wasto be sucked too much
into the maingtream of politica activity. None of them became full-time paliticians, though Tocqueville
would have liked to be at one stage in his life. They were dways on the edge, both on the outsde and
indde. The fact that they were dl financidly independent of government, through inherited wedth,
patronage or hard work, was also crucid here. Not only did it give them the time for reflection, but
undoubtedly contributed to that dispassionate and Olympian tone and view which they dl shared. They
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were often partisan, but ultimady independent. Fukuzawa made a specid point of stressng how
important such independence was, and he wasright.

All of the above helps to explain some of the conditions within which ther genius could flourish. But
there are two other ingredients to be added which can make dl the difference. The fird lies a the leve
of the wider society. This concerns their links to past and present idess. All of these thinkers drew for
ther inspiration on a vast body of knowledge from around the world, much of it propagated with the
help of the printing revolution. Montesquieu and Smith were among the most learned men since
Arigtotle, having absorbed much of the philosophy and literature of the Greeks, Romans, Idamic
thinkers and al of the European tradition since then. They were multi-disciplinary, the friends of poets,
artigts and others. In other ways, Tocqueville and Fukuzawa, through a narrower set of readings, drew
on dl of the best ideas of rich tradition.

Yet these ideas did not come to them from books aone. One of the notable features of dl these
thinkers is that they were each a node on a network of world-wide communication mediated through a
locd network of friends. A drong feature of the Enlightenment was that it was based on a
pan- European system, later stretching to Japan, throwing up groups of like-minded individuds. Even at
that time, progress in knowledge was very much a joint afair. It is difficult to think that any of our
thinkers would have proceeded far without the conversations and comments of their intdlectud circle.
This has been particularly anadysed for Adam Smith, but it is equdly true of the others. It is in
discussons, as wdl as in the knowledge that one is writing for at leest a amdl cirde of those who will
understand, that the best work will be done. Changing a paradigm, like climbing a high mountain, is both
dangerous and londy work. Without David Hume and others Smith could not have climbed rearly so
high. The excitement of amgor shift requires avolume of people seeking to establish new questions and
answers.

Y et again we are left with the question of what extra was there about these four figures which tipped
the balance not merely towards a smdl contribution, but to a fundamenta shift of vison which has
dtered dl our lives?

Here we return to the idea of Troeltsch that the balance of contradictions had to be right. That is to
say, the thinker has to have his (or her) feet planted firmly on both sides of adivide, to be anding on a
growing fault with loydty to both of the increasingly opposed worlds. This may leed to mentd
difficulties, induding psycho-somatic illness and possible menta breakdown, possibly as we saw in the
case of Tocqueville, Smith (and later Weber). 1t may lead to restlessness, sadness, depresson and
periodic periods of loss of confidence, as we see particularly with Tocqueville. Yet it does seem to be
the contradiction, whereby the thinker fedls an dmost equd alegiance to two incompatible systems that
generates the heroic efforts, sometimes leading to anew and creetive solution.

These are not those conflicts between an austere, salf-disciplined, puritan type ethic and the sensudl,
libidinous, bodily gratification, dthough this may be a part of it. That Montesquieu exhibits Sgns of a
drain between sensudity and asceticiam, that Smith was caught between his Cavinigt upbringing and
mother on the one hand, and the new affluent, liberd, humane and sometimes hedonidtic stregk from his
classica education and experiences in Oxford, London and France, is dl relevant, just as the battle
Fukuzawa fought between his love of drink and desire for sdf-control is relevant. But none of thisisthe
key. That key liesin the fact that in many ways dl our thinkers were men of both the old and the new
world and they could not give their undivided dlegiance to ether. Their work was redly the result of an
internal dialogue, putting the arguments for both worlds, and in the end recognizing thet both had their
merits.

The contradictions lay a many levels. In the case of Montesquieu, we have seen that he retained his
Gascon, regiona roots and even accent while aso being absorbed into Parisian cosmopolitan and urban
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culture. His aristocratic and business ethics clashed in the legacies of his parents. He was thus both a
member of the older hierarchicd, aristocratic world, yet his writings show a mixture of this with a great
admiration for the republican or at least bourgeois and liberd system he saw in England. Adam Smith
felt an attachment to his Scottish roots, especially when he was at Oxford, and the abiding presence of
his mother was a congtant reminder of the older mordity. Yet much of his writing was concerned with
elaborating a moral foundation for the new commercia world which he had experienced. The heart of
his problem was how to join private vice and public benefit through the mechanism of the market. The
clash of mordity and economics was never reconciled, but a new arrangement was suggested viathe
device of theinvisible hand.

Tocqueville is the mogt extreme and explicit example of the double dlegiance. Much of his work
arises, as he says, out of the attempt to reconcile his heart, with its 'aristocratic' sentiments, and his
'head with its recognition of both the judtice and inevitability of democracy. The clash of his ‘indtincts
and 'opinions, of the old France he loved and the new America he admired, gives the energy to much of
his mogt creative work. Fukuzawa may have formdly reected his clan after 1870 and for a time
espoused dl things western, but his reversion to Japanese clothing and food, his growing criticism and
bitterness at the imperid ambitions of the west, and redization of the superiority of his own culture in
many respects, as well as the subtle ways in which he dtered the individudistic and egditarian
philosophy of the west, shows that he dways remained ambivadent. Hisam, like that of al our thinkers,
was somehow to incorporate the new without totally destroying the old. And like them, this was not just
an abdtract theoretica problem but affected the whole of life.

A paticular form of this ambiguity or internd and findly unresolved contradiction which is centrd to
undergtanding our four figures is their religious experience. The Enlightenment was in many ways a
religious movement, but not in the normal sense. What it did was to accept tha the old faith with its
priests, rituds and constantly intervening God was no longer tenable. Yet it did not thereby relinquish the
religious search, but replaced the older structure with a new human based religion, ultimately retaining a
shadowy Deity or Providence, but turning atention away from Him. In doing so our thinkers were faced
with their centra chalenge; if the old religion could no longer serve as an adequate guarantee or
foundation or mordity, of meaning, of order, what could it be replaced with? This chalenge would be
taken up most forcefully by those whose temperament was most ‘religious, in the sense of searching for
answers to the old ‘why' questions, but who for various reasons had logt their forma faith. Such a
description fits our four thinkers well.

Montesguieu formaly remained a Cathalic, but the influence of his Cavinis mother and his Cavinist
friends in Bordeauix, as well as his wide reading in other non-Chrigtian cultures in the past and other
civilizations seems to have eroded his faith. His works had to be published abroad to avoid the
Inquisition for they were clearly too redividtic, too filled with a spirit bordering on the agnostic or
Deadic.

Adam Smith like hisfriend David Hume, seemsto have lost any firm faith in the old Christian teaching.
Hence he was constantly searching for a new foundation for social and mora relaions. From hisMor al
Sentiments and lectures on philosophy through to the Wealth, God makes hardly any appearance. At
best Smith can be described as a Deigt, his God was more invisble than his invisible hand. The new
world has to cope with his absence.

Tocquevilles poignant account of his loss of fath gives a powerful image of the disorientating effects
of reading too much Enlightenment philosophy on a rationd and sengtive young mind. Yet he never
scorned religion and congtantly extolled the necessity for a system which he yearned for but could not
believe in. Like the older hierarchica socid order, he fet that the world would be in danger without it,
yet logicaly he knew it could no longer be accepted.

Fukuzawa was a less torn verson of Tocgueville. He dso logt his faith in the old gods, in his case
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through testing his growing scepticiam by experiments with ritual objects. Y et while he could not believe
himsdf, he acknowledged that without religion a society would lack coheson and individud lives ther
purpose and meaning. Thus like dl the others he was in that most crestive, if difficult, of postions, of
being a person living in a Hill rdigious world where doubt was growing and yet the arguments for and
againg the Deity were just about balanced. Hope and experience were opposed and much effort was
devoted to trying to fill the God-shaped holein their hearts.

This tengon is particularly important for the development of new paradigms for it leads to the
smultaneous loss of confidence in the old paradigm's content, with a retention in the hope that
paradigms exist. On the one hand there are deep uncertainties, the old framework to explain how things
come to be and are linked together is gone. One musgt think everything out from the bottom up. The task
isgigantic and can only gart if dl isin doubt. On the other hand it can only be pursued if thereisfaith, of
an dmog reigious kind, that there is a pattern and order behind redlity, that there is a framework of a
new kind to be found. As Koestler writes, even those who were not explicitly religious, and here
Fukuzawa is the nearest of our thinkers to this, 'based their labours on one act of faith: the belief that
there B a harmony of the spheres - that the universe is not a tae told by an idiot, but governed by
hidden laws waiting to be discovered.’? As Eingtein put it, 'Only the man who devotes his life to such
gods has a living conceptions of what inspired these men and gave them strength to remain steadfast in
ther ams in spite of countless fallures. It is cosmic religiousness that bestows such drength. A
contemporary has said, not unrightly, that the serious research scholar in our generdly materidigtic ageis
the only desply religious human being.® Our thinkers were in a sense degply religious. Out of their
search they created a new world view which would reconcile the ways of God to man.

The account above explains some of the background to why our thinkers broke with previous
paradigms, asked new questions and tried to work out new answers. What it does not do is to explain
why they were more than averagely successful in finding and convincing others that they had found a
new framework. Many of us are confused and our lives filled with contradictions. But few cregte a
Spirit of the Laws or Democracy in America. In order to understand that better we need to consider
our thinkers from another angle, that is to say the way in which they worked or set about answering the
puzzles thrown up by their lives and experience.

M ethods

If we look at the actud conditions within which our thinkers worked we notice a number of practices
which undoubtedly heightened their credtivity. Indeed they seem to have been sdf-conscioudy
attempting to encourage the chance of mgor advances - feeding, agitating and drawing off the
accumulating data in the subterranean chambers. Like many others they discovered that certain
conditions seemed to help them to think. Knowlson has summarized many of the tactics employed.
There was the generd smdls and surroundings. 'Gautier sad:” it isonly the smdl of printer'sink that can
make me move." Dr Johnson needed a purring cat, and orange ped and tea within reach. Joka could
not write unless he had violent ink: black and blue ink would make work impossible - it had to be either
violet ink or a lead pencil. Thomas Hardy prior to beginning work, aways removes his boots or
dippers* Or again, 'Shelley found that munching bread was helpful in composing, just as Addison and
Sheridan liked to have a bottle of wine handy, and Schiller a flask of Old Renish - dso rotten gppliesin
his desk.* Then there was the light and temperature. "...for whilst Rousseau liked to think out his pages
bare-headed in the sun, Bossuet preferred to work in a cold room, his head wrapped in furs, and Zola
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pulled down the blinds a midday because he found more stimulus in atificia light.® Or the view from
one's desk might be important. 'Similarly, Kant used a certain tower, visble from his sudy window, asa
sort of menta focus for thinking out his categories, and when, in the course of time, some trees grew up
and hid the tower, he wrote to the City Council asking them to cut down the trees so that he might once
more see the tower, "and think".” Even the arrangement of one's desk could be important. 'Ibsen used
to keep a number of little images on his writing desk: they helped him in the work of compaosition, he
said, but declined to say "how", adding: "That is my secret”.® With thisin mind, let us consder some of
the working methods of our four thinkers.

One feature that stands out is that the creetivity took time, was cumulative, was spread out over many
years. It is a characterigtic, we are told, of creetive thinkers that '...at the beginning of each period
stands the publication of a short preiminary note which contained the basic discovery in a nutshell; then
followed ten or fifteen years of eaboration, consolidation, darification.' (Rutherford?)® Montesquieu
sketched out many of his idess in the Persian Letters, but then thought more deeply about them and
published them findly some twenty years later. Smith summarized many of his centrd idess in his
lectures and talks in the 1750s and then worked on them and findly published them over twenty years
later. Tocqueville did the same - outlining his centrd themes on England and American in the 1820s and
publishing them over the next thirty years, or producing a short overview of some of the centra idess of
Ancien Regime in an essay published some twenty years earlier. (See XXX on Tocqueville as
higtorian). Even Fukuzawa returned again and again to themes of his youthful voyagings. The big idess
seem to have been developed between 18 and 30, and then worked over continuoudy for some twenty
or more years. The twenty-year gap between Darwin's discovery of the theory of evolution and its
publicationin The Origin of Species is thus characteridtic. It fits well with the mode of thought which
suggests that the intuition comes firgt, then the detailed data is assembled in a new order to substantiate
it.

Given this long maturing process, what did our thinkers do in those twenty or so years? One thing
they obvioudy did was to concentrate on a specified set of problems very hard. This was not just a
matter of compulsive hard work, though al of our thinkers did drive themsdlves on, turning idees over
and over. As the Maxwell observed, 'A greet part of our fatigue often arises, not from those menta
eforts by which we obtain the mastery of the subject, but from those which are spent in recaling our
wandering thoughts.’® These people had the ability to pay deep attention to a subject, exclude the
irrdlevant, and then, when the problem was solved, to move on. It isa quality described by Burckhardt
thus. 'Further, he has the natura faculty of concentrating at will on one issue, and then passng on to
concentrate on another. Hence things appear to him smple, while to us they seem highly complicated,
perpetualy throwing each other out of gear. Where we grow confused, he beginsto see redly clearly.™
This concentration aso helped them to work at great speed. Fukuzawa is particularly notable in this
respect, tossing off mgor works in afew weeks, but there were times when each of the others achieved
great advances in a few weeks. The common sense notion that the harder the problem the longer it will
take to solve is wrong. Often, especidly when intuition is properly working, the light bridge of
connection has to be crossed very fast, in aleagp or bound, or it will never be crossed. As Van Gogh put
it 'It is in life as in drawing, one must sometimes act quickly and with decision, atack a thing with
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energy, trace the outlines as quickly as lightning.™?

One way of encouraging this daring and speed was to engage in forms of communication other than
reading and writing. Koestler makes the generd point that playfulness, playing light- heartedly with idess,
often dlows one to make insupportable, as yet, connections, to see and try out new things. "...playful or
"I'art pour l'art” technique provides an unexpected clue to problems in a quite different field...is one of
the letmoatifs in the history of science™® Or, as Wright Mills puts one part of this 'An atitude of
playfulness towards the phrases and words with which various issues are defined often loosens up the
imaginaion. Such playfulness is eader in speech than in writing. Hence the importance of
conversation. As Mills continues, ‘I do not know the full socid conditions of the best intellectud
workmanship, but certainly surrounding oneself by a circle of people who will listen and tak - and a
times they have to be imaginary characters - is one of them.”® It is thus not a coincidence that many o
the best ideas of our thinkers were first worked out in persond conversations. Montesquieu explicitly
describes how his participation in the wit and repartee of Paris sdons encouraged him to connect and
take flights of fancy, which he then worked on in his sudy. Smith developed many of his centra ideasin
the Edinburgh debating societies in his youth and out of conversaions with Hume and others.
Tocqueville congtantly stretched out in new directions through his conversations with his close friends
and particularly Beaumont. Fukuzawa, as a member of touring ddegations and of various intellectua
circles had many opportunities to discuss and try out idess.

At a levd between the spontaneity of pure speech, and the measured logic of the final formd
presentation in the book, there were other media which lay between the spoken and the forma written
word. Montesguieu wrote down his philosophy as a nove, The Persian L etters. Smith forced himsdlf
to explain things dearly and persuasvey in long ledure courses. Tocqueville used his letters to his
friends to try out idess. Fukuzawa wrote many of his works in the form of short newspaper articles. All
these media not only help new, haf-formed idess, to gain alife, but encourage an initid clarity. They are
of no use if the recipient is not engaged, perhaps amused, and persuaded. If they are dull or
incomprehengble the author will have to try something dse. They are dl excelent smdl trid runs for
parts of the magnum opus.

This tenson between the freedom, flexibility and sometimes the illogicdity of the spoken word,
powerful for the moment, but soon lost, and the condraint, rigidity, logicdity of the written word, less
powerful a firdt, but storing and travelling better, is particularly well illustrated in these cases. We see
the creation of thoughts often in the spoken word and then a conscious effort to retain the freedom,
involving nature and spontaneity of crestive thought even though it is frozen into speech.

Montesquieu used secretaries and amanuenses, in other words he would talk out his ideas and they
would be written down. This helps to explain the directness and smplicity of his writing. It is a
conversation between the author and the scribe, with the reader taking the place o the note taker. As
the spoken word was congtantly revised Montesquieu made strenuous efforts to maintain the energy,
lack of coherence, spontaneity of the original speech. He woos and amuses the reader, creating
deliberate confusions, surprises, a rushing too and fro asin the effort of araconteur in a club to keep his
audience listening. He does this not only to keep attention, but to make his audience think, to travel with
him, to make an effort and join with him in the exploration.

2van Gogh, Letters, p.152
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This technique is well described by Koestler in severd passages. 'Economy in art congsts in
employing its message in the gaps between the words, as it were. Words, we saw, are mere
sepping-stones for thoughts; the meaning must be interpolated; by making the gaps just wide enough,
the artist compels his audience to exert its imagination, and to re-create to some extent, the experience
behind the message.® Or again 'It is presupposed that in this undetermined manner there is the genera
effect; enough to remind the spectator of the origind; the imagination supplies the rest, and perhaps
more satisfactorily to himsdlf, if not more exactly, than the artist, with al his care, could possbly have
done.*” The aim is not to confuse, but to draw the reader's mind within the frame of the writing. The
intention is not to obscure the message, but to make it more luminous by compelling the recipient to
work it out by himsdf - to re-create it.® To a certain extent this was a technique used by al of our
writers. They had thought through the stages of their arguments, but they knew that their audience would
not fully 'understand' at the deepest level unless they re-created within themsalves, parts of that journey,
creating meaning aswell as being told ‘facts.

Like Montesguieu, Smith aso worked out his ideas through the spoken mode - as lectures, or by
using an amanuenss. We have seen him gtriding up and down his study dictating and pausing. This gives
his writing its peculiarly direct and smple fed; he is again taking to one person, even if it is written
down. He is desperate to communicate, hates hand-writing, o pours out and elaborates the teeming
thoughts to a paid listener. Only later isit cleaned and made a little more orderly, though it retains many
of the inconggtencies which dip past us in the speed of taking but become obvious when one can
compare sentences on pages.

Tocqueville did not employ a scribe, but he amed a the same smplicity. Much of his writing was
obvioudy related to long conversations with friends, to his numerous letters, to his desire to become a
parliamentary debater. The sparseness, the gaps which the reader has to fill out, the underlying and
powerful metaphors, the darity, are dl techniques amed at the same effect as Montesquieu and Smith -
namely not merely to inform his reader, but to take him or her on one side and to talk so deeply to them,
to dlow them to add to the conversation, and thus to change the way in which they thought. It is a
didogue rather than a monologue that is amed for, even if Tocqueville can only write one Side of it.

Fukuzawa pursued the same goals. He devoted a great ded of time to the rhetorical, presentationdl,
sde of hiswork. Like dl the others, he wrote as smply, directly and clearly as he could. Like the others
he then tried out the writing on ordinary family, friends, non-intellectuas. If they could not understand or
found it dull, he re-worked the materid. Like them, and as was written of another great stylist F.W.
Maitland, reading Fukwzawaiis like going on awalk with a close friend. He points out things of intere<t,
invites suggestions, nudges one to see new things. (Give Maitland quote XXX). One imagines that the
outward projection of this diadogue, as one between author and listener or reader, was very closeto the
kind of, perhaps only partly conscious, didogue that the authors pursued within themsdlves year after
year. Smith with his mouthing of conversations with invisble people is perhaps the mogt expliatly doing
this, but the others give hints that they stood both outsde and inside themsdlves, holding debates over
the issues which concerned them and then writing these debates down so that we can participate in
them.

Ancther way of understanding these writers is to see that they attempted to involve their readersin a

1°K oestler, Creation, p.649

YK oestler, Creation, p.398
8K oestler, Creation, p.337



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane 2002

journey with them. They recognized the need to make abdtract ideas concrete and to unfold the truth
over time. Aswe saw particularly with Tocgueville, whose work was often a semi- narrative of ajourney
of exploration, s0 it was with the others - an autobiographicd narrative disguised as large books of
socid and philosophicd andysis.

The difficulties of conducting these internd debates and then of making them explicit and formally
specifigble, saying in imprecise and mideading words, what had originaly been worked out only partidly
with words, partly accounts for the many passages in dl their works concerning the srain of writing.
Montesquieu gives graphic accounts of the congtant revisng, re-ordering, erasing and then replacing.
The firg creative vison might take weeks or only minutes, but then through the years this had to be
trandated from the inner recesses of the mind to an inattentive, muddled and incomprehending world,
full of other digractions and prejudices. Many, perhaps most, people think wonderful thoughts, but
those dow years of struggling [cf T.S. Elliot quote - trying to say with words] with the attempt to convey
the vison to others difles the vison. Smith and Tocqueville as wel as Montesquieu recount the long
grind, the disorder as thoughts come out, the frequent feding that one has lost the thread, forgotten what
the problem was, the downess of the progress. Each was engaged in a massive re-arrangement of their
own conceptua space, and then the second task of re-arranging that of others. Weariness and loss of
confidence as they near what we, but not they, know to be the peak, emanate from their writing. All this
is part of the crestive process.

Of course there are a few tools which help the thinker on his or her way and our four made use of
some or al of them. Ideas, important and less so, occur a unexpected moments and certainly
Montesquieu, Tocqueville and Fukuzawa, jotted them down on paper and Montesquieu's Pensees are
famous, Tocquevilles travel notebooks in America and England, Fukuzawa's notes scribbled over the
yearsin The Greater Learning for Women are examples. Then there were more forma notes on
particular subjects, whether Montesquieu's Spicilege or Commonplace books, Tocqueville's notes on
his archiva reading, Fukuzawas extensve notes on his reading and travel. Smith's manuscripts were
nearly al destroyed, but however mighty his memory, it seems likely that he dso kept notes. How these
thinkers cross-referred and indexed ther libraries, thoughts and notes is, sadly, unclear. Nor isit clear
how they actudly r ead books, though Lowes remark about Coleridge could be extended to all of them:
'How did Coleridge actually read books? Few more significant questions can be asked about any
man, and about Coleridge probably none.™® The methods of reading, indexing and accumulating deta
over long periods are crucid. Y et however good such systems, they will not necessarily lead to credtive
thought, but as Stibic writes concerning creativity, ‘In such a subconscious process, technicad means
cannot help directly. Nonetheless, they can create advantageous conditions for the ‘moment of creation’,
helping to initiate the unknown process in the dark space of the human brain.'®

Those who have thought about the deeper mysteries of the conditions for high-levd credtivity have
noticed certain recurrent patterns. One of these is that the kind of degp and sustained and
fredy-associating activity needed to re-think a paradigm requires periods of secluson. The period of
'degp thought' is one where the individua relaxes and lets his mind roam in a frictionless way. Koestler
adludes to "The poets or the mathematician's trance-like condition while he concentrates on a problem.®
Thisis atime, "When idess" says Locke, "float in our Mind, without any reflection or regard of the
Understanding, it is that which the French call Revery; our Language has scarce a name for it."'# Itis
memorably caught in Yeats poem The Long-Legged Fly which describes three such grest turning
pointsin revery, with its refrain 'Like along-legged fly upon the water, the mind moves upon slence!

L owes, Xanadu, p.30
“gtibic, Tools, p.19

'K oestler, Creation, p.161
|_owes, Xanadu, p.281



Copyright: Alan Macfarlane 2002

To atain and maintain for periods such a gate usudly requires retirement from the bustle of the world,
athough Descartes time in the bread oven was only part of hisretirement - being anonymous in the grest
city of Amsterdam alowed just as much peace. Another famous example is Mathus. 'Madthus prefaced
his Essay with the remark that he wrote it on an impulse and in isolation, having retrested to a country
seet where he was without the benefit (or distraction) of libraries full of data or the subtleties of the latest
arguments.?®

All of our European thinkers give ample evidence of the necessty of retirement into peace, of
Wordsworth's ‘emotion recollected in tranquility. Montesquieu retired into his moated castle, and if
there were 4ill too many didractions in the library withdrew into a tiny cdl in the wall. Smith quietly
worked in his house in Kirkcady, full of contentment and with a beautiful view and a garden down to
the sea. Tocqueville retired to a garret in Paris for the firss Democr acy and then later to aspecia room
in the Norman countryside. All three found tranquility, which given the quiet audterity of a Japanese
home life and housing Fukuzawa presumably aso attained. In dl these cases the tranquility lay not only
in the phydcd lay-out, the boundaries that cut them off from interruptions, but the peaceful surroundings
- the waks through the Gascon estate, the walks dong the Firth of Forth, the waks through the
Normandy woods or on wet days in a specially designed covered corridor. All had their equivaents to
Darwin's famous ‘thinking path' of the "philosopher's walk' at Kyoto. And dl of them found that inner
tranquility guarded by loving women, Montesquieu, Tocqueville and Fukuzawa by their wives, Smith by
his mother and cousin. Thus dl of them hibernated for periods, pursuing ideas in cadm and continuoudy
free from financid, political or other worries.

Interestingly, these cases aso tend to support the view that the best conditions for crestivity lie in the
tenson or dternation between steady, explicit, concentration, and letting the mind relax and even
consciously become involved in other things. This tension or dternation is very well described by Max
Weber. [N.B. aso used before] ‘Both, enthusiasm and work, and above al both of them jointly, can
entice the idea. 1deas occur to us when they please, not when it pleases us. The best ideas do indeed
occur to one's mind in the way in which lhering describes it: when smoking a cigar on the sofa; or as
Helmholtz sates of himsdlf with scientific exactitude: when taking awak on adowly ascending dSreet; or
inasmilar way. In any case, ideas come when we do not expect them, and now when we are brooding
and searching a our desks. Yet ideas would certainly not come to mind had we not brooded at our
desks and searched for answers with passionate devotion.”* Poincare describes this stretching then
relaxing of the mind as follows. "This unconscious work...is not possble, or in ay cose not fruitful,
unlessit isfirst preceded and then followed by a period of conscious work..."” Too much steedy,
explicit, concentration will not provide the answers a this meta-leve. By definition, if the answers could
be arrived a by hard work and smple logic, they would have been discovered by many others. What is
needed is conscious attention, the filling of the conceptua space with data, and then to relax. ‘A wise
thinker, keen on any kind of discovery, never wearies himsdlf to exhaustion by pursuing one line of
investigation to the excluson of every other, unceasingly, unrestingly; he knows that after careful work
he can safely leave the sub- conscious activities to contribute their share to the findl solution.®®

Oneway in which this automatically happens to most of us is through the process of deep - and hence
the numerous stories of those who have seen the solutions to problemsin that relaxed moment between
deeping and waking. Eingein's discovery of the theory of relativity in such amoment is the most notable.
Ancther example, from literature, complements it. Charlotte Bronte wrote ™...had thought intently on it
for many and many a night before faling to degp - wondering what it was like, or how it would be - il
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at length, sometimes after the progress of her story had been arrested at this one point for weeks, she
wakened up in the morning with dl clear before her, asif she had in redity gone through the experience,
and then could describe it word for word, as it had happened."' % As Knowlson writes generaly, The
"method” employed is the one that has been used from time immemorid: our forefathers dwaysfilled
their minds with an urgent problem before going to deep, experience having taught them what a solution
might be expected one fine morning.?®

Y et one did not have to leave it to deep. Other forms of relaxation might aso work - hence the long
walks and lisening to music or other activities. "The true method, according to Poincare, is to work
diligently for a period, then to turn to a new source of interest. In this connection one recalls a striking
comment from the pen of another Frenchman: "Since | studied nothing | have learnt much. It isindeed in
our leisurely strollsthat our great intellectud and mora discoveries are made."'?° From Descartes, whom
we are told dept a'great ded’ and "particularly recommends idleness as necessary to the production of
good work® through to Alfred Russdll Wallace, who 'often said he was lazy. "His idleness" said one
who knew him, "was his way of describing his long musings, waiting the bidding of her whom God
ingoires - Truth, who often hides her face from the clouded eyes of man. For hours, days, weeks, he
was disinclined to work."' 3 There are numerous cases of the maor role of the relaxed mind.

Yet of course the mind could become too reaxed. As Burkhardt warned, 'In times of complete calm
on the other hand, private life with its interests and comforts weaves its web round the naturally crestive
mind and robs it of its greatness*? It is probably wise to be actively rdaxed, hence the walking or
sometimes more strenuous activity. Since the am is to divert the mind, to let the surface be engaged in
some aternative activity so thet the problem is not constantly too closg, it is often good to be doing
something - whether practica things like gardening or listening to music. At amore energetic level it may
be useful to stretch them find in other directions. This lies behind Koestler's advice that ‘But to recapture
the rest while magic in dl its freshness, he mugt turn to something new; experimentd theetre, avant-garde
films, or Japanese Kabuki, perhgps, nove experiences which compe him to strain his imagination, in
order to make sense of the seemingly absurd - to participate, and re-create.® [used before XXX]
There are thus two primary methods- 'One of the primary conditions of inspiration is "that a period of
close i_nquisr}/ and reflection should be followed either by a change of subject of a period of mentd
inectivity.™

All of our thinkers seem to have benefited from these different approaches. None of them complains
of deep problems. They dl took practicd, physca, exercise incduding waking. they congantly
dternated periods of quiet reflection with periods of business. Both at the level of periods of years, and
down to the individud day, they followed practices that are conducive to cregtivity. Their conceptua
paces were condtantly being filled to overflowing with contradictory and puzzling data and they would
then go off and think, relax, absorb, re-order, and create new and origina patterns.

The combination of the patterns of ther lives and the nature of their work methods put them dl in a
good position to make amgor contribution. Y et they needed one further set of conditions to help them
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unify and order their experiences. These are the mentd tools with which are operated hdf expliatly, haf
intuitively. At first they are logica operators or conceptua methods which have to be learnt. They are
the grammar of thought, and like grammar they are learnt both by emulation, by conscious teaching, and
by practice. The rules of thought or grammar which the four developed are particularly interesting snce
in developing it for themsalves they at the same time developed some of the rules of thought or method
which would form the bas's for much of the best anadlysis from then onwards.

Theoretical methodology and faith

Our four thinkers explicitly tried to solve the contradictions and puzzles by developing a set of
theoreticd tools. Such tools would help them to know what datato look for and how to order it.

All of themwere confident that what they were seeking for was a pattern or structure hidden benesth
the surface of 'events. Montesquieu sought to find the secret 'spirit' of the laws, Smith searched for the
deep principles which led to wedth and order, Tocqueville sought to penetrate to the generative pattern
which shaped aristocratic and democratic societies. Fukuzawa searched for the essence of civilization.
Searching for this deeper leve led them to the discoveries for which they are famous, the role of laws
and customs and mores, the divison of labour and the invisble hand, the indtitutiond bases of
cvilization. The fact that al of the European thinkers were trained as lawyers, a professon which
encourages the establishment of genera principles which can be applied to particular cases, may be of
fundamenta importance here.

This search was based on a combination of dynamic and structurd methodology. The dynamism came
from the fact that dl of them, in their ways, were very conscious of the movement of time. Asfiguresin
the Enlightenment they were imbued at least in part with the idea of progress of ‘enlightenment’, of stages
through which societies normaly passed. As we have seen, none of them saw progress as inevitable in
the short run, and they saw the frequent reversas. But the belief that things moved from one type of
civilization to another through long periods of time, and the sense that there was some kind of inner
dynamic force within history, whether it was Montesquieu's vison of liberty, Smith's growing divison of
labour, Tocquevillestide of equality, or Fukuzawas civilizing process. This baanced mixture of hope of
betterment, but honest recognition of the frequent reversa, gave them the framework to consider long
dretches of higtory with ingght.

The structurd methodology can be seen in two important aspects. Firgly, they dl saw the essentia
fact that anadlysis must concentrate on the relations between things and not things in themsdves. It was
the baance of dynamic forces, the tension, for instance, between palitica, economic, religious and socid
power and demands, that was crucia. Thus they concentrated on the connections and the nature of
changing equilibria. We see this relaiona approach from the very first sentence of the Spirit of the
Laws through to Fukuzawals essay on Civilization. It was the separation, opposition, clash of forces
that was their central concern.

This structura gpproach was necessarily founded on a holistic gpproach which saw the whole of the
civilization they were condgdering as inter-linked. In order to understand any part, one had to understand
it dl. We see this in Montesgquieu's ambition - he tried to congruct dl the intersecting patterns lying
behind dl the civilizations of his age and touched on everything. Likewise if we take Smith's complete
works, there is very little he did not bring into his andyds, from science and literature through law,
religion and politics, to economics. Similarly Tocqueville chose as his object the whole dvilization of
America, from top to bottom and sde to sde. Findly Fukuzawa tried to encompass the whole of
western civilization, from technology to ideology. They believed that dl the parts were linked and thus dl
needed to be considered. This search for an answer to large problems, rather than an attempt to study a
particular period or place, explains why they are so inter-disciplinary and o difficult o cdassfy. It is
impossible to pigeon-hole any of them; they were sociologists, anthropologidts, lawyers, philosophers,
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economics, higtorians and many other things as well.

One might see behind their thought touches of that mechanica modd of redity which we see in
Descartes, Newton and other scientists of the seventeenth century. Just as nature was one vast
'machine perhaps like a giant clock, which could be understood by taking it to bits to see how each part
worked and then putting it together to see how the parts worked in relation to each other, likewise
man's world, the socia, menta and mora worlds that man had created, could be taken gpart and
re-assembled. They had a strong faith that there was order and laws to be discovered through the
gpplication of human reason. Without such a faith they could not have started on their massive task.
Only with abelief or faith in interconnectedness will one find the connections.

In the search for the underlying shape of changing civilizations these thinkers developed and used
others tools. One, often credited to Montesquieu, was 'ided type' andyss. That isto say, as a firg
goproximation he and the others developed somewhat smple modes of types of civiliztion agangt
which the complex data could be measured. This, of course, was famoudy later developed by Max
Weber, but it is equally obvious with these four. Montesquieu explicitly used ided types to characterize
classcd and modern civilizations, Smith gradudly refined an ided type modd of early capitdism,
‘arigocracy' and 'democracy’ were for Tocqueville pure forms, benchmarks againg which to measure
the aways mixed redlity. Fukuzawa built up an ided type of true civilization, measured againgt which
much in the west increasingly falled to measure up.

One thing that is specid about their ‘ided type andysis was that it was dynamic. There is a danger
that idedl types become a superior form of satic classfication to enable pigeontholding. What dl of our
four thinkers tried to do was to see moving ided types, what they often caled ‘tendencies or ‘natural
laws, or the 'norma course of events, the way things 'usudly happened’. Thus there might be a norma
tendency towards increased predation as wealth increases or towards increased equality, or towards
the increesng divison of labour. Agang such a 'normd tendency’, the exceptions, the abnormd,
becomes visble. It is an essentid technique, used by Mdthus, Darwin, Weber and most grest thinkers.
Write down what should happen over time and the puzzle about when it does not happen.

Such ided-type andysis not only highlights the deviations and exceptions, it is aosolutely necessary as
a background for another of their mgjor methods - the comparative approach. They were al doubly
comparative. They al compared their own times with previous civilization. In the case of the European
thinkers they went back to at least Rome and Greece. With Fukuzawa, the comparison could be done
within his own lifetime, that is pre and post Meiji. They dso compared across space, sometimes
between different parts of their own continent, as with England, France, Scotland, Holland, or between
continents, Europe, America, Japan. Both types of comparison had numerous effects on their theory.

The effects of the comparative method, both as explicitly used by our four thinkers and through the
comparisons which they had experienced over their lives and through their travels, were numerous. It
distanced them from the over-familiar. As David Hume wrote, ‘the views the most familiar to us are apt,
for that very reason, to escape us.*®> Comparison made it possible for Montesquieu and Tocqueville to
'see’ France, Smith to 'see’ Scotland, and Fukuzawa to 'see’ Japan. Especidly powerful was the effect
of placing themsdves, o to speek, right outsde their own civilization, to look back from a great
digance. Montesquieu and Smith chose China as their externd fulcrum and Smith aso used 'America,
Tocqueville used 'America, Fukuzawa saw Japan from the ‘west'. They could thus see the whole of
Old European civilization as asngle, possble, other, system - from outside as wel aswithin.

*Quoted in Dumont, Mandeville, p.19
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Comparison dso had the oppodte effect, by familiarisng the digant. Tocqueville was able to
‘understand’ America, for instance, because he constantly compared it to France, Fukuzawa understood
Americaor Europe by comparing it to Japan.

Anather function of comparison is to make absences vishle. In sudying a particular civilization many
of the most interesting things are the absences. All of our thinkers could take account of those absences
- whether it was the absence of iron in Japan, the absence of ‘caste€ in England, the absence of
predatory violence in Scotland after 1745, or the absence of congtitutiond liberty in France, because of
comparison.

Finaly, comparison is the nearest socid scientists can attain to away of testing their theories to see if
they have any generd vadue. As Evans-Pritchard for example put it, 'if any genera statements are to be
made about socid inditutions they can only be made by comparison between the same type of
indtitutions in a wide range of societies™® For al these and other reasons the comparative method, in
space and time, was centrd to our four thinkers. The power of these comparisons was made more
powerful by the fact that they usudly kept at least three civilizations in play - higoricdly the Greeks,
Romans, post-Renaissance Europe and the present in space, England, the Continent, America and,
later, Japan. This increased the heuristic power very consderably, alowing true comparison (holding
things constant) as well as straight contrasts.

Even with this powerful methodology and the mixture of confidence it generated, there were immense
problems. One of the most important concerned what could be accepted as an explanation, a
satisfactory causa andlysis. Here again our thinkers developed very sophisticated techniques. From
Montesguieu onwards they dl laid heavy emphasis on multiple causation. Important changes in their
world, whether it was the fal of the Roman Empire, the French Revolution, or liberty in America, were
the result of innumerable chains of cause and consequence. They dl searched for a prime mover,
somewhere where their mind could rest. They usudly started with geography and climate, as did
Montesguieu and, to a certain extent, Tocqueville. But very soon dl of them abandoned that as only one
amongst other causes, shaped by, as much as it shaped, man. They amost al ended up with a set of
czlaus?d amongst which custom, mores, law and other ingtitutions, roots or origins (‘point of departure’)
played a part.

They carefully held a balance between these explanations, avoiding any particular determinism, and
dso presarving that very difficult baance between chance and necessty. There were generd,
conditioning, causes which constrained men in their thoughts and actions. But there was aso room for
randomness, sdlection, persona decison. Preserving this precise balance between sructurd forces
which lie below human observation and can only be uncovered by anthropology, sociology, psychology
and economics, and the random effect of particular actions and thoughts of individuds, only to be
uncovered by higtory, is one reason for their grestness. At their own leved it made them both aware of
the invisble condraints within which they worked, and adso gave them confidence that they could think
new thoughts and that their work could make a difference.

Findly, and related to dl of the above, was their method of moving from ‘fact’ to 'theory'. All of these
thinkers were in a sense heirs to the Newtonian revolution, that is to say they had grasped the fact that
neither pure induction, working up from the facts, nor pure deduction, working out the theories first and
then 'testing them was sufficient. From Montesquieu, with his mixture of induction and deduction,
through Smith with his mixing of detalled factua andyss where facts existed and then '‘conjecturd’
method where they were hard to come by, through Tocqueville, who worried people that he had 'begun

%Evans-Pritchard, Comparative Method, p.3
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to think before he had learned anything, through to Fukuzawa who as a student of J.S. Mill was
congantly guessing, testing, experimenting and then guessing, we find a mixture of the two operations.
Thus problems, data and estate of knowledge were among the factors that dictated the method.
Sometimes one knew the outcome and had to use the andytic method to work back aong the chain of
causes to the original root causes. Other times one had a phenomenon and had to move forward by the
synthetic method to explore its likely consequences.

In the end such methods were just tools and could only be judged by results. One sdected the right
tool for each job and should not become doctrinaire about what was best. It is clear that al of these
methods were used, comparing, contrasting, working back and forth dong chains of cause, comparing
redity to smplified modd, decondructing into pats and reassembling and s0 on. The very
congderable advances these thinkers made in solving part of the 'Riddle of the World' thus slemmed not
only from ther lives and working methods, but from developments in logic and method which hed
incorporated ideas dating back to the Greeks and Arabs. Without mathematics, just as without other
branches of philosophy, they would have made little progress. Their idess, passed on through J.S. Mill
and later Durkheim, Weber and others have shaped the ways we investigate the world just as much as
they have shaped the politicdl and economic inditutions, democracy and capitdism, which now
dominate the globe.

Conclusion

Having considered the lives, methods and theoretica tools together we can see a little more clearly
how the mediation between a changing world and a mgor paradigm shift can occur. The Enlightenment
was more than an intdlectud movement; it was a new cosmologica system erected to make sense of
and underpin a new indudtrid, egditarian and individuaistic world. It was the story which people told to
themselves and each other to make sense of the half-glimpsed new forces around them. New
connections were being daily made in the physica and cultural world and these great thinkers absorbed
these to a deep leved of their being and then, having shifted and re-ordered them, brought them forth
again in ther crowning words - the Spirit, Wealth, Democr acy, Civilization. We have thus been able
to see below the find creative outpouring to some of its subterranean chambers. We have followed
'Alph the sacred river through ‘caverns messureless to man' down to the sunless sea, watched it
gathering force until it exploded in a new credtive synthesis, suffusing for a moment a leadt, al of our
thinkers with that highest form of insane pleasure: ‘Beware, beware...for he on honey dew hath fed, and
drunk the milk of paradise’
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